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Ber nard Cor nwel |

The year is 878 and Wessex is free fromthe Vikings. Untred, the dispossessed
son of a Northunbrian lord, helped AlIfred win that victory, but now, as The
Lords of the North begins, he is disgusted by Alfred' s |ack of generosity and
repelled by the king's insistent piety. He fl ees Wssex, going back north to
seek revenge for the killing of his foster father and to rescue his
stepsister, captured in the sane raid. He needs to find his old eneny,
Kjartan, a renegade Danish lord who lurks in the form dabl e stronghol d of
Dunhol m

Unhtred arrives in the north to discover rebellion, chaos and fear. H's only
ally is HIld, a Wst Saxon nun fleeing her calling, and his best hope is his
sword, with which he has nade a form dable reputation as a warrior. He will
need the assistance of other warriors if he is to attack Dunhol mand he finds
Gut hred, a slave who believes he is a king.

If Guthred is to rule Northunbria he needs Unhtred and Ragnar, the Dane who is
Unhtred's sworn brother. Guthred, though, is weak and yields to treachery.
Unhtred ends up on a slave voyage to lceland. H s rescue comes through an
unlikely alliance of his friends and enenmies. In the end it is Alfred the
Great of Wessex who sees profit in Northunbria's despair and | ooses Uhtred and
Ragnar onto Dunholm the invincible fortress on its great spur of rock in the
| am ess north.

The Lords of the North, like Bernard Cornwell's two previous novels in this
tale of England' s making, is based on real events. It is a powerful story of
betrayal, romance and struggle, set in an England of turnoil, upheaval and

glory. Untred, a Northunbrian raised as a Viking, a man w thout |ands, a
warrior without a country, has becone a splendid, heroic figure.
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PLACE NAMES

The spelling of place names in Angl o Saxon Engl and was an uncertai n busi ness,
wi th no consistency and no agreenent even about the nane itself. Thus London
was variously rendered as Lundoni a, Lundenberg, Lundenne, Lundene, Lundenw c,
Lundenceaster and Lundres. Doubtl ess some readers will prefer other versions
of the nanmes |listed below, but | have usually enpl oyed whi chever spelling is
cited in either the Oxford Dictionary of English Place-Nanmes or the Canbridge
Dictionary of English Place-Nanes for the years nearest or contained wthin
Alfred' s reign, 871-899

AD, but even that solution is not fool proof. Hayling Island, in 956, was
witten as both Heilincigae and Haegl i ngai ggae. Nor have | been consi stent
nmysel f; | should spell England as Engl al and, and have preferred the nodern
form Northunbria to Nordhynbral ond to avoid the suggestion that the boundaries
of the ancient kingdom coincide with those of the nbdern county. So this list,
like the spellings thenselves, is capricious.

At hel ney, Somerset Al clyt Bishop Auckl and, County Dur ham

Badum ( pronounced Bat hunm) Bath, Avon

Bebbanbur g Bamburgh Castl e, Northumnberl and

Berrocscire Berkshire

Cair Ligualid Carlisle, Cunbria

Cetreht Catterick, Yorkshire

C ppanhamm Chi ppenham W Iltshire

Cont war abur g Cant erbury, Kent

Cunbr al and Cunbri a

Cuncacester Chester-le-Street, County Durham



Cynuit Cynuit Hillfort, nr Cannington,
Somer set

Def nascir Devonshire

Dor nwar aceast er Dor chest er, Dorset
Dunhol m Dur ham County Dur ham

Dyflin Dublin, Ere

Eof erwi ¢ York

Et handun Edi ngton, WIltshire
Exanceaster Exeter, Devon

Fi fhi dan Fyfield, WIltshire

G eawecestre d oucester, G oucestershire
Gyruum Jarrow, County Durham

Hanpt onsci r Hanpshire

Hai t habu Hedeby, trading town in southern
Denmar k

Heagost eal des Hexham Nort hunber!| and
Hedene Ri ver Eden, Cunbria

Hocchal e Houghal I, County Dur ham

Horn Hofn, |cel and

Hr eapandune Repton, Derbyshire

Kenet Ri ver Kennet

Li ndi sfarena Lindisfarne (Holy Island),
Nor t hunber | and

Lundene London

Onhri pum Ri pon, Yorkshire

Pedredan River Parrett

Readi ngum Readi ng, Berkshire

Sci reburnan Sher borne, Dorset

Snot engaham Not ti ngham Notti nghanshire
Strath dota Strathcl yde

Sunor saet e Soner set

Sut h Seaxa Sussex (South Saxons)

Synni ngt hwai t Swi nithwaite, Yorkshire
Temes River Thanes

Thor nsaet a Dor set

Thresk Thirsk, Yorkshire

Tine River Tyne

Ri ver Tweed

Wire R ver War

yiltun Wlton, Wltshire

Wltunscir Wltshire

W nt anceast er Wnchester, Hanpshire
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..... Com on wanre ni ht scridan sceadugenga
From out of the wan night slides the shadow wal ker
Beowul f

Part One
The Sl ave King

| wanted darkness. There was a hal f-nmoon that sumer night and it kept sliding
from behind the clouds to make ne nervous. | wanted darkness.

| had carried two | eather bags to the small ridge which marked the northern
boundary of ny estate. My estate. Fifhaden, it was called, and it was King
Alfred' s reward for the service | had done him at Ethandun where, on the |ong
green hill, we had destroyed a Danish army. It had been shield wall against
shield wall, and at its end Alfred was king again and the Danes were beaten
and Wessex lived, and | dare say that | had done nore than nost men. My wonan
had died, ny friend had died, | had taken a spear thrust in my right thigh
and ny reward was Fifhaden

Five hides. That was what the nane neant. Five hides! Scarce enough land to
support the four famlies of slaves who tilled the soil and sheared the sheep
and trapped fish in the River Kenet. O her nmen had been given great estates
and the church had been rewarded with rich woodl ands and deep pastures, while
| had been given five hides. | hated Alfred. He was a m serabl e, pious,
tight-fisted king who distrusted ne because | was no Christian, because | was
a northerner, and because | had given him his ki ngdom back at Ethandun. And as
reward he had given ne Fifhaden. Bastard.

So | had carried the two bags to the I ow ridge that had been cropped by sheep
and was littered with enornous grey boul ders that gl owed white when the noon
escaped the wi spy clouds. | crouched by one of the vast stones and Hild knelt
besi de ne.



She was my woman then. She had been a nun in C ppanhanm but the Danes had
captured the town and they had whored her. Now she was with ne. Sonetinmes, in
the night, | would hear her praying and her prayers were all tears and
despair, and | reckoned she woul d go back to her god in the end, but for the
monent | was her refuge. 'Why are we waiting? she asked.

| touched a finger to ny lips to silence her. She watched nme. She had a | ong
face, large eyes and gol den hair under a scrap of scarf. | reckoned she was
wasted as a nun. Alfred, of course, wanted her back in the nunnery. That was
why | let her stay. To annoy him Bastard.

| was waiting to make certain that no one watched us. It was unlikely, for
folk do not like to venture into the night when things of horror stalk the
earth. H1ld clutched at her crucifix, but | was confortable in the dark. From

the tine | was a small child | had taught mnmyself to love the night. | was a
sceadugengan, a shadow wal ker, one of the creatures other nen feared.
| waited a long time until | was certain no one else was on the | ow ridge,

then | drew Wasp-Sting, ny short-sword, and | cut out a square of turf that |
laid to one side. Then |I dug into the ground, piling the soil onto nmy cloak
The bl ade kept striking chalk and flints and | knew Wasp-Sting's bl ade woul d
be chi pped, but | went on digging until | had nmade a hole | arge enough for a
child's burial. We put the two bags into the earth. They were ny hoard. My
silver and gold, ny wealth, and | did not wish to be burdened with it. |
possessed five hides, two swords, a mail coat, a shield, a helnmet, a horse and
a thin nun, but I had no men to protect a hoard and so | had to hide it
instead. | kept only a few silver coins and the rest | put into the ground's
keepi ng, and we covered the hoard over and stanped the soil down and then
replaced the turf. | waited for the nmoon to sail out from behind a cloud and
then |I | ooked at the turf and reckoned no one woul d know it had been

di sturbed, and | nenorised the place, marking it in nmy mnd by the nearby

boul ders. One day, when | had the neans to protect that treasure, | would
return for it. Hld stared at the hoard's grave. 'Alfred says you nust stay
here,' she said.

"Alfred can piss down his own throat,' | said, 'and | hope the bastard chokes
on it and dies.' He would probably die soon enough for he was a sick man. He
was only twenty-nine, eight years older than | was, yet he | ooked closer to
fifty and I doubt any of us would have given himnore than two or three years
to live. He was forever griping about his belly pains or running to the
shithol e or shivering

in a fever.

H1d touched the turf where the hoard was buried. 'Does this mean we're com ng
back to Wessex?' she asked.

"It neans,' | said, 'that no man travels anong enenies with his hoard. It's
safer here, and if we survive, we'll fetch it. And if |I die, you fetch it.'
She said nothing, and we carried the earth that was left on the cloak back to
the river and threw it into the water.

In the norning we took our horses and rode eastwards. W were going to
Lundene, for in Lundene all roads start. It was fate that drove ne. It was the
year 878, | was twenty-one years old and believed ny swords could win ne the
whole world. | was Untred of Bebbanburg, the man who had killed Ubba

Lot hbr okson beside the sea and who had spilled Svein of the Wite Horse from
his saddl e at Ethandun. | was the nman who had given Alfred his ki ngdom back
and | hated him So I would |l eave him M path was the sword-path, and it
woul d take ne horme. | would go north.

Lundene is the greatest city in all the island of Britain and | have al ways

| oved its ruined houses and feverish alleys, but Hild and | stayed there only
two days, lodging in a Saxon tavern in the new town west of the decayi ng Roman
wal I s. The place was a part of Mercia then and was garri soned by the Danes.
The al ehouses were full of traders and foreigners and shipmasters, and it was
a nerchant called Thorkild who offered us passage to Northunbria. | told him
nmy nane was Ragnarson and he neither believed nme nor questioned ne and he gave
us passage in return for two silver coins and nmy rnuscle on one of his oars.



was a Saxon, but | had been



rai sed by the Danes so | spoke their tongue and Thorkild assuned | was Dani sh.
My fine helnet, mail coat and two swords told himl was a warrior and he nust
have suspected | was a fugitive fromthe defeated armny, but what did he care?
He needed oarsnen. Sone traders used only slaves at their oars, but Thorkild
reckoned they were trouble and enpl oyed free nen.

W left on the ebb-tide, our hull filled with bolts of linen, oil from
Franki a, beaver-pelts, scores of fine saddles and | eather sacks filled with
precious cumn and nmustard. Once away fromthe city and in the estuary of the
Temes we were in East Anglia, but we saw little of that kingdomfor on our
first night a pernicious fog rolled in fromthe sea and it stayed for days.
Sonme mornings we could not travel at all, and even when the weather was half
good we never went far fromshore. | had thought to sail home because it would
be quicker than travelling by road, but instead we crept mle by foggy mle

t hrough a tangl e of nudbanks, creeks and treacherous currents. W stopped
every night, finding sone place to anchor or tie up, and spent a whole week in
some godf orsaken East Anglian marsh because a bowstrake sprang | oose and the
wat er coul d not be bailed fast enough, and so we were forced to haul the ship
onto a nuddy beach and nake repairs. By the time the hull was caul ked the

weat her had changed and the sun sparkled on a fogless sea and we rowed

northwards, still stopping every night. W saw a dozen ot her ships, all |onger
and narrower than Thorkild' s craft. They were Dani sh warships and all were
travelling northwards. | assumed they were fugitives from Guthrum s def eated

arnmy and they were going home to Denmark or perhaps to Frisia or wherever
there was easier plunder to be had than in Alfred s Wssex.

Thorkild was a tall, lugubrious man who thought he was thirty-five years ol d.
He plaited his greying hair so that it hung in long ropes to his waist, and
his arms were bare of the rings that showed a warrior's prowess. '| was never
a fighter,' he confessed to ne. 'l was raised as a trader and |'ve al ways been
a trader and nmy son will trade when |'m dead."

"You live in Eoferwic? | asked.

'Lundene. But | keep a storehouse in Eoferwic. It's a good place to buy

fl eeces."'

'"Does Ricsig still rule there? | asked.

He shook his head. 'Ricsig' s been dead two years now. There's a man called
Egbert on the throne now'

'There was a King Egbert in Eoferwic when | was a child."'

"This is his son, or his grandson? Maybe his cousin? He's a Saxon, anyway.'
"So who really rules in Northunbria?'

"W do, of course,' he said, neaning the Danes. The Danes often put a taned
Saxon on the thrones of the countries they captured, and Egbert, whoever he
was, was doubtless just such a | eashed nonarch. He gave a pretence of legality
to the Dani sh occupiers, but the real ruler was Earl lvarr, the Dane who owned
nost of the land about the city. "He's Ivarr Ivarson,' Thorkild told ne with a
touch of pride in his voice, '"and his father was |var Lothbrokson."'

"I knew lvar Lothbrokson,' | said.

| doubt Thorkild believed ne, but it was true. Ivar Lothbrokson had been a
fearsone warlord, thin and skel etal, savage and ghastly, but he had been a
friend to Earl Ragnar who raised ne. H s brother had been Ubba, the nman | had
killed by the sea. '"lvarr is the real power in Northunbria,' Thorkild told ne,
"but not in the valley of the River Wire. K artan rules there.' Thorkild
touched his hamrer anul et when he spoke Kjartan's nane. 'He's called Kjartan
the Cruel now,' he said, 'and his son is worse.'

"Sven.' | said the name sourly. | knew Kjartan and Sven. They were ny enem es.
'Sven the One-Eyed,' Thorkild said with a grinmace and agai n touched his amul et
as if to fend off the evil of the nanes he had just spoken. 'And north of
them' he went on, 'the ruler is Afric of Bebbanburg.'

| knew himtoo. Afric of Bebbanburg was ny uncle and thief of my |land, but I
pretended not to know the name. 'Afric?' | asked, 'another Saxon?

"A Saxon,' Thorkild confirmed, 'but his fortress is too powerful for us,' he
added by way of explanation why a Saxon |ord was






permtted to stay in Northunbria, 'and he does nothing to offend us.'
"Afriend of the Danes?

"He's no eneny.' he said. 'Those are the three great lords. Ivarr, K artan and
Afric, while beyond the hills in Cunbral and? No one knows what happens
there.' He meant the west coast of Northunbria which faced the Irish Sea.
'There was a great Danish lord in Cunbral and,’ he went on. 'Hardicnut, he was
called, but I hear he was killed in a squabble. And now?' He shrugged.

So that was Northunbria, a kingdomof rival |ords, none of whom had cause to
| ove ne and two of whom wanted me dead. Yet it was hone, and | had a duty
there and that is why | was follow ng the sword-path.

It was the duty of the bl oodfeud. The feud had started five years before when
Kjartan and his nen had come to Earl Ragnar's hall in the night. They had
burned the hall and they had nurdered the folk who tried to flee the fl anes.
Ragnar had raised me, | had loved himlike a father, and his rmurder was
unavenged. He had a son, also called Ragnar, and he was ny friend, but Ragnar
t he Younger coul d not take vengeance for he was now a hostage in Wssex. So |

woul d go north and | would find Kjartan and I would kill him And | would kil
his son, Sven the One-Eyed, who had taken Ragnar's daughter prisoner. Did
Thyra still live? | did not know. | only knew | had sworn to revenge Ragnar

the Elder's death. It sonmetinmes seened to nme, as | hauled on Thorkild's oar
that | was foolish to be goi ng hone because Northunbria was full of ny

enem es, but fate drove nme, and there was a lunmp in ny throat when at |ast we
turned into the wide nouth of the Hunber.

There was nothing to see other than a | ow muddy shore half glinpsed through
rain, and withies in the shall ows nmarking hi dden creeks, and great mats of
oarweed and bl adderw ack heaving on the grey water, but this was the river
that led into Northunbria and |I knew, at that nmonent, that | had made the
right decision. This was home. Not Wessex with its richer fields and gentler
hills. Wessex was tamed, harnessed by king and church, but up here there were
wi | der skeins in the colder air.

"I's this where you live?' Hild asked as the banks cl osed on either side.

"My land is far to the north." | told her. 'That's Mercia,' | pointed to the
river's southern shore, '"and that's Northunbria,' | pointed the other way,
"and Northunbria stretches up into the barbarous |ands.'

' Bar bar ous?'

"Scots.' | said, and spat over the side. 'Before the Danes came the Scots had
been our chief enem es, ever raiding south into our land, but they, like us,
had been assaulted by the Northmen and that had | essened their threat, though
it had not ended it.

W rowed up the Quse and our songs acconpani ed the oar strokes as we glided
beneath wi |l ow and al der, past nmeadows and woods, and Thorkild, now that we
had entered Northunbria, took the carved dog's head fromhis boat's prow so
that the snarling beast would not scare the spirits of the land. And that

eveni ng, under a washed sky, we cane to Eoferwic, the chief city of

Nort hunbria and the place where ny father had been sl aughtered and where | had
been orphaned and where | had met Ragnar the El der who had raised ne and gi ven
me ny | ove of the Danes.

I was not rowi ng as we approached the city for | had pulled an oar all day and
Thorkild had relieved ne, and so | was standing in the bow, staring at the
snoke sifting up fromthe city's roofs, and then I glanced down at the river
and saw the first corpse. It was a boy, perhaps ten or el even years old, and
he was naked except for a rag about his waist. His throat had been cut, though
t he great wound was bl oodl ess now because it had been washed cl ean by the
Quse. His long fair hair drifted |like weed under water

W saw two nore floating bodies, then we were close enough to see nen on the
city's ranparts and there were too many nmen there, men with spears and
shields, and there were nore nmen by the river quays, nmen in mail, men watching
us warily, men with drawn swords and Thorkild called an order and our oars
lifted and water dripped fromthe notionless blades. The boat slewed in the
current and | heard the screans frominside the city.



| had conme hone.



e

Thorkild let the boat drift downstream a hundred paces, then ramred her bows
into the bank close to a willow. He junped ashore, tied a sealhide line to
tether the boat to the willow s trunk, and then, with a fearful glance at the
arnmed men wat ching from hi gher up the bank, scrambled hurriedly back on board.
"You,' he pointed at nme, 'find out what's happening.'

"Troubl e's happening.' | said. 'You need to know nore?

"I need to know what's happened to ny storehouse,' he said, then nodded
towards the arned nmen, 'and | don't want to ask them So you can instead.'

He chose ne because | was a warrior and because, if | died, he would not
grieve. Most of his oarsmen were capable of fighting, but he avoi ded conbat
whenever he coul d because bl oodshed and tradi ng were bad partners. The arned
men were advanci ng down the bank now. There were six of them but they
approached very hesitantly, for Thorkild had twi ce their number in his ship's
bows and all those seamen were arnmed with axes and spears.

| pulled my mail over ny head, unw apped the glorious wol f-crested hel net |
had captured from a Dani sh boat off the Wl sh coast, buckled on Serpent-Breath
and Wasp-Sting and, thus dressed for war, junped clunsily ashore. | slipped on
the steep bank, clutched at nettles for support and then, cursing because of
the stings, clanmbered up to the path. | had been here before, for this was the
wi de riverside pasture where ny father had |l ed the attack on Eoferw c.

pull ed on the helnmet and shouted at Thorkild to throw ne nmy shield. He did
and, just as | was about to start wal king towards the six nen who were now
standi ng and watching ne with swords in their hands, Hld junped after ne.

" You shoul d have stayed on the boat.' | told her

"Not without you.' she said. She was carrying our one |eather bag in which was
little nore than a change of clothes, a knife and a whetstone. 'Wo are they?

she asked, neaning the six nen who were still fifty paces away and in no hurry
to cl ose the distance.
"Let's find out.' | said, and drew Serpent - Breat h.

The shadows were |ong and the smoke of the city's cooking fires was purple and
gold in the twilight. Rooks flew towards their nests and in the distance

could see cows going to their evening mlking. | walked towards the six nmen. |
was in mail, | had a shield and two swords, | wore armrings and a hel net that
was worth the value of three fine mail coats and my appearance checked the six
men, who huddl ed together and waited for nme. They all had drawn swords, but |
saw that two of them had crucifixes about their necks and that made nme suppose
they were Saxons. 'When a man comes hone,' | called to themin English, 'he
does not expect to be met by swords.'

Two of them were ol der nen, perhaps in their thirties, both of them

t hi ck- bearded and wearing mail. The other four were in |eather coats and were
younger, just seventeen or eighteen, and the blades in their hands | ooked as
unfam liar to themas a plough handle would to me. They nust have assumed |
was a Dane because | had cone from a Dani sh ship and they rmust have known t hat
six of themcould kill one Dane, but they al so knew t hat one war-Dane, dressed
in battle-splendour, was likely to kill at |east two of them before he died
and so they were relieved when | spoke to themin English. They were al so
puzzl ed. 'Who are you?' one of the ol der nmen call ed.

| did not answer, but just kept wal king towards them If they had decided to
attack ne then | would have been forced to flee ignom niously or else die, but
| wal ked confidently, ny shield held low and with Serpent-Breath's tip
brushing the long grass. They took mnmy reluctance to answer for arrogance, when
intruth it was



confusion. | had thought to call nyself by any name other than ny own, for
did not want Kjartan or my traitorous uncle to know | had returned to
Nort hunmbria, but my nane was al so one to be reckoned with and | was foolishly

tenmpted to use it to awe them but inspiration cane just in tinme. 'l am Steapa
of Defnascir,' | announced, and just in case Steapa's name was unknown in
Nort hunmbria, | added a boast. 'I amthe man who put Svein of the Wite Horse

into his long hone in the earth.’

The man who had demanded ny nane stepped a pace backwards. 'You are Steapa?
The one who serves Al fred?

"I am'

"Lord,' he said, and |l owered his blade. One of the younger nmen touched his
crucifix and dropped to a knee. A third man sheathed his sword and the others,
deci ding that was prudent, did the sane.

"Who are you?' | denmanded
"W serve King Egbert,' one of the ol der nen said.
"And the dead?' | asked, gesturing towards the river where another naked

corpse circled slowin the current, 'who are they?

' Danes, lord."'

"You're killing Danes?

"It's God's will, lord,' he said.

| gestured towards Thorkild' s ship. That man is a Dane and he is also a
friend. WIIl you kill hin®

"W know Thorkild, lord," the man said, 'and if he cones in peace he wll
live.'

"And me?' | demanded, 'what would you do with nme?

The king would see you, lord. He would honour you for the great slaughter of
t he Danes.'

This slaughter?' | asked scornfully, pointing Serpent-Breath towards a corpse
floating downriver.

'He woul d honour the victory over Guthrum lord. Is it true?

"It is true,' | said, 'l was there.' | turned then, sheathed Serpent-Breath,
and beckoned to Thorkild who untied his ship and rowed it upstream | shouted
to himacross the water, telling himthat Egbert's Saxons had risen agai nst

t he Danes, but that these men prom sed they would | eave himin peace if he
cane in friendship.

"What would you do in ny place?" Thorkild called back. H's men gave their oars
small tugs to hold the ship against the river's flow.

"G downstream' | shouted in Danish, 'find sword-Danes and wait till you know
what is happening."'

"And you?' he asked.

"I stay here,' | said.

He groped in a pouch and threw sonething towards ne. It glittered in the
fading light, then vani shed anong the buttercups that nade the darkening
pasture yellow That's for your advice,' he called, 'and may you live |ong,
whoever you are.'

He turned his ship which was a clunmsy nmanoeuvre for the hull was al nost as

Il ong as the Quse was wi de, but he managed it skilfully enough and the oars

t ook hi m downstream and out of my life. | discovered later that his storehouse
had been ransacked and the one-armed Dane who guarded it had been sl aughtered
and his daughter raped, so nmy advice was worth the silver coin Thorkild had
throwmn to ne.

'You sent himaway?' one of the bearded nmen asked ne resentfully.

"I told you, he was a friend.' | stooped and found the shilling in the |ong
grass. 'So how do you know of Alfred's victory? | asked.

"A priest cane, lord," he said, 'and he told us."'

"A priest?

"From Wessex, lord. Al the way from Wessex. He carried a nessage from Ki ng

A fred.'

| should have known Al fred woul d want the news of his victory over Guthrumto
spread throughout Saxon Engl and, and it turned out that he had sent priests to



wher ever Saxons |ived and those priests carried the nmessage that Wssex was
victorious and that God and his saints had given themthe triunph. One such
priest had been sent to King Egbert in Eoferwic, and that priest had reached
the city just one day before nme, and that was when the stupidity began.

The priest had travelled on horseback, his clerical frock wapped



in a bundle on the back of his saddl e, and he had ridden from Saxon house to
Saxon house through Dani sh-held Mercia. The Mercian Saxons had hel ped hi mon
his way, providing fresh horses each day and escorting himpast the |arger
Dani sh garrisons until he had come to Northunbria's capital to give King
Egbert the good news that the West Saxons had defeated the G eat Arny of the
Danes. Yet what appeal ed even nore to the Northunbrian Saxons was the

out rageous claimthat Saint Cuthbert had appeared to Alfred in a dream and
shown himhow to gain the victory. The dream was supposed to have cone to

Al fred during the winter of defeat in Athelingaeg where a handful of fugitive
Saxons hid fromthe conquering Danes, and the story of the dream was ai ned at
Egbert's Saxons like a huntsman's arrow, for there was no saint nore revered
north of the Humber than Cuthbert. Cuthbert was Northunbria's idol, the
holiest Christian ever to live in the land, and there was not one pious Saxon
househol d that did not pray to himdaily. The idea that the north's own

gl orious saint had hel ped Wssex defeat the Danes drove the wits from Ki ng
Egbert's skull like partridges fleeing the reapers. He had every right to be
pl eased at Alfred' s victory, and he doubtless resented ruling on a Danish

| eash, but what he shoul d have done was thank the priest who brought the news
and then, to keep himquiet, shut himup like a dog in a kennel. |Instead he
had ordered Wil fhere, the city's archbishop, to hold a service of thanks in
the city's largest church. Wl fhere, who was no fool, had i mediately

devel oped an ague and ridden into the country to recover, but a fool called
Fat her Hrot hweard took his place and Eoferwic's big church had resounded to a
fiery sernon which clainmed Saint Cuthbert had conme from heaven to | ead the
West Saxons to victory, and that idiotic tale had persuaded Eof erwi c's Saxons
that God and Saint Cuthbert were about to deliver their own country fromthe
Danes. And so the killing had started.

Al this | learned as we went into the city. | learned too that there had been
| ess than a hundred Dani sh warriors in Eoferw c because the rest had narched
north under Earl lvarr to confront a Scottish arny that had crossed the
border. There had been no such invasion in living menory, but the southern
Scots had a new ki ng who had sworn to nmake Eoferwic his new capital, and so
Ivarr had taken his arny north to teach the fellow a | esson

Ivarr was the true ruler of southern Northunbria. If he had wanted to cal

hi nsel f the king then there was no one to stop himbut it was convenient to
have a pliable Saxon on the throne to collect the taxes and to keep his
fell ow Saxons quiet. lvarr, neanwhile, could do what his famly did best; make
war. He was a Lothbrok and it was their boast that no nal e Lot hbrok had ever
died in bed. They died fighting with their swords in their hands. lvarr's
father and one uncle had died in Ireland, while Uobba, the third Lothbrok
brother, had fallen to ny sword at Cynuit. Now lvarr, the | atest sword-Dane
froma war-besotted fam |y, was marchi ng agai nst the Scots and had sworn to
bring their king to Eoferwic in slave manacl es.

I thought no Saxon in his right m nd would rebel against lvarr, who was
reputed to be as ruthless as his father, but Alfred' s victory and the claim
that it was inspired by Saint Cuthbert had ignited the nadness in Eoferw c.
The flames were fed by Father Hrothweard' s preaching. He bell owed that God,
Sai nt Cuthbert and an army of angels were coming to drive the Danes from

Nort hunmbria and ny arrival only encouraged the insanity. 'CGod has sent you.'
the men who had accosted ne kept saying, and they shouted to folk that | was
Svein's killer and by the tine we reached the palace there was a small crowd
following HId and me as we pushed through narrow streets still stained with
Dani sh bl ood.

| had been to Eoferwic's pal ace before. It was a Ronan building of fine pale
stone with vast pillars holding up a tiled roof that was now patched wth

bl ackened straw. The floor was also tiled, and those tiles had once forned

pi ctures of the Roman gods, but they were all torn up now and those that were
left were nostly covered by rushes that were stained by the previous day's

bl ood. The big hall stank like a butcher's yard and was w eathed with snoke
fromthe blazing torches that |lit the cavernous space.



The new King Egbert turned out to be the old King Egbert's nephew and he had
his uncle's shifty face and petul ant nout h.



He | ooked scared when he came onto the dais at the hall's end, and no wonder,
for the mad Hrot hweard had summoned up a whirlwi nd and Egbert must have known
that lvarr's Danes would be com ng for revenge. Yet Egbert's followers were
caught up in the excitenent, sure that Alfred' s victory foretold the fina
defeat of the Northnmen, and ny arrival was taken as another sign from heaven.

| was pushed forward and the news of ny coming was shouted at the king who

| ooked confused, and was even nore confused when another voice, a famliar

voi ce, called out nmy name. 'Unhtred! Unhtred!’

| looked for the speaker and saw it was Father WIIi bal d.

"Uhtred!'" he shouted again and | ooked delighted to see ne. Egbert frowned at
me, then | ooked at Wllibald. '"Uhtred!' the priest said, ignoring the king,
and canme forward to enbrace ne.

Father WIllibald was a good friend and a good nan. He was a West Saxon who had
once been chaplain to Alfred' s fleet, and fate had decreed that he woul d be
the man sent north to carry the good news of Ethandun to the Northunbrian
Saxons.

The clamour in the hall subsided. Egbert tried to take conmmand. ' Your nane
is," he said, then decided he did not know what ny name was.

' Steapa!' one of the men who had escorted us into the city called out.
"Uhtred!" WIIibald announced, his eyes bright with excitenent.

"I am Uhtred of Bebbanburg.' | confessed, unable to prolong ny deception

The man who kill ed Ubba Lot hbrokson!" WIIlibald announced and tried to hold up
my right hand to show | was a chanpion. 'And the man,' he went on, 'who
toppl ed Svein of the Wite Horse at Ethandun!'

In two days, | thought, Kjartan the Cruel would know that | was in

Nort hunbria, and in three nmy uncle Afric would have | earned of nmy comi ng, and
if I had possessed an ounce of sense | would have forced my way out of that
hall, taken Hild with me, and headed south as fast as Archbi shop Wil f here had
vani shed from Eof erwi c.

"You were at Ethandun?' Egbert asked ne.

"I was, lord.'

'What happened?’

They had already heard the tale of the battle fromWIIlibald, but his was a
priest's version, heavy with prayers and miracles. | gave them what they
want ed which was a warrior's story of dead Danes and sword-sl aughter, and al
the while a fierce-eyed priest with bristly hair and an unruly beard
interrupted me with shouts of hallelujah. | gathered this was Father

Hr ot hweard, the priest who had roused Eoferwic to slaughter. He was young,
scarce older than | was, but he had a powerful voice and a natural authority
that was given extra force by his passion. Every hallelujah was acconpani ed by
a shower of spittle, and no sooner had | described the defeated Danes spilling
down the great slope from Ethandun's sunmit than Hrothweard | eaped forward and
har angued the crowd. This is Untred!' he shouted, poking me in ny mail-cl ad
ribs, 'Uhtred of Northunbria, Untred of Bebbanburg, a killer of Danes, a
warrior of God, a sword of the Lord! And he has come to us, just as the

bl essed Saint Cuthbert visited Alfred in his time of tribulation! These are
signs fromthe Al nighty!'" The crowd cheered, the king | ooked scared, and

Hr ot hweard, ever ready to launch into a fiery sernon, began frothing at the
mout h as he described the com ng slaughter of every Dane in Northunbria.

| managed to sidle away from Hrot hweard, making ny way to the back of the dais
where | took WIllibald by the scruff of his skinny neck and forced himinto a

passage which led to the king's private chanbers. 'You're an idiot,' | grow ed
at him 'you're an earsling. You're a witless dribbling turd, that's what you
are. | should slit your useless guts here and now and feed themto the pigs.'
Wl libald opened his nmouth, closed it and | ooked hel pl ess.

The Danes will be back here,' | promised him 'and there's going to be a
massacre. '

H s mouth opened and cl osed again, and still no sound cane.

'So what you're going to do," | said, 'is cross the Quse and go south as fast

as your legs will carry you.'



"But it's all true.' he pl eaded.



"What's all true?
' That Saint Cuthbert gave us victory!'

"OF course it isn't true!" | snarled. '"Alfred made it up. You think Cuthbert
cane to himin Athelingaeg? Then why didn't he tell us about the dream when it
happened? Why does he wait till after the battle to tell us? | paused and
WIllibald made a strangled noise. '"He waited,' | answered myself, 'because it
didn't happen.'

' But '

'"He nmade it up!' | grow ed, 'because he wants Northunbrians to | ook to Wessex
for | eadership against the Danes. He wants to be king of Northunbria, don't
you understand that? And not just Northunbria. |1've no doubt he's got fools

like you telling the Mercians that one of their damed saints appeared to him
in a dream'

"But he did.' he interrupted nme, and when | | ooked benused, he expl ai ned
further. 'You're right! Saint Kenel mspoke to Alfred in Ahelingaeg. He cane
to himin a dreamand he told Alfred that he would win.

"No he did not." | said as patiently as | coul d.

"But it's true!' he insisted, 'Alfred told nme hinmself! It's God' s doing,
Untred, and wonderful to behold.'

| took him by the shoul ders, pressing himagainst the passage wall. 'You' ve
got a choice, father.' | said. 'You can get out of Eoferwi c before the Danes
cone back, or you can tip your head to one side.'

"I can do what?' he asked, puzzled.

"Tip your head,' | said, '"and |I'll thunp you on one ear so all the nonsense
falls out of the other.’

He woul d not be persuaded. God's glory, ignited by the bl oodshed at Ethandun
and fanned by the lie about Saint Cuthbert, was gl ow ng on Northunbria and
poor WIlibald was convinced he was present at the begi nning of great things.
There was a feast that night, a sorry business of salted herrings, cheese,
hard bread and stale ale, and Father Hrothweard nade anot her i npassioned
speech in which he clainmed that A fred of Wessex had sent ne, his greatest
warrior, to lead the city's defence, and that the fyrd of heaven would cone to
Eoferwic's protection. WIlibald kept shouting hallelujah, believing all the
rubbi sh, and it was only the next day when a grey rain and a sullen m st
envel oped the city that he began to doubt the inmmnent arrival of
swor d- angel s.

Fol k were leaving the city. There were runours of Dani sh war-bands gat hering
to the north. Hrothweard was still shrieking his nonsense, and he led a
processi on of priests and nonks about the city streets, holding aloft relics
and banners, but anyone with sense now understood that Ivarr was likely to
return | ong before Saint Cuthbert turned up with a heavenly host. King Egbert
sent a messenger to find ne, and the man said the king would talk with nme, but
| reckoned Egbert was doomed so | ignored the summons. Egbert would have to
shift for hinself.

Just as | had to shift for nyself, and what | wanted was to get far fromthe
city before Ivarr's wath descended on it, and in the Crossed Swords tavern
hard by the city's northern gate, | found ny escape. He was a Dane call ed
Bol ti and he had survived the nassacre because he was narried to a Saxon and
his wife's fanmily had sheltered him He saw nme in the tavern and asked if |
was Untred of Bebbanburg.

"I am'

He sat opposite ne, bowed his head respectfully to Hld, then snapped his
fingers to sutmon a girl with ale. He was a plunp man, bald, with a pocked
face, a broken nose and frightened eyes. H s two sons, both half Saxon
loitered behind him | guessed one was about twenty and the other five years
younger, and both wore swords though neither |ooked confortable with the
weapons. 'l knew Earl Ragnar the Elder.' Bolti said

"I knew himtoo,' | said, "and I don't renenber you,'

The last time he sailed in Wnd-Viper,' he said, 'l sold himropes and

oar - | oons."'



"Did you cheat hinP?' | asked sarcastically.

"I liked him"' he said fiercely.

"And | loved him' | said, 'because he became mny father.'

"I know he did,' he said, "and | renmenber you.' He fell silent and gl anced at
H1d. 'You were very young,' he went on, |ooking back to nme, 'and you were

with a small dark girl."'



"You do renenber nme then.' | said, and fell silent as the al e was brought.
noticed that Bolti, despite being a Dane, wore a cross about his neck and he
saw ne | ooking at it.

"In EBoferwic,' he said, touching the cross, '"a nman nust live.' He pulled aside
his coat and | saw Thor's hammer anmul et had been hi dden beneath it. 'They
nmostly killed pagans,' he expl ai ned.

| pulled my own hamer anul et out from beneath my jerkin. 'Are many Danes
Christians now?' | asked.

"Afew,' he said grudingly, 'you want food to go with that ale?

"I want to know why you're talking with nme," | said.

He wanted to leave the city. He wanted to take his Saxon wife, two sons and
two daughters a long way fromthe vengeful massacre he suspected was coning
and he wanted swords to escort him and he stared at me with pathetic,
despairing eyes and did not know that what he wanted was just what | wanted.

'"So where will you go?' | asked.
"Not west,' he said with a shudder. 'There's killing in Cunbral and.'
"There's always killing in Cunbraland,' | said. Cunbral and was the part of

Nort hunbria that lay across the hills and next to the Irish Sea, and it was
rai ded by Scots from Strath Clota, by Norsenmen fromlreland and by Britons
fromnorth Wal es. Sone Danes had settled in Cunbral and, but not enough to keep
the wild raids fromravagi ng the pl ace

"I"d go to Denmark,' Bolti said, 'but there are no warships.' The only ships
left at Eoferwic's quays were Saxon traders, and if any dared sail they would
be snapped up by Dani sh ships that were doubtless gathering in the Hunber.
'So?" | asked.

"So | want to go north,' he said, 'and neet Ivarr. | can pay you.'

"And you think I can escort you through Kjartan's | and?

"I think I will do better with Ragnar's son beside me than on ny own,' he
admtted, '"and if nmen know you travel with me then they will join us.'

So |l let himpay ne, and ny price was sixteen shillings, two mares and a bl ack

stallion, and the price of the |last made Bolti go pale. A man had been | eadi ng
the stallion about the streets, offering it for sale, and Bolti bought the

ani mal because his fear of being trapped in Eoferwic was worth forty
shillings. The bl ack horse was battle trained, which nmeant he was not startled
at | oud noises and he noved obediently to the pressure of a knee, which left a
man free to hold shield and sword and still manoeuvre. The stallion had been
pl undered from one of the Danes massacred in the |last few days for no one knew
his name. | called himWtnere, which means Tornmentor, and it was apt for he
took a dislike to the two mares and kept snapping at them

The mares were for Wllibald and H1d. | told Father WIlibald he should go
south, but he was scared now and insisted on staying with me and so, the day
after | had net Bolti, we all rode north along the Roman road. A dozen nen
cane with us. Anong them were three Danes and two Norsenen who had managed to
hi de from Hrot hweard' s massacre, and the rest were Saxons who wanted to escape
Ivarr's revenge. Al had weapons and Bolti gave ne noney to pay them They did
not get much in wages, just enough to buy food and ale, but their presence
deterred any outlaws on the |ong road.

| was tenpted to ride to Synningthwait which was where Ragnar and his
followers had their land, but | knew there would be very few men there, for
nost had gone south with Ragnar. Some of those warriors had died at Ethandun
and the rest were still with Guthrum whose defeated arny had stayed in
Mercia. Guthrum and Al fred had made peace, and Gut hrum had even been bapti sed,
which Wllibald said was a mracle. So there would be few warriors at
Synningthwait. No place to find refuge against ny uncle's nurderous anbitions
or Kjartan's hate. So, with no real plan for nmy future and content to let fate

work its will, | kept faith with Bolti and escorted himnorth towards
Kjartan's |l and which lay athwart our path like a dark cloud. To pass through
that |and meant paying a toll, and that toll would be steep, and only powerful

men like lvarr, whose warriors outnunbered Kjartan's followers, could cross
the River Wire without payment. 'You can afford it.' | teased Bolti. His two



sons each | ed packhorses that | suspected were | oaded with coins wapped in
cloth or fleece to stop them clinking.



"I can't afford it if he takes ny daughters.' Bolti said. He had twin
daughters who were twelve or thirteen, ripe for marriage. They were short,

pl unmp, fair-haired, snub-nosed and inpossible to tell apart.

"I's that what Kjartan does?' | asked.

'He takes what he wants,' Bolti said sourly, '"and he likes young girls, though
| suspect he'd prefer to take you.'

"And why do you suspect that?' | asked himtonel essly.

"I know the tales,' he said. "His son lost his eye because of you.'

"His son lost his eye,' | said, 'because he stripped Earl Ragnar's daughter
hal f naked."

'But he bl ames you.'

'"He does.' | agreed. We had all been children then, but chil dhood injuries can

fester and | did not doubt that Sven the One-Eyed would | ove to take both ny
eyes as revenge for his one.

So as we neared Dunhol mwe turned west into the hills to avoid Kjartan's nen.
It was sumrer, but a chill w nd brought |ow clouds and a thin rain so that I
was glad of my leather-lined mail coat. Hild had snmeared the nmetal rings with
| anol i n squeezed out of new y-shorn fleeces, and it protected nost of the
metal fromrust. She had put the grease on nmy hel nmet and sword- bl ades t oo.

W clinbed, following the well-worn track, and a couple of miles behind us
anot her group followed, and there were fresh hoofprints in the danp earth
betrayi ng that others had passed this way not |ong before. Such heavy use of
the path should have nmade nme think. Kjartan the Cruel and Sven the One-Eyed
lived off the dues that travellers paid them and if a traveller did not pay
then they were robbed, taken as slaves or killed. Kjartan and his son had to
be aware that folk were trying to avoid themby using the hill paths, and
shoul d have been nore wary. Bolti was unafraid, for he sinply trusted me. He
told me tales of how Kjartan and Sven had becone rich from sl aves. They take
anyone, Dane or Saxon,' he said, 'and sell themover the water. If you're

| ucky you can sonetimes ransom a sl ave back, but the price will be high.' He
gl anced at Father WIllibald. 'He kills all priests."'
' He does?'

'"He hates all Christian priests. He reckons they're sorcerers, so he half
buries themand lets his dogs eat them

"What did he say?" WIlibald asked nme, pulling his mare aside before Wtnere
coul d savage her.

'"He said Kjartan will kill you if he captures you, father.'

"Kill me?

"He'll feed you to his hounds.'

'Ch, dear God.' WIlibald said. He was unhappy, |ost, far from honme, and
nervous of the strange northern | andscape. Hild, on the other hand, seened
happi er. She was nineteen years old, and filled with patience for life's
hardshi ps. She had been born into a wealthy West Saxon family, not noble, but
possessed of enough land to live well, but she had been the |ast of eight
children and her father had prom sed her to the church's service because her
not her had nearly died when Hild was born, and he ascribed his wife's survival
to God's benevol ence. So, at eleven years old, Hild, whose proper nane was
Sister Hildegyth, had been sent to the nuns in G ppanhamm and there she had
lived, shut away fromthe world, praying and spinning yarn, spinning and
praying, until the Danes had cone and she had been whored.

She still whinpered in her sleep and | knew she was remenbering her

hum | i ations, but she was happy to be away from Wessex and away from the fol k
who constantly told her she should return to God's service. WIlibald had

chi ded her for abandoning her holy life, but | had warned himthat one nore
such comrent would earn hima new and | arger bellybutton and ever since he had
kept quiet. Now Hild drank in every new sight with a child s sense of wonder
Her pale face had taken on a golden glowto match her hair. She was a clever
woman, not the cleverest | have known, but full of a shrewd wi sdom | have
lived | ong now and have | earned that some wonen are trouble, and sone are easy
conpani ons, and Hld was anbng the easiest | ever knew Perhaps that was



because we were friends. W were lovers too, but never in |love and she was
assailed by guilt. She kept that to herself and to her prayers, but in the
dayl i ght she had begun to | augh again and to take pleasure from sinple things,
yet at tines the darkness



wr apped her and she woul d whi nper and | would see her long fingers fidget with
a crucifix and | knew she was feeling God's claws raking across her soul

So we rode into the hills and | had been careless, and it was H|ld who saw the
horsemen first. There were nineteen of them nost in |eather coats, but three
in mail, and they were circling behind us, and | knew then that we were being
shepherded. Qur track followed the side of a hill and to our right was a steep
drop to a rushing stream and though we could escape into the dale we would

i nevitably be slower than the men who now joined the track behind us. They did
not try to approach. They could see we were arnmed and they did not want a
fight, they just wanted to make sure we kept plodding north to whatever fate
awaited us. 'Can't you fight themoff? Bolti denanded.

Thirteen agai nst nineteen?' | suggested. 'Yes,' | said, '"if the thirteen will
fight, but they won't.' | gestured at the swordsmen Bolti was paying to
acconpany us. They're good enough to scare off bandits,' | went on, 'but
they're not stupid enough to fight Kjartan's nmen. If | ask themto fight
they' Il nost likely join the eneny and share your daughters.'

"But. . .' he began, then fell silent for we could at |ast see what did await
us. A slave fair was being held where the streamtunbled into a deeper dale
and in that larger valley was a sizeable village built where a bridge, nothing
nore than a giant stone slab, crossed a wider streamthat | took to be the
Wire. There was a crowd in the village and | saw those fol k were being
guarded by nore men. The riders who were following us came a little closer

but stopped when | stopped. | gazed down the hill. The village was too far
away to tell whether Kjartan or Sven were there, but it seenmed safe to assune
the men in the valley had cone from Dunhol m and that one or other of Dunholms
two lords led them Bolti was squeaking in alarm but | ignored him

Two other tracks led into the village fromthe south and | guessed t hat
horsenen were guarding all such paths and had been intercepting travellers al
day. They had been driving their prey towards the village and those who coul d
not pay the toll were being taken captive. 'Wiat are you going to do?" Bolti
asked, close

to panic.

"I"'mgoing to save your life," | said, and | turned to one of his twn

daught ers and demanded that she gave ne a black Iinen scarf that she wore as a
belt. She unwound it and, with a trenbling hand, gave it to me and | w apped
it around ny head, covering nmy mouth, nose and forehead, then asked Hild to
pinit into place. 'What are you doing?' Bolti squawked agai n.

| did not bother to reply. Instead | cramred ny hel net over the scarf. The
cheek-pieces were fitted so that ny face was now a mask of polished netal over

a black skull. Only ny eyes could be seen. | half drew Serpent-Breath to make
sure she slid easily in her scabbard, then | urged Wtnere a few paces
forward. 'l amnow Thorkild the Leper,' | told Bolti. The scarf made my voice

thick and indistinct.

"You' re who?' he asked, gaping at ne.

"I am Thorkild the Leper,' | said, 'and you and I will now go and deal with
them'

The?' he said faintly.

| waved everyone forward. The band that had circled to follow us had gone
south again, presumably to find the next group trying to evade Kjartan's
war - band.

"I hired you to protect me,' Bolti said in desperation

"And | amgoing to protect you,' | said. Hs Saxon wife was wailing as though
she were at soneone's funeral and | snarled at her to be silent. Then, a
coupl e of hundred paces fromthe village, | stopped and told everyone except
Bolti to wait. 'Just you and | now' | told Bolti.

"I think you should deal with them al one,' he said, then squeal ed.

He squeal ed because | had sl apped the runp of his horse so that it |eaped
forward. | caught up with him 'Remenber,' | said, 'I'"m Thorkild the Leper
and if you betray who | really amthen |I shall kill you, your w fe, your sons
and then I'Il sell your daughters into whoredom Wwo am]l?



Thorkil d.' he stanmmered.
Thorkild the Leper.' | said. W were in the village now, a mserable



pl ace of |ow stone cottages roofed with turf, and there were at least thirty
or forty folk being guarded at the village's centre, but off to one side,
close to the stone-slab bridge, a table and benches had been placed on a patch
of grass. Two men sat behind the table with a jug of ale in front of them and
all that | saw, but in truth | really only noticed one thing.

My father's hel net.

It was on the table. The hel met had a cl osed face-piece which, |ike the crown,
was inlaid with silver. A snarling nouth was carved into the nmetal, and | had
seen that helnmet so many times. | had even played with it as a small child,
though if my father discovered me with it he would clout ne hard about the
skull. My father had worn that helmet on the day he died at Eoferw c, and
Ragnar the El der had bought it fromthe man who cut my father down, and now it
bel onged to one of the men who had nurdered Ragnar

It was Sven the One-Eyed. He stood as Bolti and | approached and | felt a
savage shock of recognition. | had known Sven since he was a child, and now he
was a man, but | instantly knew the flat, wide face with its one feral eye.
The other eye was a wrinkled hole. He was tall and broad-shoul dered,

| ong-haired and full -bearded, a swaggering young man in a suit of richest mail
and with two swords, a long and a short, hanging at his waist. 'Mre guests,’
he announced our arrival, and he gestured to the bench on the far side of the
table. 'Sit," he ordered, 'and we shall do business together.'

"Sit with him' | growed softly to Bolti.

Bolti gave ne a despairing glance, then disnounted and went to the table. The
second man was dar k-ski nned, bl ack-haired and nuch ol der than Sven. He wore a
bl ack gown so that he | ooked |ike a nonk except that he had a silver hamer of
Thor hanging at his neck. He al so had a wooden tray in front of himand the
tray was cunningly divided into separate conpartments to hold the different
coins that gleaned silver in the sunlight. Sven, sitting again beside the

bl ack-robed man, poured a beaker of ale and pushed it towards Bolti who

gl anced back at me, then sat as he had been commanded.

"And you are?' Sven asked him

"Bolti Ericson,' Bolti said. He had to say it twi ce because the first time he
could not raise his voice enough to be heard.

"Bolti Ericson,' Sven repeated, 'and | am Sven Kjartanson and ny father is
lord of this land. You have heard of Kjartan?

"Yes, lord.'

Sven smiled. 'l think you have been trying to evade our tolls, Bolti! Have you
been trying to evade our tolls?

"No, lord.'

'So where have you cone fron?

"Eoferwic.'

" Ah! Anot her Eoferwi c merchant, eh? You're the third today! And what do you
carry on those packhorses?

"Not hing, lord.'

Sven | eaned forward slightly, then grinned as he let out a huge fart. 'Sorry,
Bolti, | only heard thunder. Did you say you have nothing? But | see four
worren, and three are young enough.' He smiled. 'Are they your wonen?

"My wife and daughters, lord,' Bolti said.

'Wves and daughters, how we do | ove them' Sven said, then he | ooked up at ne
and though | knew ny face was wapped in black and that ny eyes were

deep-shadowed by the helnmet, | felt ny skin crawl under his gaze. 'Wo,' Sven
asked, 'is that?

He nust have been curious for | |looked like a king. My mail and hel net and
weapons were of the very best, while ny armrings denoted a warrior of high
status. Bolti threwnme a terrified | ook, but said nothing. '|I asked,' Sven
sai d, |ouder now, 'who that is.'

"His nane,' Bolti said, and his voice was a trenbling squeak, 'is Thorkild the
Leper.'

Sven made an involuntary grimce and clutched at the hamrer anul et about his
neck, for which I could not blame him Al nmen fear the grey, nerveless flesh



of lepers, and nost |lepers are sent into the wilderness to live as they can
and die as they nust.

"What are you doing with a |l eper? Sven challenged Bolti.

Bolti had no answer. 'I amjourneying north.' | spoke for the



first time, and ny distorted voice seened to boominside ny closed hel net.
'"Way do you cone north?' Sven asked.

'Because | amtired of the south.' | said.

He heard the hostility in my slurred voice and dismissed it as inpotent. He
must have guessed that Bolti had hired me as an escort, but | was no threat,
Sven had five men within a few paces, all of themarned with swords or spears,
and he had at least forty other nen inside the village.

Sven drank some ale. 'l hear there was trouble in Eoferwi c?' he asked Bolti.
Bolti nodded. | could see his right hand convul sively opening and cl osi ng
beneath the table. 'Sonme Danes were killed.' he said.

Sven shook his head as though he found that news distressing. 'lvarr won't be
happy. '

"Where is lvarr? Bolti asked.

"I last heard he was in the Tuede valley,' Sven said, 'and Ad of Scotland was
danci ng around him' He seened to be enjoying the custonmary exchange of news,
as if his thefts and piracy were given a coating of respectability by sticking
to the conventions. 'So,' he said, then paused to fart again, 'so what do you
trade in, Bolti?

'Leather, fleeces, cloth, pottery.' Bolti said, then his voice trailed away as
he deci ded he was sayi ng too nuch.

"And | trade in slaves,' Sven said, 'and this is CGelgill.' he indicated the
man beside him 'and he buys the slaves fromus, and you have three young
worren | think night prove very profitable to himand to me. So what will you

pay me for then? Pay ne enough and you can keep them' He snmiled as if to
suggest he was being entirely reasonable.

Bolti seemed struck dunmb, but he managed to bring a purse frombeneath his
coat and put sone silver on the table. Sven watched the coins one by one and
when Bolti faltered Sven just smiled and Bolti kept counting the silver unti

there were thirty-eight shillings on the table. "It is all | have, lord.' he
sai d hunbly.

"Al'l you have? | doubt that, Bolti Ericson,' Sven said, 'and if it is then |
will let you keep one ear of one of your daughters. Just one ear as a
keepsake. What do you think, Celgill?

It was a strange nane, CGelgill, and | suspected the man had cone from across

the sea, for the nost profitable slave markets were either in Dyflin or far
of f Frankia. He said sonething, too low for nme to catch, and Sven nodded.
"Bring the girls here.' he said to his nen, and Bolti shuddered. He | ooked at
me again as if he expected ne to stop what Sven planned, but | did nothing as
the two guards wal ked to our waiting group

Sven chatted of the prospects for the harvest as the guards ordered Hld and
Bolti's daughters off their horses. The men Bolti had hired did nothing to
stop them Bolti's wife screamed a protest, then subsided into hysterica
tears as her daughters and Hild were marched towards the table. Sven wel coned
them wi th exaggerated politeness, then Gelgill stood and inspected the three.
He ran his hands over their bodies as if he were buying horses. | saw H ld
shiver as he pulled down her dress to probe her breasts, but he was | ess
interested in her than in the two younger girls. 'One hundred shillings each,"’
he said after inspecting them 'but that one,' he looked at Hld, '"fifty." He
spoke with a strange accent.

"But that one's pretty.' Sven objected. 'Those other two |l ook like piglets.'

They're twins,' Celgill said. 'l can get a lot of nmoney for twins. And the
tall girl is too old. She must be nineteen or twenty.

"Virginity is such a valuable thing,' Sven said to Bolti, 'don't you agree?
Bolti was shaking. 'l will pay you a hundred shillings for each of ny
daughters.' he said desperately.

"Ch no.' Sven said. 'That's what Celgill wants. | have to nake sone profit
too. You can keep all three, Bolti, if you pay ne six hundred shillings.'

It was an outrageous price, and it was nmeant to be, but Bolti did not baul k at
it. '"Only two are mne, lord.' he whined. 'The third is his woman.' He poi nted
at ne.



"Yours?' Sven |ooked at me. 'You have a wonan, leper? So that bit hasn't
dropped of f yet?' He found that funny and the two nen



who had fetched the wonen | aughed with him 'So, |eper,' Sven asked, 'what
will you pay me for your woman?

"Not hing,' | said.

He scratched his arse. Hi s nen were grinning. They were used to defiance, and
used to defeating it, and they enjoyed watching Sven fleece travellers. Sven
poured hinself nore ale. 'You have sone fine armrings, |eper,' he said, 'and
| suspect that helnmet won't be much use to you once you're dead, so in
exchange for your wonman |'Il take your rings and your helnmet and then you can
go on your way.'

| did not nmove, did not speak, but | gently pressed nmy |egs against Wtnere's
flanks and | felt the big horse trenble. He was a fighting beast and he wanted
me to release him and perhaps it was Wtnere's tension that Sven sensed. Al
he coul d see was ny baleful helmet with its dark eye holes and its wolf's
crest and he was becom ng worried. He had flippantly raised the wager, but he
could not back down if he wanted to keep his dignity. He had to play to win
now. 'Lost your tongue suddenly?' he sneered at ne, then gestured at the two
men who had fetched the wonen. 'Egil! Atsur! Take the leper's helnet!’

Sven must have reckoned he was safe. He had at least a ship's crew of men in
the village and | was by nyself, and that convinced himthat | was defeated
even before his two nen approached nme. One had a spear, the other was draw ng
his sword, but the sword was not even hal fway out of the scabbard before | had
Serpent-Breath in nmy hand and Wtnere noving. He had been desperate to attack
and he | eaped with the speed of eight-legged Sleipnir, Gdin's fanmed horse.
took the man on the right first, the man who was still drawing his sword, and
Serpent-Breath cane fromthe sky like a bolt of Thor's |ightning and her edge
went through his helnmet as if it were made of parchnent and Wtnere, obedient
to the pressure of ny knee was already turning towards Sven as the spearman
cane for nme. He should have thrust his blade into Wtnere's chest or neck, but
instead he tried to ramthe spear up at ny ribs and Wtnere twisted to his
right and snapped at the man's face with his big teeth and the man stunbl ed
backwards, just avoiding the bite, and he lost his footing to sprawl on the
grass and | kept Wtnere turning left. My right foot was already free of the
stirrup and then |I threw nyself out of the saddle and dropped hard onto Sven
He was half tangled by the bench as he tried to stand, and | drove hi m down,
thunping the wind fromhis belly, and then | found ny feet, stood, and
Serpent-Breath was at Sven's throat. '"Egil!' Sven called to the spearman who
had been driven back by Wtnere, but Egil dared not attack nme while ny sword
was at his master's gullet.

Bolti was whinpering. He had pissed hinself. | could snell it and hear it
dripping. Gelgill was standing very still, watching ne, his narrow face
expressionless. Hld was sniling. A half-dozen of Sven's other nen were facing
me, but none dared nove because the tip of Serpent-Breath, her blade sneared
with bl ood, was at Sven's throat. Wtnere was beside nme, teeth bared, one
front hoof pawi ng at the ground and thunping very close to Sven's head. Sven
was gazing up at me with his one eye that was filled with hate and fear, and

suddenly stepped away fromhim 'On your knees,' | told him

"Egil!" Sven pl eaded agai n.

Egi |, bl ack-bearded and with gaping nostrils where the front of his nose had
been chopped off in some fight, levelled his spear

"He dies if you attack,' | said to Egil, touching Sven with Serpent-Breath's
tip. Egil, sensibly stepped backwards, and | flicked Serpent-Breath across
Sven's face, drawi ng blood. 'On your knees.' | said again, and when he was
kneeling | | eaned down and took his two swords fromtheir scabbards and | ay
them beside ny father's helmet on the table.

"You want to kill the slaver? | called back to Hld, gesturing at the swords.
"No," she said.

"Iseult would have killed him' | said. Iseult had been my lover and Hild's
friend.

"Thou shalt not kill." Hld said. It was a Christian comandnent and about as

futile, | thought, as commandi ng the sun to go backwards.






"Bolti," | spoke in Danish now, '"kill the slaver.' | did not want Celgil
behi nd ny back.
Bolti did not nove. He was too scared to obey ne, but, to my surprise, his two

daughters cane and fetched Sven's swords. Gelgill tried to run, but the table
was in his way and one of the girls gave a wild swing that slashed across his
skull and he fell sideways. Then they savaged him | did not watch, because

was guardi ng Sven, but | heard the slaver's cries and H1d s gasp of surprise,
and | could see the astoni shnent on the faces of the nen in front of ne. The
twin girls grunted as they hacked. Celgill took a long tine to die and not one
of Sven's nen tried to save him or to rescue their master. They all had
weapons drawn and if just one of them had possessed any sense they woul d have
realised that | dared not kill Sven, for his life was nmy life. If | took his
soul they would have swanped me with bl ades, but they were scared of what
Kjartan would do to themif his son died and so they did nothing and | pressed
t he bl ade harder against Sven's throat so that he gave a half-strangled yelp
of fear.

Behind me CGelgill was at |ast hacked to death. | risked a glance and saw t hat
Bolti's twin daughters were bl ood-drenched and grinning. 'They are Hel's
daughters,' | told the watching men and | was proud of that sudden invention
for Hel is the corpse-goddess, rancid and terrible, who presides over the dead
who do not die in battle. "And I am Thorkild!' | went on, "and | have filled
Qin's hall with dead men.' Sven was shaki ng beneath nme. Hi s nmen seened to be
hol ding their breath and suddenly ny tale took wings and | nmade ny voice as
deep as | could. 'I am Thorkild the Leper,' | announced loudly, "and | died a
long tinme ago, but Odin has sent me fromthe corpse-hall to take the souls of
Kjartan and his son.'

They believed ne. | saw men touch anmul ets. One spearnman even dropped to his
knees. | wanted to kill Sven there and then, and perhaps | shoul d have done,
but it would only have taken one man to break the web of magi cal nonsense

had spun for them Wat | needed at that noment was not Sven's soul, but our
safety, and so | would trade the one for the other. 'l shall let this worm
go,' | said, '"to carry news of ny comng to his father, but you will go first.
Al of you! Go back beyond the village and |I shall release him You will |eave
your captives here.' They just stared at me and | twitched the bl ade so that
Sven yel ped again. 'Go!' | shouted.

They went. They went fast, filled with dread. Bolti was gazing at his bel oved
daughters with awe. | told each girl they had done well, and that they should
take a handful of coins fromthe table, and then they went back to their

nmot her, both clutching silver and bl oody bl ades. 'They're good girls,' | told
Bolti and he said nothing, but hurried after them

"I couldn't kill him"' Hld said. She seemed ashamed of her squeam shness.
"Doesn't matter,' | said. | kept the sword at Sven's throat until | was sure
all his men had retreated a good distance eastwards. The fol k who had been
their captives, nostly young boys and girls, stayed in the village, but none
dared approach ne.

| was tenpted then to tell Sven the truth, to I et himknow that he had been
hum liated by an old eneny, but the tale of Thorkild the Leper was too good to
waste. | was also tenpted to ask about Thyra, Ragnar's sister, but |I feared
that if she did live and that if | betrayed an interest in her, then she would
not live much longer, and so | said nothing of her. Instead | gripped Sven's

hair and pulled his head back so that he was staring up at ne. '|I have cone to
this mddle earth," | told him 'to kill you and your father. | shall find you
again, Sven Kjartanson, and I will kill you next time. | am Thorkild, | walk

at night and | cannot be killed because | am already a corpse. So take ny
greetings to your father and tell himthe dead swordsman has been sent for him

and we shall all three sail in Skidbladnir back to Niflheim' N flheimwas the
dreadful pit of the di shonoured dead, and Skidbl adnir was the ship of the gods
that could be folded and concealed in a pouch. | let go of Sven then and

ki cked himhard in the back so he sprawl ed onto his face. He could have
craw ed away, but he dared not nove. He was a whi pped dog now, and though I



still wanted to kill himl reckoned it would be better to let himcarry ny
eery tale to his



father. Kjartan woul d doubtless learn that Uhtred of Bebbanburg had been seen
in Eoferwic, but he would al so hear of the corpse warrior come to kill him
and | wanted his dreans to be weathed with terror

Sven still did not nove as | stooped to his belt and pull ed away a heavy
purse. Then | stripped himof his seven silver armrings. Hld had cut off

part of Gelgill's robe and was using it to make a bag to hold the coins in the
slave-trader's tray. | gave her ny father's helnmet to carry, then clinbed back
into Wtnere's saddle. | patted his neck and he tossed his head extravagantly
as though he understood he had been a great fighting stallion that day.

| was about to | eave when that weird day became stranger still. Sonme of the
captives, as if realising that they were truly freed, had started towards the
bridge, while others were so confused or |ost or despairing that they had

foll owed the armed nen eastwards. Then, suddenly, there was a nonkish chanting
and out of one of the low, turf-roofed houses where they had been inprisoned,
cane a file of nonks and priests. There were seven of them and they were the
| ucki est men that day, for | was to discover that Kjartan the Cruel did indeed
have a hatred of Christians and killed every priest or nmonk he captured. These
seven escaped himnow, and with themwas a young nan burdened with sl ave
shackles. He was tall, well-built, very good-Iooking, dressed in rags and
about my age. His long curly hair was so golden that it |ooked al nost white
and he had pal e eyel ashes and very blue eyes and a sun-darkened skin unnarked
by di sease. His face night have been carved from stone, so pronounced were his
cheekbones, nose and jaw, yet the hardness of the face was softened by a
cheerful expression that suggested he found life a constant surprise and a
continual arusenent. Wen he saw Sven cowering beneath ny horse he left the
chanting priests and ran towards us, stopping only to pick up the sword of the
man | had killed. The young man held the sword awkwardly, for his hands were
joined by links of chain, but he carried it to Sven and held it poised over
Sven's neck

"No," | said.

'"No?' The young man snmiled up at me and | instinctively Iiked him H's face
was open and guil el ess.

"I promised himhis life," | said

The young man thought about that for a heartbeat. 'You did,' he said, 'but I
didn't.' He spoke in Danish

"But if you take his life," |I said, '"then | shall have to take yours.'

He considered that bargain with anmusenment in his eyes. 'Why?' he asked, not in
any alarm but as if he genuinely wi shed to know.

'Because that is the law,' | said.
"But Sven Kjartanson knows no law,' he pointed out.
"It isny law,' | said, "and | want himto take a nessage to his father.'

'What message?’

That the dead swordsman has conme for him'

The young man cocked his head thoughtfully as he considered the nmessage and he
evidently approved of it for he tucked the sword under an arnpit and then
clumsily untied the rope belt of his breeches. 'You can take a nessage from ne
too," he said to Sven, '"and this is it.' He pissed on Sven. '| baptise you,'
the young man said, 'in the name of Thor and of Qdin and of Loki.'

The seven churchmen, three nonks and four priests, solemly watched the
baptism but none protested the inplied blaspheny or tried to stop it. The
young man pissed for a long tine, aimng his streamso that it thoroughly
soaked Sven's hair, and when at |ast he finished he retied the belt and

of fered me another of his dazzling smles. 'You re the dead swordsnman?

"I am' | said.

" Stop whinpering.' the young man said to Sven, then sniled up at nme again.
Then perhaps you will do ne the honour of serving ne?

'Serve you?' | asked. It was ny turn to be anused.

"I am Guthred.' he said, as though that expl ained everything.

"Quthrum | have heard of,' | said, 'and I know a Guthwere and | have net two

men nanmed Guthlac, but | know of no Guthred.'



'l am Gut hred, son of Hardicnut.' he said.



The nane still meant nothing to me. 'And why should | serve Guthred,' | asked,
'son of Hardicnut?

'Because until you came | was a slave,' he said, 'but now, well, because you
cane, now |I'ma king!' He spoke with such enthusiasmthat he had trouble
maki ng the words cone out as he wanted.

| smiled beneath the linen scarf. 'You're a king,' | said, 'but of what?
"Northunbria, of course.' he said brightly.

'"He is, lord, he is.' one of the priests said earnestly.

And so the dead swordsman net the slave king, and Sven the One-Eyed crawed to
his father, and the weirdness that infected Northunbria grew weirder still.
Two

At sea, sonetines, if you take a ship too far fromland and the wind rises and
the tide sucks with a venonmous force and the waves splinter white above the
shi el d- pegs, you have no choice but to go where the gods will. The sail nust
be furled before it rips and the long oars would pull to no effect and so you
| ash the bl ades and bail the ship and say your prayers and watch the darkening
sky and listen to the wind how and suffer the rain's sting, and you hope that
the tide and waves and wind will not drive you onto rocks.

That was how | felt in Northunbria. | had escaped Hrothweard' s madness in
Eoferwic, only to hunmiliate Sven who woul d now want nothing nore than to kil
me, if indeed he believed I could be killed. That neant | dared not stay in
that mddling part of Northunbria for ny enenies in the region were far too
nunerous, nor could | go farther north for that would take ne into
Bebbanburg's territory, ny own |land, where it was nmy uncle's daily prayer that
| should die and so |l eave himthe legiti mte hol der of what he had stol en, and
| did not wish to make it easy for that prayer to come true. So the w nds of
Kjartan's hatred and of Sven's revenge, and the tidal thrust of nmy uncle's
enmty drove nme westwards into the wilds of Cunbral and.

We followed the Roman wall where it runs across the hills. That wall is an
extraordi nary thing which crosses the whole land fromsea to sea. It is nmade
of stone and it rises and falls with the hills and the valleys, never

st oppi ng, always renorsel ess and brutal



W net a shepherd who had not heard of the Romans and he told us that giants

had built the wall in the old days and he clainmed that when the world ends the
wild nmen of the far north would flow across its ranpart like a flood to bring
death and horror. | thought of his prophecy that afternoon as | watched a

she-wol f run along the wall's top, tongue lolling, and she gave us a gl ance,

| eaped down behi nd our horses and ran off southwards. These days the wall's
masonry has crunbl ed, flowers bl ossom between the stones and turf lies thick
along the ranpart's wide top, but it is still an astonishing thing. W build a
few churches and nonasteries of stone, and | have seen a handful of
stone-built halls, but | cannot inagine any nman meki ng such a wall today. And
it was not just a wall. Beside it was a wide ditch, and behind that a stone
road, and every nile or so there was a watchtower, and twi ce a day we woul d
pass stone-built fortresses where the Roman soldiers had |lived. The roofs of

t heir barracks have | ong gone now and the buil dings are homes for foxes and
ravens, though in one such fort we discovered a naked man with hair down to
his waist. He was ancient, claimng to be over seventy years old, and his grey
beard was as long as his matted white hair. He was a filthy creature, nothing
but skin, dirt and bones, but WIlIlibald and the seven churchmen | had rel eased
from Sven all knelt to himbecause he was a fanous hermt.

"He was a bishop.' WIlibald told ne in awed tones after he had received the
scraggy man's blessing. 'He had wealth, a wife, servants and honour, and he
gave themall up to worship God in solitude. He's a very holy man.'

'Perhaps he's just a mad bastard,' | suggested, 'or else his wife was a
vicious bitch who drove himout."'

'"He's a child of God," WIllibald said reprovingly, "and in tinme he'll be
called a saint.'

H 1 d had di smounted and she | ooked at ne as though seeking ny permnission to
approach the hermt. She plainly wanted the hermt's bl essing and so she
appealed to ne, but it was none of mny business what she did, so | just
shrugged and she knelt to the dirty creature. He | eered at her and scratched
his crotch and then made the sign of the cross on both her breasts, pushing
hard with his fingers to feel her nipples and all the while pretending to

bl ess her and | was tenpted to kick the old bastard into i mredi ate martyrdom
But Hild was crying with enotion as he pawed at her hair and then dribbled
some kind of prayer and afterwards she | ooked grateful. He gave me the evil
eye and held out a grubby paw as if expecting nme to give hi mnoney, but
instead I showed him Thor's hamrer and he hissed a curse at me through his two
yel low teeth and then we abandoned himto the noor and to the sky and to his
prayers.

| had left Bolti. He was safe enough north of the wall, for he had entered
Bebbanburg's territory where Afric's horsenen and the horsenen of the Danes
who lived on ny |and would be patrolling the roads. W followed the wall
westwards and | now |l ed Father Wllibald, Hld, King Guthred and the seven
freed churchnmen. | had managed to break the chain of Guthred' s manacles so the
sl ave king, who now rode Wllibald s mare, wore two iron wistbands from which
dangl ed short links of rusted chain. He chattered to nme incessantly. 'Wat we
shall do,' he told me on the second day of the journey, 'is raise an arny in
Cunbral and and then we'll cross the hills and capture Eoferw c.

"What then?' | asked drily.

"Go north!" he said enthusiastically. 'North! W shall have to take Dunhol m
and after that we'll capture Bebbanburg. You want ne to do that, don't you?

| had told Guthred ny nane and that | was the rightful |ord of Bebbanburg, and
now | told himthat Bebbanburg had never been captured.

"It's a tough place, eh?" Quthred responded. 'Like Dunholn? Well, we shall see

about Bebbanburg. But of course we'll have to finish off lvarr first.' He
spoke as though destroying the nmost powerful Dane in Northunbria were a snall
matter. 'So we'll deal with lvarr,' he said, then suddenly brightened. 'O
perhaps lvarr will accept ne as king? He has a son and |'ve a sister who nust

be of marriageabl e age by now. They could make an alliance?
"Unl ess your sister's already married,' | interrupted.






"Can't think who'd want her,' he said, 'she's got a face like a horse.’
'Horse-faced or not,' | said, 'she's Hardicnut's daughter. There nust be an
advant age for someone in marrying her.'

There m ght have been before my father died,' Guthred said dubiously, 'but
now?'

"You're king now' | renminded him | did not really believe he was a king, of
course, but he believed it and so | indul ged him

"That's true!' he said. 'So someone will want G sela, won't they? Despite her
face!'

'Does she really look like a horse?
"Long face,' he said, and grimaced, 'but she's not conpletely ugly. And it's

high time she married. She nust be fifteen or sixteen! | think perhaps we
should marry her to Ilvarr's son. That'll nake an alliance with Ivarr, and
he'll help us deal with Kjartan, and then we'll have to nake sure the Scots
don't give us any trouble. And, of course, we'll have to keep those rascals in
Strath dota from being a nuisance.'

"Of course we nust.' | said.

"They killed my father, see? And made ne a slave!' He grinned.

Har di cnut, Guthred's father, had been a Danish earl who made his hone at Cair
Li gual i d which was the chief town in Cunbral and. Hardicnut had called hinself
ki ng of Northumbria, which was pretentious, but strange things happen west of
the hills and a man there can claimto be king of the noon if he wants because
no one outside of Cunbraland will take the slightest bit of notice. Hardicnut
had posed no threat to the greater |ords around Eof erw c, indeed he posed
small threat to anyone, for Cunbral and was a sad and savage pl ace, forever
bei ng rai ded by the Norsenmen fromlreland or by the wild horrors from Strath
O ot a whose king, Eochaid, called hinself king of Scotland, a title disputed
by Ad who was now fighting lvarr.

O the insolence of the Scots, ny father used to say, there is no end. He had
cause to say that, for the Scots clainmed nuch of Bebbanburg's |land and unti

t he Danes cane our famly was forever fighting against the northern tribes.
had been taught as a child that there were many tribes in Scotland, but the
two tribes closest to Northunmbria were the Scots thensel ves, of whom Aed was
now ki ng, and the savages of Strath Clota who lived on the western shore and
never cane near Bebbanburg. They rai ded Cunbral and instead and Hardi cnut had
decided to punish themand so led a small arny north into their hills where
Eochaid of Strath d ota anbushed himand then destroyed him Quthred had
marched with his father and had been captured and, for two years now, had been
a sl ave.

"Way didn't they kill you?' | asked.

' Eochai d should have killed ne,' he admitted cheerfully, 'but he didn't know

who | was at first, and by the tinme he found out he wasn't really in a killing
nood. So he kicked nme a few tinmes, then said | would be his slave. He liked to
watch nme enpty his shit-pail. | was a household sl ave, see? It was anot her
insult.'

' Bei ng a househol d sl ave?

"Wman's work,' Guthred explained, 'but that neant | spent my tinme with the
girls. | rather liked it.'

'So how did you escape Eochai d?'

"I didn't. CGelgill bought ne. He paid a lot for nmel' He said this proudly.
"And Gelgill was going to sell you to Kjartan?' | asked.

'"Ch no! He was going to sell me to the priests from Cair Ligualid!' he nodded
towards the seven churchmen who had been rescued with him ' They'd agreed the

price before, you see, but Gelgill wanted nore nmoney and then they all met
Sven, and of course Sven wouldn't |let the sale happen. He wanted nme back in
Dunhol m and Gelgill would have done anything for Sven and his father, so we

were all doomed until you cane al ong.'

Sonme of this made sense and, by talking to the seven churchmen and questi oni ng
GQuthred further, | managed to piece the rest of the story together. Gelgill
known on both sides of the border as a slave-trader, had purchased CGuthred



from Eochai d and had paid a vast price, not because Guthred was worth it, but
because the priests had hired Gelgill to make the trade. ' Two hundred pieces
of silver, eight bullocks, tw sacks of malt and a silver-nounted horn. That
was my price.' Quthred told ne cheerfully.



"Celgill paid that much?' | was astonished.

"He didn't. The priests did. Gelgill just negotiated the sale.’

' The priests paid for you?

They rmust have enptied Cunbral and of silver.' GQuthred said proudly.

" And Eochaid agreed to sell you?

"For that price? O course he did! Wiy wouldn't he?

"He killed your father. Your duty is to kill him He knows that."'

"He rather liked nme.'" CGuthred said, and | found that believable because

GQut hred was so very likeable. He faced each day as though it would bring
not hi ng but happi ness, and in his conpany |ife sonmehow seened brighter. 'He
still nmade ne enpty his shit-pail,' GQuthred adm tted, continuing his story of
Eochai d, 'but he stopped kicking nme every time | did it. And he liked to talk
to ne.'

" About what ?'

' Ch, about everything! The gods, the weather, fishing, how to rmake good
cheese, wonen, everything. And he reckoned | wasn't a warrior, which |I'm not
really. Now I'mking, of course, so | have to be a warrior, but | don't nuch
like it. Eochaid nmade me swear |'d never go to war against him'

"And you swore that?

"OF course! | like him 1'Il raid his cattle, of course, and kill any men he
sends into Cunbral and, but that's not war, is it?

So Eochai d had taken the church's silver and Gelgill had brought Guthred south
into Northunbria, but instead of giving himto the priests he had taken him
eastwards, reckoning that he coul d make nore noney by selling GQuthred to
Kjartan than by honouring the contract he had nade with the churchnmen. The
priests and nonks foll owed, begging for Guthred's release, and it was then
they had all met Sven who saw his own chance of profit in GQuthred. The freed
sl ave was Hardicnut's son, which neant he was heir to land in Cunbral and, and
t hat suggested he was worth a | argi sh bag of silver in ransom Sven had

pl anned to take Quthred back to Dunhol m where he woul d doubt| ess have killed
all seven churchmen. Then | had arrived with ny face wrapped in black |inen
and now CGelgill was dead, Sven had stinking wet hair and Guthred was free.

| understood all that, but what did not make sense was why seven Saxon
churchmen had come fromCair Ligualid to pay a fortune for Guthred who was
both a Dane and a pagan. 'Because |I'mtheir king, of course,' Quthred said, as
t hough the answer were obvious, 'though | never thought |I'd beconme king. Not
after Eochaid took nme captive, but that's what the Christian god wants, so who
am| to argue?

"Their god wants you?' | asked, |ooking at the seven churchnmen who had
travelled so far to free him

'"Their god wants nme,' Quthred said seriously, 'because |I'mthe chosen one. Do
you think | should beconme a Christian?

"No." | said.

"I think I should,' he said, ignhoring nmy answer, 'just to show gratitude. The
gods don't like ingratitude, do they?

'"What the gods like," | said, 'is chaos.'

The gods were happy.

Cair Ligualid was a sorry place. Norsenmen had pillaged and burned it two years
before, just after Quthred' s father had been killed by the Scots, and the town
had not even been half rebuilt. What was left of it stood on the south bank of
the River Hedene, and that was why the settlenment existed, for it was built at
the first crossing place of the river, a river which offered sone protection
agai nst maraudi ng Scots. It had offered no protection against the fleet of

Vi ki ngs who had sailed up the Hedene, stolen whatever they could, raped what
they wanted, killed what they did not want, and taken away the survivors as

sl aves. Those Vi kings had cone fromtheir settlenments in Ireland and they were
the enem es of the Saxons, the Irish, the Scots and even, at tinmes, of their
cousins, the Danes, and they had not spared the Danes living in Cair Ligualid.
So we rode through a broken gate in a broken wall into a broken town, and it
was dusk, and the day's rain had finally lifted and a shaft of red sunlight



cane from beneath the western clouds as we entered the ruined town. W rode
straight into the Iight of that swollen



sun which reflected fromny helmthat had the silver wolf on its crest and it
shone fromny mail coat and fromny armrings and fromthe hilts of ny two
swords, and soneone shouted that | was the king. |I looked Iike a king. | rode
Wtnere who tossed his great head and pawed at the ground and | was dressed in
nmy shining war-glory.

Cair Ligualid was crowded. Here and there a house had been rebuilt, but npst
of the folk were canping in the scorched ruins, along with their |ivestock
and there were far too nany of themto be the survivors of the old Norse

rai ds. They were, instead, the people of Cunbral and who had been brought to
Cair Ligualid by their priests or lords because they had been prom sed that
their new king would come. And now, fromthe east, his mail reflecting the
brilliance of the sinking sun, came a gleam ng warrior on a great black horse.
The king!' another voice shouted, and nore voices took up the cry, and from
the wecked hones and the nakeshift shelters folk scranbled to stare at ne.
Willibald was trying to hush them but his Wst Saxon words were lost in the
din. 1 thought Guthred would al so protest, but instead he pulled his cloak's
hood over his head so that he | ooked |ike one of the churchmen who struggl ed
to keep up as the crowmd pressed in on us. Folk knelt as we passed, then
scranbled to their feet to follow us. H ld was | aughing, and | took her hand
so she rode beside ne |like a queen, and the growing crowd acconpani ed us up a
long, low hill towards a new hall built on the summt. As we grew closer | saw
it was not a hall, but a church, and that priests and nmonks were coning from
its door to greet us.

There was a madness in Cair Ligualid. A different madness fromthat which had
shed blood in Eoferwi c, but madness just the sanme. Wmen were crying, nen
shouting and children staring. Mothers held babies towards me as if ny touch
could heal them 'You rmust stop them' WIIlibald had managed to reach ny side
and was clinging onto nmy right stirrup.

] W]y?l
' Because they're mstaken, of course! Guthred is king!'
| smiled at him 'Mybe,' | said slowmy, as though the idea were just com ng

to me, 'maybe | should be king instead?

"Unhtred!" WIIlibald said, shocked.

"Way not?' | asked. 'My ancestors were Kkings.'

"Quthred is king!" WIlibald protested. ' The abbot naned him'

That was how Cair Ligualid s madness began. The town had been a haunt of foxes
and birds when Abbot Eadred of Lindisfarena came across the hills.

Li ndi sfarena, of course, is the nonastery hard by Bebbanburg. It lies on

Nort hunbria's eastern coast, while Cair Ligualid is on the western edge, but

t he abbot, driven from Lindi sfarena by Dani sh raids, had cone to Cair Ligualid
and there built the new church to which we clinbed. The abbot had al so seen
Quthred in his dreans. Nowadays, of course, every Northunbrian knows the story
of how Saint Cuthbert revealed CGuthred to Abbot Eadred, but back then, on the
day of Guthred's arrival in Cair Ligualid, the tale seened |ike just another
insanity on top of the world's weltering nmadness. Fol k were shouting at ne,
calling me king and Wllibald turned and bellowed to Guthred. 'Tell themto
stop!"’

' The people want a king,' Quthred said, 'and Untred | ooks |Iike one. Let them
have him for the noment.’

A number of younger nonks, armed with staves, kept the excited peopl e away
fromthe church doors. The crowd had been pronised a miracle by Eadred and
they had been waiting for days, expecting their king to conme, and then | had
ridden fromthe east in the glory of a warrior, which is what | am and al ways
have been. Al ny life | have followed the path of the sword. G ven a choi ce,
and | have been given many choices, | would rather draw a bl ade than settle an
argunent with words, for that is what a warrior does, but nbst nen and wonen
are not fighters. They crave peace. They want nothing nore than to watch their
children grow, to plant their seeds and live to see the harvest, to worship
their god, to love their family and to be left in peace. Yet it has been our
fate to be born in a tinme when violence ruled us. The Danes appeared and our



| and was shattered, and all around our coasts the |long ships with their beaked
prows cane to raid



and ensl ave and steal and kill. In Cunmbral and, which is the wldest part of
all the Saxon |ands, the Danes came and the Norsenen canme and the Scots cane,
and no one could live in peace, and | think that when you break men's dreans,
when you destroy their homes and ruin their harvests and rape their daughters
and ensl ave their sons, you engender a nadness. At the world' s ending, when

the gods will fight each other, all mankind will be stricken with a great
frenzy and the rivers will flow with blood and the sky shall be filled with
screamng and the great tree of life will fall with a crash that will be heard

beyond the farthest star, but all that is yet to cone. Back then, in 878 when
| was young, there was just a smaller madness at Cair Ligualid. It was the
madness of hope, the belief that a king, born in a churchman's dream would
end a people's suffering.

Abbot Eadred was waiting inside the cordon of nobnks and, as my horse cane

cl ose, he raised his hands towards the sky. He was a tall nman, old and

whi te-haired, gaunt and fierce, with eyes like a falcon and, surprising in a
priest, he had a sword strapped to his waist. He could not see ny face at
first because ny cheek-pieces hid it, but even when | took off ny hel met he
still thought I was the king. He stared up at nme, raised thin hands to heaven
as if giving thanks for my arrival, then gave ne a | ow bow. 'Lord King.' he
said in a boom ng voice. The nonks dropped to their knees and stared up at ne.
'Lord King,' Abbot Eadred booned again, 'welcone!'’

'Lord King,' the nonks echoed, 'welcone.'

Now t hat was an interesting nmonent. Eadred, renenber, had selected Guthred to
be the king because Saint Cuthbert had shown him Hardicnut's son in a dream
Yet now he thought that | was the king, which meant that either Cuthbert had
shown himthe wong face or else that Eadred was a |ying bastard. O perhaps
Sai nt Cuthbert was a lying bastard. But as a mracle, and Eadred's dreamis
al ways renenbered as a mracle, it was decidedly suspicious. | told a priest
that story once and he refused to believe me. He hissed at me, nade the sign
of the cross and rushed off to say his prayers. The whole of Guthred's life
was to be dominated by the sinple fact that Saint Cuthbert revealed himto
Eadred, and the truth is that Eadred did not recognise him but these days no
one believes me. WIllibald, of course, was dancing around like a man with two
wasps up his breeches, trying to correct Eadred' s mistake, so |I kicked himon
the side of the skull to nake him quiet then gestured towards CGuthred who had
taken the hood fromhis head. This,' | said to Eadred, 'is your king.'

For a heartbeat Eadred did not believe me, then he did and a | ook of intense
anger crossed his face. It was a sudden contortion of utter fury because he
understood, even if no one else did, that he was supposed to have recognised
Quthred fromhis dream The anger flared, then he nastered it and bowed to
@Qut hred and repeated his greeting and Guthred returned it with his customary
cheerful ness. Two nonks hurried to take his horse and Guthred di snounted and
was |led into the church. The rest of us followed as best we could. | ordered
some nonks to hold Wtnere and Hild's mare. They did not want to, they wanted
to be inside the church, but | told them!| would break their tonsured heads if
the horses were | ost, and they obeyed ne.

It was dark in the church. There were rushlights burning on the altar, and
nmore on the floor of the nave where a | arge group of nonks bowed and chant ed,
but the small snoky lights hardly lifted the thick gloom It was not nuch of a
church. It was big, bigger even than the church Alfred was building in

W nt anceaster, but it had been raised in a hurry and the walls were untri med
| ogs and when ny eyes becane accustonmed to the darkness | saw that the roof
was ragged with rough thatch. There were probably fifty or sixty churchnen

i nside and half that number of thegns, if the nmen of Cunbral and aspired to
that rank. They were the wealthier men of the region and they stood with their
followers and | noted, with curiosity, that some wore the cross and ot hers
wore the hanmer. There were Danes and Saxons in that church, mngled together
and they were not enem es. Instead they had gathered to support Eadred who had
prom sed them a god-gi ven ki ng.

And there was G sel a.



| noticed her alnost inmediately. She was a tall girl, dark haired,



with a very long and very grave face. She was dressed in a grey cloak and
shift so that at first | thought she was a nun, then | saw the silver

bracel ets and the heavy brooch hol ding the cloak at her neck. She had | arge
eyes that shone, but that was because she was crying. They were tears of joy
and, when Quthred saw her, he ran to her and they enbraced. He held her tight,
t hen he stepped away, hol ding her hands, and | saw she was half crying and
hal f | aughing, and he inpulsively led her to ne. "My sister,' he introduced
her, '"Gsela.' He still held her hands. 'I amfree,' he told her, 'because of
Lord Uhtred.'

"I thank you,' she said to me, and | said nothing. I was conscious of Hild
besi de nme, but even nore conscious of Gsela. Fifteen? Sixteen? But unnarried,
for her black hair was still unbound. What had her brother told ne? That she
had a face like a horse, but I thought it was a face of dreans, a face to set
the sky on fire, a face to haunt a man. | still see that face so nany years
later. It was long, long nosed, with dark eyes that sometines seened far away
and other times were mischi evous and when she | ooked at ne that first tine |
was | ost. The spinners who nake our lives had sent her and |I knew not hi ng
woul d be the sane agai n.

"You're not married, are you?' Quthred asked her anxiously.

She touched her hair that still fell free like a girl's hair. Wen she narried
it would be bound up. 'OF course not,' she said, still |ooking at nme, then
turned to her brother, 'are you?

"No," he said.

G sel a | ooked at Hild, back to ne, and just then Abbot Eadred canme to hurry
GQut hred away and G sela went back to the woman who was her guardi an. She gave
me a backwards glance, and | can still see that [ook. The | owered eyelids and
the small trip as she turned to give me a last snile

"A pretty girl,' Hld said.

"I would rather have a pretty woman,' | said.
"You need to marry,' Hld said.
"I ammarried.' | rem nded her, and that was true. | had a wife in Wssex, a

wi fe who hated me, but MIdrith was now in a nunnery so whether she regarded
herself as married to me or married to Christ | neither knew nor cared.

"You liked that girl,' Hld said.

"I like all girls," | said evasively. | lost sight of Gsela as the crowd
pressed forward to watch the cerenony which began when Abbot Eadred unstrapped
the sword belt fromhis own waist and buckled it around Guthred' s ragged

cl othes. Then he draped the new king in a fine green cloak, trimmed with fur
and put a bronze circlet on his fair hair. The nonks chanted while this was
bei ng done, and kept chanting as Eadred | ed Guthred around the church so that
everyone could see him The abbot held the king's right hand al oft and no
doubt many fol k thought it odd that the new king was being acclainmed wth

sl ave chains hanging fromhis wists. Men knelt to him Guthred knew many of

t he Danes who had been his father's followers and he greeted them happily. He
pl ayed the part of the king well, for he was an intelligent as well as a
good-natured man, but | saw a | ook of anusement on his face. Did he really
beli eve he was king then? I think he saw it all as an adventure, but one that
was certainly preferable to enptying Eochaid' s shit-pail.

Eadred gave a sernmon that was bl essedly short even though he spoke in both
Engl i sh and Dani sh. Hi s Dani sh was not good, but it sufficed to tell Guthred's
fell owcountrynen that God and Saint Cut hbert had chosen the new ki ng, and
here he was, and glory nmust inevitably follow Then he led Guthred towards the
rushlights burning in the centre of the church and the nonks who had been

gat hered about those snmoky flames scranbled to nake way for the new king and
saw t hey had been clustered around three chests which, in turn, were circled
by the small 1ights.

'The royal oath will now be taken!' Eadred announced to the church. The
Christians in the church went to their knees again and sonme of the pagan Danes
clumsily followed their exanple.

It was supposed to be a solem nmonent, but Guthred rather spoiled it by



turning and | ooking for me. 'Uhtred!' he called, 'you should be here! Cone!’
Eadred bridl ed, but Guthred wanted ne besi de hi m because the



three chests worried him They were gilded, and their lids were held by big
nmetal cl asps, and they were surrounded by the flickering rushlights, and al

t hat suggested to himthat some Christian sorcery was about to take place and
he wanted ne to share the risk. Abbot Eadred glared at me. 'Did he call you
Unhtred?' he asked suspiciously.

"Lord Uhtred conmands ny househol d troops,' Quthred said grandly. That nade ne
t he commander of nothing, but | kept a straight face. 'And if there are oaths
to be taken,' CQuthred continued, 'then he nust make themw th ne.’

"Uhtred,' Abbot Eadred said flatly. He knew the nane, of course he did. He
canme from Li ndi sfarena where nmy fanmly ruled and there was a sourness in his
t one.

"I am Uhtred of Bebbanburg,' | said |oudly enough for everyone in the church
to hear, and the announcenent caused a hiss anong the nonks. Sone crossed

t hensel ves and others just |ooked at me with apparent hatred.

'He's your conpani on?' Eadred demanded of Gut hred.

"He rescued ne,' CGQuthred said, 'and he is ny friend.'

Eadred made the sign of the cross. He had disliked ne fromthe nonent he

m st ook me for the dream born king, but now he was fairly spitting mal evol ence
at me. He hated nme because our famly was supposedly the guardi ans of

Li ndi sfarena's nonastery, but the nonastery lay in ruins and Eadred, its
abbot, had been driven into exile. 'Did Afric send you?' he denanded.
"Afric," | spat the nane, 'is a usurper, a thief, a cuckoo, and one day I
shall spill his rotting belly and send himto the tree where Corpse-Ri pper
will feed on him'

Eadred placed ne then. 'You're Lord Untred' s son,' he said, and he | ooked at
my armrings and ny mail and at the workmanship of nmy swords and at the hamer
about mnmy neck. 'You're the boy raised by the Danes.'

‘"I amthe boy,' | said sarcastically, 'who killed Ubba Lot hbrokson beside a
sout hern sea.'

'"He is ny friend,' Guthred insisted.

Abbot Eadred shuddered, then half bowed his head as if to show

that he accepted ne as Guthred's conpanion. 'You will take an oath,' he
growmed at nme, 'to serve King Guthred faithfully.'

| took a half-step backwards. Gath-taking is a serious matter. If | swore to
serve this king who had been a slave then | would no | onger be a free man.
woul d be Guthred's nan, sworn to die for him to obey himand serve himunti
death, and the thought galled me. GQuthred saw ny hesitation and smled. 'l

shall free you.' he whispered to ne in Danish, and | understood that he, |ike
me, saw this cerenobny as a gane.

"You swear it? | asked him

"On ny life.' he said lightly.

'"The oaths will be taken!' Eadred announced, wanting to restore sone dignity

to the church that now murmured with tal k. He gl owered at the congregation
until they went quiet, then he opened one of the two smaller chests. Inside
was a book, its cover crusted with precious stones. 'This is the great gospe
book of Lindisfarena.' Eadred said in awe. He lifted the book out of the chest
and held it aloft so that the dimlight glinted fromits jewels. The nonks al
crossed thensel ves, then Eadred handed the heavy book to an attendant priest
whose hands shook as he accepted the volune. Eadred stooped to the second of
the small chests. He nmade the sign of the cross then opened the lid and there,
facing me with cl osed eyes, was a severed head. Guthred could not suppress a
grunt of distaste and, fearing sorcery, took nmy right arm 'That is the npst
holy Saint Oswal d,' Eadred said, 'once king of Northunbria and now a saint
nost bel oved of alm ghty God.' Hi s voice quivered with enotion

Gut hred took a hal f-pace backwards, repelled by the head, but | shook off his
grip and stepped forward to gaze down at Oswal d. He had been the lord of
Bebbanburg in his time, and he had been king of Northunbria too, but that had
been two hundred years ago. He had died in battle against the Mercians who had
hacked himto pieces, and | wondered how his head had been rescued fromthe
charnel - house of defeat. The head, its cheeks shrunken and its skin dark



| ooked quite unscarred. His hair was |ong and tangl ed, while his neck had been
hi dden by a scrap of yell owed



linen. A gilt-bronze circlet served as his crown. 'Beloved Saint Oswald,"
Eadred said, making the sign of the cross, 'protect us and guide us and pray
for us.' The king's lips had shrivelled so that three of his teeth showed.
They were like yell ow pegs. The nonks kneeling closest to Gswal d bobbed up and
down in silent and fervent prayer. 'Saint Oswald,' Eadred announced, 'is a
warrior of God and with himon our side none can stand agai nst us.'

He stepped past the dead king's head to the | ast and bi ggest of the chests.
The church was silent. The Christians, of course, were aware that by revealing
the relics, Eadred was sunmoni ng the powers of heaven to wi tness the oaths,
whi |l e the pagan Danes, even if they did not understand exactly what was
happeni ng, were awed by the magic they sensed in the big building. And they
sensed that nore and greater magi c was about to happen, for the nonks now
prostrated thenmselves flat on the earthen floor as Eadred silently prayed

besi de the | ast box. He prayed for a long tinme, his hands clasped, his lips
nmoving and with his eyes raised to the rafters where sparrows fluttered and
then at last he unlatched the chest's two heavy bronze locks and lifted the
big lid.

A corpse lay inside the big chest. The corpse was wapped in a linen cloth,
but | could see the body's shape clearly enough. Guthred had again taken ny
armas if | could protect himagainst Eadred's sorcery. Eadred, neanwhil e,
gently unw apped the Iinen and so reveal ed a dead bi shop robed in white and
with his face covered by a small white square of cloth that was hemmed with
gol den thread. The corpse had an enbroi dered scapul ar about its neck and a
battered mtre had fallen fromits head. A cross of gold, decorated with
garnets, lay half-hidden by his hands that were prayerfully clasped on his
breast. A ruby ring shone on one shrunken finger. Some of the nonks were

gaspi ng, as though they could not endure the holy power flow ng fromthe
corpse and even Eadred was subdued. He touched his forehead agai nst the edge
of the coffin, then straightened to | ook at ne. 'You know who this is?" he
asked.

" No.

"In the nane of the Father,' he said, 'and of the Son, and of the Holy Chost,"
and he took the square of gol den-hemmed |linen away to reveal a yellowed face
bl ot ched with darker patches. 'It is Saint Cuthbert.' Eadred said with a
tearful catch in his voice. "It is the nost blessed, the nost holy, the nost
bel oved Cuthbert. Onh dear sweet Cod,' he rocked backward and forward on his
knees, 'this is Saint Cuthbert hinself.’

Until the age of ten | had been raised on stories of Cuthbert. | |earned how
he had trained a choir of seals to sing psal ns, and how t he eagl es had brought
food to the small island off Bebbanburg where he lived in solitude for a tine.
He could cal mstornms by prayer and had rescued countless sailors from
drowni ng. Angels cane to talk with him He had once rescued a fam |y by
conmandi ng the flanmes that consumed their house to return to hell, and the
fire had mracul ously vani shed. He would walk into the winter sea until the
cold water reached his neck and he would stay there all night, praying, and
when he came back to the beach in the dawn his nonk's robes would be dry. He
drew wat er from parched ground during a drought and when birds stole

new y-sewn barl ey seed he commanded themto return it, which they did. O so
was told. He was certainly the greatest saint of Northunbria, the holy man who
wat ched over us and to whom we were supposed to direct our prayers so that he
could whisper theminto the ear of God, and here he was in a carved and gil ded
el m box, flat on his back, nostrils gaping, nouth slightly open, cheeks fallen
in, and with five yellow black teeth fromwhich the gunms had receded so they

| ooked |i ke fangs. One fang was broken. His eyes were shut. My stepnother had
possessed Saint Cuthbert's conb and she had liked to tell me that she had
found sonme of the saint's hair on the conb's teeth and that the hair had been
the col our of finest gold, but this corpse had hair black as pitch. It was

| ong, | ank and brushed away from a high forehead and from his nonki sh tonsure.
Eadred gently restored the nitre, then | eaned forward and ki ssed the ruby
ring. 'You will note,' he said in a voice nade hoarse by enotion, 'that the



holy flesh is uncorrupted,' he paused to stroke one of the saint's bony hands,
"and that miracle is a sure and certain sign of his sanctity.' He | eaned



forward and this time kissed the saint full on the open, shrivelled lips. 'Oh
nost holy Cuthbert,' he prayed al oud, 'guide us and lead us and bring us to
your glory in the name of Hi mwho died for us and upon whose right hand you
now sit in splendour everlasting, anen.'

"Anen,' the nonks chinmed. The cl osest nonks had got up fromthe floor so they
could see the uncorrupted saint and nost of themcried as they gazed at the
yel | owi ng face

Eadred | ooked up at me again. 'In this church, young man,' he said, 'is the
spiritual soul of Northumbria. Here, in these chests, are our mracles, our
treasures, our glory, and the neans by which we speak with God to seek his
protection. While these precious and holy things are safe, we are safe, and
once,' he stood as he said that |ast word and his voice grew nuch harder
"once all these things were under the protection of the | ords of Bebbanburg,
but that protection failed! The pagans cane, the nonks were sl aughtered, and
the nmen of Bebbanburg cowered behind their walls rather than ride to slaughter
t he pagans. But our forefathers in Christ saved these things, and we have
wander ed ever since, wandered across the wild | ands, and we keep these things
still, but one day we shall nake a great church and these relics will shine
forth across a holy land. That holy land is where | |ead these people!' He
waved his hand to indicate the folk waiting outside the church. 'God has sent
me an arny,' he shouted, 'and that arny will triunph, but I amnot the man to
lead it. God and Saint Cuthbert sent ne a dreamin which they showed ne the
king who will take us all to our prom sed | and. He showed ne King Guthred!' He
stood and raised Guthred's arm al oft and the gesture provoked appl ause from

t he congregation. Guthred | ooked surprised rather than regal, and | just

| ooked down at the dead saint.

Cut hbert had been the abbot and bi shop of Lindisfarena, the island that |ay
just north of Bebbanburg, and for al nmost two hundred years his body had lain
in acrypt on the island until the Viking raids becane too threatening and, to
save the saintly corpse, the nonks had taken the dead man inland. They had
been wandering Northunbria ever since. Eadred disliked me because ny famly
had failed to protect the holy relics, but the strength of Bebbanburg was its
position on the sea-lashed crag, and only a fool would take its garrison
beyond the walls to fight. If | had a choice between keepi ng Bebbanburg and
abandoning a relic, then I would have surrendered the whol e cal endar of dead
saints. Holy corpses are cheap, but fortresses |ike Bebbanburg are rare.
'Behol d!'' Eadred shouted, still holding Guthred's armaloft, 'the king of

Hal i wer f ol kIl and!"’

The king of what? | thought | had m sheard, but | had not. Haliwerfolkland,
Eadred had said, and it neant the Land of the Holy Man People. That was
Eadred's nane for CGuthred's kingdom Saint Cuthbert, of course, was the holy
man, but whoever was king of his land would be a sheep anbng wol ves. Ivarr,
Kjartan and my uncle were the wol ves. They were the nmen who | ed proper forces
of trained soldiers, while Eadred was hoping to make a ki ngdom on the back of
a dream and | had no doubts that his dream born sheep would end up being
savaged by the wolves. Still, for the noment, Cair Ligualid was nmy best refuge
in Northunbria, because ny enem es would need to cross the hills to find ne
and, besides, | had a taste for this kind of madness. In madness |ies change,
in change is opportunity and in opportunity are riches.

"Now,' Eadred let go of Guthred' s hand and turned on ne, 'you wll swear
fealty to our king and his country.'

Quthred actually winked at me then, and | obediently went on ny knees and
reached for his right hand, but Eadred knocked ny hands away. 'You swear to
the saint.' he hissed at ne.

"To the saint?

"Place your hands on Saint Cuthbert's nost holy hands,' Eadred ordered ne,
'and say the words.'

| put ny hands over Saint Cuthbert's fingers and | could feel the big ruby
ring under my own fingers, and | gave the jewel a twitch just to see whet her
the stone was | oose and would come free, but it seened well fixed inits



setting. 'l swear to be your man,' | said to the corpse, 'and to serve you
faithfully." | tried to shift the ring again, but the dead fingers were stiff
and the ruby would not nove.



"You swear by your life?" Eadred asked sternly.

| gave the ring another twitch, but it really was inmovable. 'I swear on ny
life." | said respectfully and never, in all that life, have | taken an oath
so lightly. How can an oath to a dead man be bi ndi ng?

"And you swear to serve King Guthred faithfully?

"l do,' | said.

"And to be an eneny to all his enem es?

"I swear it,' | said.

"And you will serve Saint Cuthbert even to the end of your life?

IowillL

' Then you may kiss the nost bl essed Cuthbert.' Eadred said. | |eaned over the

coffin's edge to kiss the fol ded hands. 'No!' Eadred protested. 'On the |ips!’
| shuffled on ny knees, then bent and kissed the corpse on its dry, scratchy
lips.

"Prai se God.' Eadred said. Then he nade Guthred swear to serve Cuthbert and
the church watched as the slave king knelt and kissed the corpse. The nonks
sang as the folk in the church were allowed to see Cuthbert for thensel ves.
Hi | d shuddered when she cane to the coffin and she fell to her knees, tears
stream ng down her face, and | had to lift her up and | ead her away. WIlibald
was similarly overconme, but his face just glowed w th happi ness. Gsela, |
noticed, did not bowto the corpse. She looked at it with curiosity, but it

was plain it neant nothing to her and | deduced she was a pagan still. She
stared at the dead man, then | ooked at nme and sniled. Her eyes, | thought,
were brighter than the ruby on the dead saint's finger

And so Guthred came to Cair Ligualid. | thought then, and still think now,

that it was all nonsense, but it was a magi cal nonsense, and the dead
swordsman had nmade hinself |liege to a dead man and the sl ave had becone a

ki ng. The gods were | aughing.

Later, much later, |I realised | was doing what Al fred woul d have wanted nme to
do. I was helping the Christians. There were two wars in those years. The

obvi ous struggl e was between Saxon and Dane, but there was al so conbat between
pagans and Christians. Mst Danes were pagan and nost Saxons were Christian,
so the two wars appeared to be the sanme fight, but in Northunbria it al

becane confused, and that was Abbot Eadred's cleverness.

Wiat Eadred did was to end the war between the Saxons and the Danes in

Cunbral and, and he did it by choosing Guthred. Guthred, of course, was a Dane
and that neant Cunbral and's Danes were ready to foll ow hi mand, because he had
been proclai med king by a Saxon abbot, the Saxons were equally prepared to
support him Thus the two biggest warring tribes of Cunbral and, the Danes and
Saxons, were united, while the Britons, and a good many Britons still lived in
Cunbr al and, were also Christians and their priests told themto accept
Eadred's choice and so they did.

It is one thing to proclaima king and another for the king to rule, but
Eadred had nade a shrewd choice. GQuthred was a good man, but he was al so the
son of Hardicnut who had called hinmself king of Northunbria, so Guthred had a
claimto the crown, and none of Cunbral and's thegns was strong enough to
chal | enge him They needed a king because, for too |ong, they had squabbl ed
anong t hensel ves and suffered fromthe Norse raids out of Ireland and fromthe
savage incursions from Strath Cota. Guthred, by uniting Dane and Saxon, could
now marshal stronger forces to face those enem es. There was one man who m ght
have been a rival. Uf, he was called, and he was a Dane who owned | and south
of Cair Ligualid and he had greater wealth than any other thegn in Cunbral and,
but he was old and | ane and without sons and so he offered fealty to CGuthred,
and U f's exanpl e persuaded the other Danes to accept Eadred's choice. They
knelt to himone by one and he greeted them by nanme, raised them and enbraced
t hem

"I really should beconme a Christian.' he told nme on the nmorning after our
arrival

" \Why 2

"I told you why. To show gratitude. Aren't you supposed to call me |ord?






"Yes, lord.'

"Does it hurt?

"Calling you lord, lord?

'"No!" he laughed. 'Beconming a Christian?

"Why should it hurt?

"I don't know. Don't they nail you to a cross?

"OF course they don't,' | said scornfully, 'they just wash you.'

"I wash mnysel f anyway,' he said, then frowned. 'Wiy do Saxons not wash? Not
you, you wash, but npbst Saxons don't. Not as rmuch as Danes. Do they |ike being
dirty?

"You can catch cold by washing.'

"l don't,' he said. "So that's it? A wash?

"Baptism it's called."'

" And you have to give up the other gods?

"You' re supposed to.'

"And only have one wife?

'"Only one wife. They're strict about that.'’

He thought about it. 'l still think I should do it,"' he said, 'because
Eadred's god does have power. Look at that dead man! It's a mracle that he
hasn't rotted away!'

The Danes were fascinated by Eadred's relics. Mst did not understand why a
group of nmonks would carry a corpse, a dead king's head and a jewell ed book
all over Northunbria, but they did understand that those things were sacred
and they were inpressed by that. Sacred things have power. They are a pat hway
fromour world to the vaster worlds beyond, and even before Guthred arrived in
Cair Ligualid some Danes had accepted baptismas a way of harnessing the power
of the relics for thensel ves.

I amno Christian. These days it does no good to confess that, for the bishops
and abbots have too nuch influence and it is easier to pretend to a faith than
to fight angry ideas. | was raised a Christian, but at ten years old, when

was taken into Ragnar's famly, | discovered the old Saxon gods who were al so
t he gods of the Danes and of the Norsenen, and their worship has al ways made
nore sense to me than bowi ng down to a god who belongs to a country so far
away that | have net no one who has ever been there. Thor and Odi n wal ked our
hills, slept in our valleys, |oved our wonen and drank from our streans, and

t hat makes them seem |i ke nei ghbours. The other thing I |ike about our gods is
that they are not obsessed with us. They have their own squabbl es and | ove
affairs and seemto ignore us much of the tine, but the Christian god has

not hing better to do than to nake rules for He makes rules, nore rules,

prohi biti ons and commandnents, and he needs hundreds of bl ack-robed priests
and nonks to make sure we obey those laws. He strikes me as a very grunpy god,
t hat one, even though his priests are forever claimng that he | oves us | have
never been so stupid as to think that Thor or Qdin or Hoder |oved ne, though I
hope at tines they have thought ne worthy of them

But Gut hred wanted the power of the Christian holy relics to work for him and
so, to Eadred's delight, he asked to be baptised. The cerenmony was done in the
open air, just outside the big church, where GQuthred was inmersed in a great
barrel of river-water and all the nmonks waved their hands to heaven and said
God's work was nmarvel l ous to behold. Guthred was then draped in a robe and
Eadred crowned hima second tine by placing the dead King Gswald's circlet of
gilt bronze on his wet hair. GQuthred' s forehead was then sneared with cod oil,
he was given a sword and shield, and asked to kiss both the Lindisfarena
gospel book and the lips of Cuthbert's corpse that had been brought into the
sunlight so that the whole crowd could see the saint. Guthred | ooked as though
he enjoyed the whol e cerenony, and Abbot Eadred was so noved that he took
Sai nt Cuthbert's garnet-studded cross fromthe dead nman's hands and hung it
about the new king's neck. He did not leave it there for long, but returned it
to the corpse after GQuthred had been presented to his ragged people in Cair
Ligualid' s ruins.

That night there was a feast. There was little to eat, just snoked fish,



stewed mutton and hard bread, but there was plenty of ale, and next norning,
with a throbbing head, | went to Guthred's first w tanegenot. Being a Dane, of
course, he was not accustoned to such council meetings where every thegn and
seni or chur chman



was invited to offer advice, but Eadred insisted the Wtan net, and Guthred

pr esi ded.

The neeting took place in the big church. It had started to rain overnight and
wat er dripped through the crude thatch so that nmen were forever trying to
shift out of the way of the drops. There were not enough chairs or stools, so
we sat on the rush-strewn floor in a big circle around Eadred and Gut hred who
wer e ent hroned beside Saint Cuthbert's open coffin. There were forty-six nen
there, half of themclergy and the other half the biggest |andowners of
Cunbr al and, both Danes and Saxons, but conpared to a West Saxon wi tanegenot it
was a paltry affair. There was no great wealth on display. Sone of the Danes
wore armrings and a few of the Saxons had el aborate brooches, but in truth it
| ooked nore like a neeting of farmers than a council of state.

Eadred, though, had visions of greatness. He began by telling us news fromthe
rest of Northumbria. He knew what happened because he received reports from
churchmen all across the |land, and those reports said that lvarr was still in
the valley of the R ver Tuede, where he was fighting a bitter war of small
skirm shes agai nst King Aed of Scotland. 'Kjartan the Cruel lurks in his
stronghol d,' Eadred said, 'and won't energe to fight. Which | eaves Egbert of
Eoferwic, and he is weak.'

"What about Afric? | intervened.

"Afric of Bebbanburg is sworn to protect Saint Cuthbert,' Eadred said, 'and
he will do nothing to offend the saint.'

Maybe that was true, but my uncle woul d doubtl ess demand ny skull as a reward
for keeping the corpse undefiled. | said nothing nore, but just listened as

Eadred proposed that we forned an army and narched it across the hills to
capture Eoferwic. That caused some astoni shment. Men gl anced at each ot her

but such was Eadred's forceful confidence that at first no one dared question
him They had expected to be told that they should have their nen ready to
fight against the Norse Vikings fromlreland or to fend off another assault by
Eochaid of Strath Clota, but instead they were being asked to go far afield to
depose King Egbert.

Uf, the wealthiest Dane of Cunbraland, finally intervened. He as elderly,
perhaps forty years old, and he had been |l aned and scarred in Cunbral and's
frequent quarrels, but he could still bring forty or fifty trained warriors to
Gut hred. That was not many by the standards of nobst parts of Britain, but it
was a substantial force in Cunbral and. Now he demanded to know why he shoul d

| ead those men across the hills. 'W have no enemies in Eoferwic,' he
declared, 'but there are many foes who will attack our |ands when we're gone.'
Most of the other Danes murnured their agreenent.

But Eadred knew his audience. 'There is great wealth in

Eoferwi c,' he said.

Uf liked that idea, but was still cautious. 'Walth? he asked.

"Silver,' Eadred said, 'and gold, and jewels.'

"Wonen?' a man asked.

"Eoferwic is a sink of corruption,' Eadred announced, 'it is a haunt of devils
and a place of lascivious wonen. It is a city of evil that needs to be scoured
by a holy arnmy.' Mst of the Danes cheered up at the prospect of |ascivious
worren, and none nade any nore protest at the thought of attacking Eoferw c.
Once the city was captured, a feat Eadred took for granted, we were to narch
north and the men of Eoferwi c, he claimed, would swell our ranks. 'Kjartan the
Cruel will not face us,' Eadred declared, 'because he is a coward. He will go
to his fastness like a spider scuttling to his web and he will stay there and
we shall let himrot until the time cones to strike himdown. Atfric of
Bebbanburg will not fight us, for he is a Christian.'

"He's an untrustworthy bastard,' | grow ed, and was ignored.

"And we shall defeat lvarr,' Eadred said, and | wondered how our rabble was
supposed to beat Ivarr's shield wall, but Eadred had no doubts. 'God and Sai nt
Cut hbert will fight for us,' he said, 'and then we shall be nmasters of

Nort hunbria and al mighty God will have established Haliwerfol kland and we
shall build a shrine to Saint Cuthbert that will astonish all the world."'



That was what Eadred really wanted, a shrine. That was what the whol e nmadness
was about, a shrine to a dead saint, and to that



end Eadred had nade Guthred king and woul d now go to war with all Northunbria.
And next day the eight dark horsenen cane.

W had three hundred and fifty-four nen of fighting age, and of those fewer
than twenty possessed nmail, and only about a hundred had decent | eather

arnmour. The nen with | eather or mail nostly possessed hel mets and had proper
weapons, swords or spears, while the rest were arnmed with axes, adzes, sickles
or sharpened hoes. Eadred grandly called it the Arny of the Holy Man, but if |
had been the holy man | woul d have bolted back to heaven and waited for

somet hing better to come al ong.

A third of our army was Danish, the rest was nostly Saxon though there were a
few Britons arned with | ong hunting bows, and those can be fearful weapons, so
| called the Britons the Guard of the Holy Man and said they were to stay with
t he corpse of Saint Cuthbert who would evidently acconpany us on our march of
conquest. Not that we could start our conquering just yet because we had to
amass food for the nmen and fodder for the horses, of which we had only

ei ghty-seven.

Whi ch nade the arrival of the dark horsenmen wel cone. There were eight of them
all on black or brown horses and | eading four spare nounts, and four of them
wore mail and the rest had good | eather arnmour and all had bl ack cl oaks and

bl ack painted shields, and they rode into Cair Ligualid fromthe east,
following the Roman wall that led to the far bank of the river and there they
crossed by the ford because the old bridge had been pulled down by the

Nor semnen.

The eight horsemen were not the only newconers. Men trickled in every hour
Many of them were nonks, but some were fighters coming fromthe hills and they
usual ly cane with an axe or a quarterstaff. Few cane with arnmour or a horse
but the eight dark riders arrived with full war-gear. They were Danes and told
GQut hred they were fromthe steading of Hergist who had |and at a place called
Heagost eal des. Hergist was old, they told GQuthred, and could not cone hinself,
but he had sent the best nen he had. Their |eader was named Tekil and he

| ooked to be a useful warrior for he boasted four armrings, had a | ong sword
and a hard, confident face. He appeared to be around thirty years old, as were
nmost of his men, though one was nuch younger, just a boy, and he was the only
one without armrings. 'Wy,' Guthred demanded of Tekil, 'would Hergist send
men from Heagost eal des?'

"W're too close to Dunholm lord," Tekil answered, 'and Hergi st wi shes you to
destroy that nest of wasps.'

' Then you are wel cone,' Quthred said, and he allowed the eight nen to kneel to
hi m and swear himfealty. 'You should bring Tekil's men into ny househol d
troops.' he said to ne later. W were in a field to the south of Cair Ligualid

where | was practising those household troops. | had picked thirty young nen,
nore or less at random and nade sure that half were Danes and hal f were
Saxons, and | insisted they nade a shield wall in which every Dane had a Saxon

nei ghbour, and now | was teaching themhow to fight and praying to ny gods
that they never had to, for they knew next to nothing. The Danes were better
because the Danes are raised to sword and shield, but none had yet been taught
the discipline of the shield wall.

"Your shields have to touch!' | shouted at them 'otherw se you' re dead. You
want to be dead? You want your guts spooling around your feet? Touch the
shields. Not that way, you earsling! The right side of your shield goes in

front of the left side of his shield. Understand?" | said it again in Danish
then glanced at Guthred. 'l don't want Tekil's nmen in the bodyguard."
"Way not ?'

'Because | don't know them
"You don't know these men.' Quthred said, gesturing at his household troops.

"I know they're idiots.' | said, "and | know their nothers should have kept
their knees together. \What are you doing, Capa? | shouted at a hul ki ng young
Dane. | had forgotten his real name, but everyone called him d apa, which

meant clumsy. He was a



huge farm boy, as strong as two other men, but not the cleverest of nortals.
He stared at me with dunb eyes as | stalked towards the line. 'Wat are you
supposed to do, C apa?'

"Stay close to the king, lord," he said with a puzzled | ook

'Good!' | said, because that was the first and nost inportant |esson that had
to be thunped into the thirty young nen. They were the king's household troops
so they must always stay with the king, but that was not the answer | wanted
fromCdapa. '"In the shield wall, idiot," | said, thunping his rmuscled chest,
"what are you supposed to do in the shield wall?

He thought for a while, then brightened. 'Keep the shield up, lord."'

"That's right,' | said, dragging his shield up fromhis ankles. 'You don't
dangle it around your toes! \Wat are you grinning at, Rypere? Rypere was a
Saxon, skinny where C apa was solid, and clever as a weasel. Rypere was a

ni ckname whi ch neant thief, for that was what Rypere was and if there had been

any justice he would have been branded and whi pped, but | |iked the cunning in
hi s young eyes and reckoned he would prove a killer. 'You know what you are,
Rypere?' | said, thunmping his shield back into his chest, 'you' re an earsling.

What's an earsling, d apa?

"Aturd, lord.'

"Right, turds! Shields up! Up!' | screaned the |last word. 'You want folk to

[ augh at you?' | pointed at other groups of men fighting nock battles in the
big meadow. Tekil's warriors were also present, but they were sitting in the
shade, just watching, inplying that they did not need to practise. | went back

to Guthred. 'You can't have all the best nen in your household troops.' | told
hi m

"Way not ?'

' Because you'll end up surrounded when everyone el se has run away. Then you

die. It isn't pretty.’

That's what happened when my father fought Eochaid.' he admtted.

"So that's why you don't have all your best men in the household guard,’

said. '"We'll put Tekil on one flank and Uf and his nen on the other.' UTf,
inspired by a dreamof unlinmted silver and |lasciviously evil wonen, was now
eager to march on Eoferwic. He was not at Cair Ligualid when the dark horsenen
arrived, but had taken his men to collect forage and food.

| divided the household troops into two groups and nade them fight, though
first | ordered themto wap their swords in cloth so they wouldn't end up

sl aughtering each other. They were eager but hopel ess. | broke through both
shield walls in the tine it took to blink, but they would |l earn how to fight
eventual ly unless they net lvarr's troops first, in which case they would die.
After a while, when they were weary and the sweat was stream ng down their
faces, | told themto rest. | noticed that the Danes sat with the other Danes,
and the Saxons with the Saxons, but that was only to be expected and in tine,

| thought, they would learn trust. They could nore or |ess speak to each other
because | had noticed that in Northunbria the Dani sh and Saxon tongues were
becom ng nuddl ed. The two | anguages were sinilar anyway, and nost Danes coul d
be understood by Saxons if they shouted | oud enough, but now the two tongues
grew ever nore alike. Instead of talking about their swordcraft the Saxon
earslings in @Quthred s household troops boasted of their '"skill' with a sword,
t hough they had none, and they ate eggs instead of eating eyren. The Danes,
nmeanwhil e, called a horse a horse instead of a hros and sonetines it was hard
to know whether a man was a Dane or a Saxon. Often they were both, the son of
a Dani sh father and Saxon nother, though never the other way around. 'l should
marry a Saxon,' Quthred told ne. W had wandered to the edge of the field
where a group of wonen were chopping straw and m xing the scraps with oats. W
woul d carry the m xture to feed our horses as we crossed the hills.

"Wy marry a Saxon?' | asked.

"To show that Haliwerfolkland is for both tribes,' he said.

"Northunbria,' | said bad-tenperedly.

"Nort hunbri a?'

"It's called Northunbria,' | said, 'not Haliwerfolkland.'



He shrugged if the name did not matter. 'I should still marry



a Saxon,' he said, 'and I1'd like it to be a pretty one. Pretty as Hild, maybe?
Except she's too old."'

Too ol d?'

"I need one about thirteen, fourteen maybe? Ready to pup some babies.' He

cl anbered across a | ow fence and edged down a steep bank towards a small
streamthat flowed north towards the Hedene. 'There nust be sone pretty Saxons
in Eoferw c?

"But you want a virgin, don't you?

'Probably,' he said, then nodded, 'yes.'

"M ght be one or two left in Eoferwic.' | said.

"Pity about Hild.' he said vaguely.

'What do you nean?'

"If you weren't with her,' he said vigorously, 'you m ght nake a husband for

G sel a.

'"Hild and | are friends,' | said, "just friends.' which was true. W had been
| overs, but ever since Hild had seen the body of Saint Cuthbert she had

wi thdrawn into a contenpl ati ve nood. She was feeling the tug of her god, |
knew, and | had asked her if she wanted to put on the robes of a nun again,

but she had shaken her head and said she was not ready.

"But | should probably marry Gsela to a king.' Quthred said, ignoring ny
words. ' Maybe Aed of Scotland? Keep himquiet with a bride? O maybe it's
better if she marries lvarr's son. Do you think she's pretty enough?'

'O course she is!'

' Horseface!' he said, then laughed at the old nicknane. 'The two of us used to
catch stickl ebacks here.' he went on, then tugged off his boots, left themon
t he bank, and began wadi ng upstream | followed him staying on the bank where
| pushed under alders and through the rank grass. Flies buzzed around ne. It
was a warm day.

" You want stickl ebacks?' | asked, still thinking of Gsela.'l'mlooking for an
i sland.' he said.
"Can't be a very big island.' | said. The stream could be crossed in two paces

and it never rose above Cuthred' s cal ves.

"It was big enough when | was thirteen.' he said.

'Bi g enough for what?' | asked, then slapped at a horsefly, crushing it
against my mail. It was hot enough to make me wish | had not worn the mail,
but I had long | earned that a man nust be accustoned to the heavy arnmour or
else, in battle, it becomes cunbersone and so | wore it nmost days just so that
it becane |like a second skin. Wien | took the mail off it was as though the
gods had given ne wi nged feet.

"It was big enough for ne and a Saxon called Edith," he said, grinning at ne,
"and she was ny first. She was a sweet thing.'

"Probably still is.'

He shook his head. 'She was gored by a bull and died.' He waded on, passing
some rocks where ferns grew and, fifty or so paces beyond he gave a happy cry
as he discovered his island and | felt sorry for Edith for it was nothing nore
than a bank of stones that nust have been sharp as razors on her scrawny
backsi de.

Gut hred sat and began flicking pebbles into the water. 'Can we wi n?' he asked
ne.

"W can probably take Eoferwic,' | said, 'so long as lvarr hasn't returned.'
"And if he has?

Then you're dead, lord."'

He frowned at that. 'W can negotiate with Ivarr.' he suggested.

That's what Alfred would do.' | said.
'Good!' Guthred cheered up. "And | can offer him Gsela for his son!’
| ignored that. 'But Ivarr won't negotiate with you," | said instead. 'He'l

fight. He's a Lothbrok. He doesn't negotiate except to gain tine. He believes

in the sword, the spear, the shield, the war axe and the death of his enemnies.
You won't negotiate with Ivarr, you'll have to fight himand we don't have the
arny to do that.'



"But if we take Eoferwic,' he said energetically, 'folk there will join us.

The arnmy will grow.'
"You call this an arny?" | asked, then shook my head. 'lIvarr |eads

war - har dened Danes. Wen we nmeet them |lord, nost of our Danes will join him'



He | ooked up at ne, puzzlenment on his honest face. 'But they took oaths to
nme!"’

"They' Il still join him"' | said grimy.

'So what do we do?

"W take Eoferwic,' | said, 'we plunder it and we cone back here. Ivarr won't
foll ow you. He doesn't care about Cunbraland. So rule here and eventual |y
Ivarr will forget about you.'

'Eadred wouldn't like that.'

"What does he want?

"His shrine.’

"He can build it here.’

GQut hred shook his head. 'He wants it on the east coast because that's where
nost folk live.'

What Eadred wanted, | suppose, was a shrine that would attract thousands of
pilgrim who would shower his church with coins. He could build his shrine
here in Cair Ligualid, but it was a rempte place and the pilgrims would not
cone in their thousands. 'But you're the king,' | said, 'so you give the
orders. Not Eadred.'

"True,' he said wyly and tossed anot her pebble. Then he frowned at ne. 'What
makes Al fred a good ki ng?

"Who says he's good?'

' Everyone. Father WIIlibald says he's the greatest king since Charl emagne.'
"That's because Wllibald is an addl ed earsling."'

"You don't like Alfred?

"l hate the bastard.’

"But he's a warrior, a |lawgiver

He's no warrior!' | interrupted scornfully, 'he hates fighting! He has to do
it, but he doesn't like it, and he's far too sick to stand in a shield wall.
But he is a lawgiver. He loves laws. He thinks if he invents enough | aws he'l
make heaven on earth.’

'But why do nen say he's good?' Quthred asked, puzzled.

| stared up at an eagle sliding across the sky's blue vault. 'Wat Afred is,’
| said, trying to be honest, 'is fair. He deals properly with folk, or npst of
them You can trust his word.'

That's good,' Cuthred said.

"But he's a pious, disapproving, worried bastard,' | said, 'that's
what he really is.'

"I shall be fair.' CGuthred said. 'l shall make nmen like ne.’

-They already like you,' | said, 'but they also have to fear you.'

'"Fear me?' He did not l|ike that idea.

"You're a king.'

"I shall be a good king,' he said vehenmently, and just then Tekil and his nen
attacked us.

| should have guessed. Eight well-armed nen do not cross a wilderness to join
a rabble. They had been sent, and not by some Dane called Hergild in
Heagost eal des. They had come from Kjartan the Cruel who, infuriated by his
son's humiliation, had sent nmen to track the dead swordsman, and it had not
taken themlong to discover that we had followed the Ronan wall, and now

GQut hred and | had wandered away on a warm day and were at the bottom of a
smal |l valley as the eight men swarmed down the banks with drawn swords.

| managed to draw Serpent-Breath, but she was knocked aside by Tekil's bl ade
and then two men hit nme, driving me back into the stream | fought them but
my sword arm was pinned, a man was kneeling on ny chest and anot her was
hol di ng ny head under the streamand | felt the gagging horror as the water
choked in ny throat. The world went dark. | wanted to shout, but no sound
cane, and then Serpent-Breath was taken frommnmy hand and | | ost consci ousness.
I recovered on the shingle island where the eight nmen stood around Guthred and
me, their swords at our bellies and throats. Tekil, grinning, kicked away the
bl ade that was prodding ny gullet and knelt beside ne. 'Unhtred Ragnarson,' he
greeted me, 'and | do believe you net Sven the One-Eyed not |ong ago. He sends



you greetings.' | said nothing. Tekil smiled. 'You have Skidbladnir in your

pouch, perhaps? You'll sail away fromus? Back to Nifl hei nf

| still said nothing. The breath was rasping in ny throat and | kept coughing
up water. | wanted to fight, but a sword point was hard against ny belly.
Tekil sent two of his nen to fetch the horses, but that still left six

warriors guarding us. 'It's a pity,' Tekil said,



"that we didn't catch your whore. Kjartan wanted her.' | tried to summon al

nmy strength to heave up, but the man holding his blade at ny belly prodded and
Tekil just |laughed at ne, then unbuckled ny sword belt and dragged it out from
beneath nme. He felt the pouch and grinned when he heard the coins chink. 'W
have a | ong journey, Unhtred Ragnarson, and we don't want you to escape us.
Sihtric!'

The boy, the only one without armrings, cane close. He | ooked nervous.
"Lord?" he said to Tekil

' Shackl es,’ Tekil said, and Sihtric funbled with a | eather bag and brought out
two sets of slave manacl es.

"You can |l eave himhere.' | said, jerking ny head at Cuthred.

"Kjartan wants to neet himtoo,' Tekil said, 'but not as nmuch as he wants to
renew your acquaintance.' He smiled then, as if at a private jest, and drew a
knife fromhis belt. It was a thin-bladed knife and so sharp that its edges

| ooked serrated. 'He told ne to hanstring you, Uhtred Ragnarson, for a man

wi thout |egs can't escape, can he? So we'll cut your strings and then we'll
take an eye. Sven said | should | eave you one eye for himto play with, but
that if | wanted | could take the other if it would nake you nore biddabl e,
and | do want you to be biddable. So which eye would you like nme to take,
Unhtred Ragnarson? The left eye or the right eye?

| said nothing again and I do not mnd confessing that | was scared. | again
tried to heave nmysel f away from him but he had one knee on ny right arm and
anot her man was holding my left, and then the knife blade touched the skin
just beneath ny left eye and Tekil smiled. 'Say goodbye to your eye, Untred
Ragnarson.' he said.

The sun was shining, reflecting off the blade so that ny left eye was filled

with its brilliance, and | can still see that dazzling brightness now, years
| ater.

And | can still hear the scream

Three

It was Cl apa who screaned. It was a high-pitched shriek |like a young boar
bei ng gel ded. It sounded nore |like a screamof terror than a chall enge, and
that was not surprising for C apa had never fought before. He had no idea that
he was scream ng as he cane down the slope. The rest of Guthred' s househol d
troops followed him but it was Capa who led, all clunsiness and savagery. He
had forgotten to untie the scrap of torn bl anket that protected the edge of
his sword, but he was so big and strong that the cloth-wapped sword acted

like a club. There were only five men with Tekil, and the thirty young nen
cane down the steep bank in a rush and I felt Tekil's knife slice across ny
cheekbone as he rolled away. | tried to seize his knife hand, but he was too

qui ck, then C apa hit himacross the skull and he stunmbled, then | saw Rypere
about to plunge his sword into Tekil's throat and | shouted that | wanted t hem
alive. "Alive! Keep themalive!’

Two of Tekil's men died despite nmy shout. One had been stabbed and torn by at

| east a dozen bl ades and he twi sted and jerked in the streamthat ran red with
his bl ood. C apa had abandoned his sword and westled Tekil onto the shingle
bank where he held hi mdown by brute strength. 'Wll done, Clapa.' | said,

t hunpi ng hi mon the shoul der, and he grinned at nme as | took away Tekil's

kni fe and sword. Rypere finished off the man thrashing in the water. One of ny
boys had received a sword thrust in his thigh, but the rest were uninjured and
now they stood grinning in the stream wanting praise |ike puppies that had
run down their first



fox. "You did well." | told them and so they had, for we now held Tekil and
three of his men prisoner. Sihtric, the youngster, was one of the captives and

he was still holding the slave shackles and, in ny anger, | snatched them from
hi m and whi pped t hem across his skull. 'I want the other two nen,' | told
Rypere.

"What ot her nen, |ord?

"He sent two men to fetch their horses,' | said, 'find them' | gave Sihtric

anot her hard blow, wanting to hear himcry out, but he kept silent even though
bl ood was trickling fromhis tenple.

GQuthred was still sitting on the shingle, a |ook of astonishment on his
handsome face. 'I've lost ny boots,' he said. It seemed to worry himfar nore
than his narrow escape.

"You left themupstream' | told him

"My boots?'

They're upstream' | said and kicked Tekil, hurting ny foot nore than | hurt
his mail-clad ribs, but I was angry. | had been a fool, and felt huniliated. |

strapped on ny swords, then knelt and took Tekil's four armrings. He | ooked
up at me and nust have known his fate, but his face showed not hi ng.

The prisoners were taken back to the town and neanwhile we discovered that the
two men who had been sent to fetch Tekil's horses nust have heard the
commotion for they had ridden away eastwards. It took us far too nmuch tine to
saddl e our own horses and set off in pursuit and | was cursing because | did
not want the two nmen to take news of ne back to Kjartan. If the fugitives had
been sensible they woul d have crossed the river and ridden hard al ong the
wal I, but they rmust have reckoned it was risky to ride through Cair Ligualid
and safer to go south and east. They al so shoul d have abandoned the riderless
horses, but they were greedy and took themall and that neant their tracks
were easy to follow even though the ground was dry. The two nen were in

unfam liar country, and they veered too far to the south and so gave us a
chance to bl ock the eastward tracks. By evening we had nore than sixty nen
hunting themand in the dusk we found them gone to ground in a stand of

hor nbeam

The ol der man canme out fighting. He knew he had small time left to live and he
was determined to go to Gdin's corpse-hall rather than to the horrors of

Ni fl heimand he charged fromthe trees on his tired horse, shouting a
chal | enge, and | touched ny heels to Wtnere's flanks, but Guthred headed ne
off. "Mne,' @ithred said and he drew his sword and his horse | eaped away,
mai nl y because Wtnere, offended at being blocked, had bitten the snaller
stallion in the runp.

Gut hred was behaving |ike a king. He never enjoyed fighting, and he was far

| ess experienced in battle than I, but he knew he had to make this killing

hi nsel f or else nmen would say he sheltered behind ny sword. He managed it well
enough. H's horse stunbled just before he nmet Kjartan's man, but that was an
advant age for the stunmble veered himaway fromthe eneny whose wild bl ow swept
harm essly past Quthred's waist while Guthred' s own desperate hack struck the
man's wist, breaking it, and after that it was a sinple matter to ride the
enenmy down and chop himto death. Guthred did not enjoy it, but knew he had to
doit, and in time the killing became part of his | egend. Songs were sung how
Gut hred of Northunbria slew six evildoers in conbat, but it had been only one
man and Guthred was |ucky that his horse had tripped. But that is good in a
king. Kings need to be |lucky. Later, when we got back to Cair Ligualid, |I gave
himnmy father's old helnet as a reward for his bravery and he was pl eased.

| ordered Rypere to kill the second man which he did with an encouragi ng
relish. It was not hard for Rypere because the second man was a coward and
only wanted to surrender. He threw away his sword and knelt, shivering,
calling out that he yielded, but I had other plans for him '"Kill him"' | told
Rypere who gave a wol fish grin and chopped down hard.

W took the twel ve horses, stripped the two nmen of their arnmour and weapons
and left their corpses for the beasts, but first | told Clapa to use his sword
to cut off their heads. Capa stared at me with ox-eyes. 'Their heads, lord?



he asked.
"Chop themoff, Clapa,' | said, 'and these are for you.' | gave himtwo of
Tekil's armrings.



He gazed at the silver rings as though he had never seen such wonders before.
"For me, lord?

' You saved our lives, Capa.'

"It was Rypere who brought us,' he admtted. 'He said we shouldn't |eave the
king's side and you'd gone away so we had to follow.'

So | gave Rypere the other two rings, and then Cl apa chopped at the dead nen
and | earned how hard it is to cut through a neck, but once the deed was done
we carried the bl oody heads back to Cair Ligualid and when we reached the
ruined towmn | had the first two corpses pulled fromthe stream and
decapi t at ed.

Abbot Eadred wanted to hang the four remaining prisoners, but | persuaded him
to give me Tekil, at least for a night, and | had himbrought to ne in the
ruins of an old building which | think must have been made by the Romans. The
tall walls were made of dressed stone and were broken by three high w ndows.
There was no roof. The floor was nade of tiny black and white tiles that had
once made a pattern, but the pattern had |ong been broken. | nade a fire on

t he biggest renmaining patch of tile and the flanmes threw a lurid flicker on
the old walls. A wan light canme through the wi ndows when cl ouds slid away from
t he nmoon. Rypere and O apa brought Tekil to ne, and they wanted to stay and
wat ch whatever | did to him but | sent them away.

Tekil had |l ost his arnmour and was now dressed in a grubby jerkin. H's face was
brui sed and his wists and ankles were joined by the slave nanacl es he had
intended for me. He sat at the far end of the old roomand | sat across the
fire fromhimand he just stared at nme. He had a good face, a strong face, and
| thought that | mght have liked Tekil if we had been conrades instead of
enem es. He seened anused by my inspection of him 'You were the dead
swordsman,' he said after a while.

"Vas | ?

"I know the dead swordsman wore a helmet with a silver wolf on the crown, and
| saw the same hel met on you,' he shrugged, 'or perhaps he | ends you his

hel et ?

' Perhaps he does,' | said.

He hal f smled. The dead swordsman scared Kjartan and his son hal fway to
death, but that's what you intended, isn't it?

That's what the swordsman intended,’ | said.

"Now,' he said, 'you've cut off the heads of four of my men and you're going
to give those heads back to Kjartan, aren't you?

"Yes.'

' Because you want to frighten himeven nore?

"Yes,' | said.

"But there have to be eight heads,' he said. '"Isn't that so?
"Yes,' | said again.

He grimaced at that, then | eaned against the wall and gazed up at the clouds
drifting beside the crescent moon. Dogs how ed in the ruins and Tekil turned
his head to listen to the noise. 'Kjartan |like dogs,' he said. 'He keeps a
pack of them Vicious things. They have to fight each other and he only keeps
the strongest. He kennels themin a hall at Dunhol mand he uses themfor two
things.' He stopped then and | ooked at nme quizzically. That's what you want,
isn't it? For me to tell you all about Dunholn? Its strengths, its weaknesses,
how many nmen are there and how you can break the place?

"All that,' | said, 'and nore.'

'Because this is your bloodfeud, isn't it? Kjartan's life in revenge for Earl
Ragnar' s deat h?

"Earl Ragnar raised ne,' | said, '"and | loved himlike a father.'

"What about his son?

"Alfred kept himas a hostage.'

"So you'll do a son's duty?' he asked, then shrugged as if nmy answer woul d be
obvious. '"You'll find it hard,' he said, 'and harder still if you have to
fight Kjartan's dogs. He keeps themin their own hall. They live like |ords,
and under the hall's floor is Kjartan's treasure. So much gold and silver. A



hoard that he never looks at. But it's all there, buried in the earth beneath

t he dogs.'

"Who guards it?' | asked.

That's one of their jobs,' Tekil said, '"but the second is to kill people. It's
how he' Il kill you. He'll take your eyes first, then you'll be torn to pieces

by his hounds. O perhaps he'll take the skin off you inch by inch. |I've seen
himdo that.'



"Kjartan the Cruel.' | said.

"He's not called that for nothing.' Tekil said.

'So why do you serve hinP'

"He's generous.' Tekil said. 'There are four things Kjartan | oves. Dogs,
treasure, wonen and his son. | like two of those, and Kjartan is generous wth
bot h. "

"And the two you don't |ike? | asked.

"I hate his dogs,' he admitted, '"and his son is a coward.'

"Sven?' | was surprised. 'He wasn't a coward as a child."'

Tekil stretched out a leg, then gri maced when the slave shackl es checked his
foot. 'Wien Odin lost an eye,' he said, 'he gained wi sdom but when Sven | ost
an eye he learned fear. He's courageous enough when he's fighting the weak,
but he doesn't like facing the strong. But his father, now, he's no coward.'
"I remenber Kjartan was brave.' | said.

'Brave, cruel and brutal,' Tekil said, 'and now you've also | earned that he
has a lordly hall filled with hounds that will tear you to bl oody scraps. And
that, Uhtred Ragnarson, is all that I will tell you.'

| shook ny head. "You will tell me nore.' | said.

He watched as | put a log on the fire. "Way will | tell you nore?" he asked.
' Because | have sonething you want.' | told him

"M life?

' The manner of your death.' | said.

He understood that and gave a half-smle. 'I hear the nbnks want to hang ne?
'They do,' | said, 'because they have no inagination. But | won't |let them
hang you.'

'"So what will you do instead? Gve nme to those boys you call soldiers? Let

t hem practi se on nme?

"If you don't talk,' | said, "that's just what 1'll do because they need the
practice. But 1'Il make it easy for them You won't have a sword.'

Wthout a sword he would not go to the corpse-hall and that was threat enough
to make Tekil talk. Kjartan, he told nme, had three crews of nen at Dunhol m

whi ch anmounted to about a hundred and fifty warriors, but there were others in
steadi ngs close to the stronghold who would fight for himif they were
sumoned so that if Kjartan wi shed he could | ead four hundred well-trained
warriors. 'And they're loyal to him' Tekil warned ne.

' Because he's generous to then?

"W never |ack for silver or wonen. Wat nore can a warrior

want ?'
"To go to the corpse-hall.' | said and Tekil nodded at that truth. 'So where
do the slaves cone fron?' | asked.

"Fromtraders like the one you killed. O we find themfor ourselves.'

' You keep them at Dunhol n?'

Tekil shook his head. 'Only the young girls go there, the rest go to Gyruum
W' ve got two crews at Gyruum' That nmade sense. | had been to Gyruum a place
where there had once been a fanbus nonastery before Ragnar the El der destroyed
it. It was a small town on the south bank of the River Tine, very close to the
sea, which made it a convenient place to ship slaves across the water. There
was an old Roman fort on Gyruum s headl and, but the fort was not nearly so

def ensi bl e as Dunhol m which scarcely mattered because if trouble | oonmed the
Gyruum garrison would have time to march south to the larger fortress and find
refuge there, taking their slaves with them 'And Dunholm' Tekil told ne,

' cannot be taken.'

' Cannot?' | asked sceptically.
"I"'mthirsty.' Tekil said.
"Rypere!" | shouted. 'l know you're out there! Bring sone ale!'’

| gave Tekil a pot of ale, some bread and col d goat-neat, and while he ate he
tal ked of Dunhol mand assured ne it was truly inpregnable.

"A large enough arny could take it."' | suggested.

He scoffed at that idea. 'You can only approach fromthe north,' he said, 'and
t hat approach is steep and narrow, so if you have the greatest arny in the



worl d you can still only |l ead a few nmen agai nst the defences.’



'Has anyone tried?

"Ivarr cane to | ook at us, stayed four days and marched away. Before that Earl
Ragnar's son cane and he didn't even stay that |long. You could starve the

pl ace, | suppose, but that will take you a year, and how many men can afford
to keep a besieging force in food for a year?' He shook his head. 'Dunholmis
i ke Bebbanburg, it's inpregnable.’

Yet ny fate was leading me to both places. | sat in silence, thinking, unti
Teki | heaved at his slave shackles as if to see whether he could snap them He
could not. 'So tell ne the manner of ny death,' he said.

"I have one nore question.'’

He shrugged. 'Ask it.'

Thyra Ragnarsdottir.’

That surprised himand he was silent for a while, then he realised that of
course | had known Thyra as a child. 'The lovely Thyra,' he said
sarcastically.

"She lives?

' She was supposed to be Sven's wife,' Tekil said.

"And is she?

He | aughed at that. 'She was forced to his bed, what do you think? But he
doesn't touch her now He fears her. So she's |ocked away and Kjartan |istens
to her dreans.’

' Her dreans?

' The gods tal k through her. That's what Kjartan thinks.'

" And you t hink?

"I think the bitch is mad.'

| stared at himthrough the flames. 'But she lives?

"I'f you can call it living,' he said drily.

' Mad?'

'She cuts herself,' Tekil said, drawing the edge of a hand across his arm
'She wails, cuts her flesh and nakes curses. Kjartan is frightened of her.'
"And Sven?'

Tekil grimaced. 'He's terrified of her. He wants her dead.'

'"So why isn't she dead?'

' Because the dogs won't touch her,' Tekil said, 'and because Kjartan believes
she has the gift of prophecy. She told himthe dead swordsman would kill him
and he half believes her.'

' The dead swordsman will kill Kjartan,' | said, 'and tonorrow

he will kill you.'

He accepted that fate. 'The hazel rods?

"Yes.'

"And a sword in ny hand?

"I'n both hands, if you want,' | said, 'because the dead swordsman will Kkill

you all the sane.’

He nodded, then closed his eyes and | eaned against the wall again. 'Sihtric,’
he told ne, 'is Kjartan's son.'

Sihtric was the boy who had been captured with Tekil. 'He's Sven's brother?
asked.

"His half-brother. Sihtric's nmother was a Saxon slave girl. Kjartan gave her
to the dogs when he believed she tried to poison him ©Mybe she did or naybe
he just had a pain in his belly. But whatever it was he fed her to his dogs
and she died. He let Sihtric |ive because he's ny servant and | pleaded for
him He's a good boy. You'd do well to let himlive.'

"But | need eight heads,' | rem nded him

"Yes,' he said tiredly, 'you do.' Fate is inexorable.

Abbot Eadred wanted the four men hanged. O drowned. O strangled. He wanted
t hem dead, dishonoured and forgotten. 'They assaulted our king!' he declared
vehemently. 'And they nust suffer a vile death, a vile death!' He kept
repeating those words with a rare relish, and | just shrugged and said | had
prom sed Tekil an honourabl e death, one that would send himto Val hall a
instead of to Niflheim and Eadred stared at ny hamrer anul et and screeched



that in Haliwerfol kland there could be no nmercy for nen who attacked
Cut hbert's chosen one.

W were arguing on the slope just beneath the new church and the four
prisoners, all in shackles or ropes, were sitting on the



ground, guarded by Cuthred's househol d troops, and many of the folk fromthe
town were there, waiting for Guthred' s decision. Eadred was harangui ng the

ki ng, saying that a show of weakness woul d undernine Guthred' s authority. The
churchmen agreed with the abbot, which was no surprise, and chief amongst his
supporters were two newl y-arrived nmonks who had wal ked across the hills from
eastern Northunbria. They were named Jaenberht and lda, both were in their
twenties and both owed obedi ence to Eadred. They had evidently been across the
hills on some mission for the abbot, but now they were back in Cair Ligualid
and they were vehenent that the prisoners should die ignhom niously and
painfully. '"Burn them' Jaenberht urged, 'as the pagans burned so many of the
holy saints! Roast them over the flames of hell!"’

'Hang them ' Abbot Eadred insisted.

| could sense, even if Eadred could not, that the Cunmbral and Danes who had
joined Guthred were taking of fence at the priests' vehenence, so | took the
ki ng aside. 'You think you can stay king w thout the Danes?' | asked him

"Of course not.'

"But if you torture fellow Danes to death they' Il not like it. They'll think
you favour the Saxons over them

Gut hred | ooked troubl ed. He owed his throne to Eadred and would not keep it if
t he abbot deserted him but nor would he keep it if he lost the support of
Cunbral and' s Danes. 'Wat would Alfred do?" he asked ne.

"He'd pray,' | said, 'and he'd have all his nonks and priests praying, but in
the end he woul d do whatever is necessary to keep his kingdomintact.' Guthred
just stared at ne. 'Whatever is necessary,' | repeated slowy.

Gut hred nodded, then, frowning, he wal ked back to Eadred. 'In a day or two,'
GQut hred said | oudly enough for nost of the crowd to hear him we shall narch
eastwards. We shall cross the hills and carry our blessed saint to a new hone
in a holy land. W shall overcome our enenies, whoever they are, and we shal
establish a new ki ngdom' He was speaking in Danish, but his words were being
translated into English by three or four folk. '"This will happen,' he said,
speaki ng nore strongly now, 'because ny friend Abbot Eadred was given a dream
sent by God and by the holy Saint Cuthbert, and when we | eave here to cross
the hills we shall go with God's blessing and with Saint Cuthbert's aid, and
we shall make a better kingdom a hallowed ki ngdom which will be guarded by
the magic of Christianity.' Eadred frowned at the word magic, but did not

protest. GQuthred' s grasp of his new religion was still sketchy, but he was
nostly sayi ng what Eadred wanted to hear. 'And we shall have a ki ngdom of
justice!" Guthred said very loudly. 'A kingdomin which all men will have
faith in God and the king, but in which not every man worshi ps the same god.'
They were all listening now, listening closely, and Jaenberht and Ida half
reared as if to protest Quthred' s | ast proposal, but Guthred kept speaking,
"and | will not be king of a land in which | force on men the custons of other
men, and it is the customof these nen,' he gestured at Tekil and his
conpanions, 'to die with a sword in their hands, and so they shall. And God
will have nmercy on their souls.'

There was silence. Guthred turned to Eadred and spoke much | ower. There are
some folk,' he said in English, '"who do not think we can beat the Danes in a
fight. So let themsee it done now.'

Eadred stiffened, then forced hinself to nod. 'As you command, |lord King,' he
sai d.

And so the hazel branches were fetched.

The Danes understand the rules of a fight inside an area nmarked by stripped
branches of hazel. It is a fight fromwhich only one nan can energe alive, and
if either man flees the hazel - marked space then he can be killed by anyone. He
has becone a nothing. Guthred wanted to fight Tekil hinmself, but | sensed he
was only maki ng the suggestion because it was expected of himand he did not

really want to face a seasoned warrior. Besides, | was in no nood to be
denied. 'I'lIl do themall," |I said, and he did not argue.
I amold now So old. | |ose count of how old sonetines, but it nmust be eighty

years since my nother died giving birth to ne, and few men live that |ong, and



very few who stand in the shield wall live half that many years. | see folk
wat chi ng ne, expecting



me to die, and doubtless | will oblige them soon. They drop their voices when
they are near ne in case they disturb ne, and that is an annoyance for | do
not hear as well as | did, and | do not see as well as | did, and | piss al

ni ght and ny bones are stiff and nmy old wounds ache and each dusk, when | lie
down, | make certain that Serpent-Breath or another of ny swords is beside the
bed so that | can grip the hilt if death comes for me. And in the darkness, as
| listen to the sea beat on the sand and the wind fret at the thatch, |
renenber what it was like to be young and tall and strong and fast. And
arrogant .

| was all those things. | was Unhtred, killer of Ubba, and in 878, the year
that Al fred defeated Guthrum and the year in which Guthred came to the throne
of Northunbria, | was just twenty-one and ny nane was known wherever nen
sharpened swords. | was a warrior. A sword warrior, and | was proud of it.
Tekil knew it. He was good, he had fought a score of battles, but when he

st epped across the hazel branch he knew he was dead.

I will not say | was not nervous. Men have | ooked at me on battlefields across
the island of Britain and they wondered that | had no fear, but of course

had fear. W all have fear. It craws inside you like a beast, it claws at
your guts, it weakens your nuscles, it tries to | oosen your bowels and it
wants you to cringe and weep, but fear nust be thrust away and craft nust be

| oosed, and savagery will see you through, and though many nmen have tried to
kill nme and so earn the boast that they killed Uhtred, so far that savagery
has let ne survive and now, | think, | amtoo old to die in battle and so wll

dri bbl e away to not hingness instead. Wrd bid ful araed, we say, and it is
true. Fate is inexorable.

Tekil's fate was to die. He fought with sword and shield, and | had given him
back his mail and, so that no man would say | had an advantage over him |
fought wi thout any arnmour at all. No shield either. | was arrogant, and | was
conscious that G sela was watching, and in nmy head | dedicated Tekil's death
to her. It took scarcely a moment, despite nmy linp. | have had that slight
linp ever since the spear thrust into my right thigh at Ethandun, but the linp
did not slow nme. Tekil came at ne in a rush, hoping to beat ne down with his
shield and then hack me with his sword, but | turned himneatly and then I
kept noving. That is the secret of winning a sword fight. Keep noving. Dance.
In the shield wall a man cannot nove, only |lunge and beat and hack and keep
the shield high, but inside the hazel boughs litheness neans life. Mke the

ot her man respond and keep him off bal ance, and Tekil was sl ow because he was
in mail and | was unarnoured, but even in arnmour | was fast and he had no
chance of matching ny speed. He cane at nme again, and | |et him pass ne by,
then made his death swift. He was turning to face nme, but | noved faster and
Serpent-Breath took the back of his neck, just above the edge of his mail and,
because he had no hel net, the bl ade broke through his spine and he coll apsed

in the dust. | killed himaquickly and he went to the corpse-hall where one day
he will greet ne.
The crowd appl auded. | think the Saxons anong them m ght have preferred to see

the prisoners burned or drowned or tranpled by horses, but enough of them
appreci ated sword work and they cl apped nme. G sela was grinning at nme. Hild
was not watching. She was at the edge of the crowd with Father WIlibald. The
two spent long hours talking and | knew it was Christian matters they

di scussed, but that was not my busi ness.

The next two prisoners were terrified. Tekil had been their |eader, and a nan
| eads ot her men because he is the best fighter, and in Tekil's sudden death
they saw their own, and neither put up any real fight. Instead of attacking ne
they tried to defend thensel ves, and the second had enough skill to parry ne
again and again, until | lunged high, his shield went up and | kicked his
ankl e out from beneath himand the crowd cheered as he died.

That left Sihtric, the boy. The nonks, who had wanted to hang these Danes, but
who now took an unholy glee in their honourabl e deaths, pushed himinto the
hazel ring and | could see that Sihtric did not know how to hold the sword and
that his shield was nothing but a burden. H's death was a heartbeat away, no



nore trouble to ne than swatting a fly. He knew that too and was weepi ng.
| needed eight heads. | had seven. | stared at the boy and he



could not neet ny gaze, but |ooked away instead and he saw the bl oody scrapes
in the earth where the first three bodi es had been dragged away and he fell to
his knees. The crowd jeered. The nonks were shouting at ne to kill him
Instead | waited to see what Sihtric would do and | saw hi m conquer his fear

| saw the effort he made to stop blubbing, to control his breath, to force his
shaking l egs to obey himso that he nanaged to stand. He hefted the shield,
sniffed, then |l ooked nme in the eye. | gestured at his sword and he obediently
raised it so that he would die like a man. There were bl oody scabs on his
forehead where | had hit himw th the sl ave shackl es.

"What was your nother's nane?' | asked him He stared at nme and seened
i ncapabl e of speaking. The nmonks were shouting for his death. 'What was your
nmot her' s nanme?' | asked hi m again.

"Elflaed.' he stamered, but so softly |I could not hear him | frowned at him
wai ted, and he repeated the nane. 'Elflaed."’

"Elflaed, lord," | corrected him

'She was called Elflaed, lord,' he said.

' She was Saxon?

"Yes, lord.'

"And did she try to poison your father?

He paused, then realised that no harmcould cone fromtelling the truth now.
"Yes, lord.'

"How?' | had to raise ny voice over the noise of the crowd.

" The bl ack berries, lord.'

' Ni ght shade?'

"Yes, lord.'

'How ol d are you?

"l don't know, lord.'

Fourteen, | guessed. 'Does your father |ove you?' | asked.

That question puzzled him 'Love ne?

"Kjartan. He's your father, isn't he?

"I hardly know him lord.' Sihtric said, and that was probably true. Kjartan
must have whel ped a hundred pups in Dunhol m

"And your nother?' | asked.

"I loved her, lord," Sihtric said, and he was close to tears again.

I went a pace closer to himand his sword armfaltered, but he tried to brace

hinsel f. ' On your knees, boy,' | said.

He | ooked defiant then. 'I would die properly,' he said in a voice made
squeaky by fear.

"On your knees!' | snarled, and the tone of ny voice terrified himand he

dropped to his knees and he seened unable to nove as | canme towards him He
flinched when |I reversed Serpent-Breath, expecting me to hit himwth the
heavy ponmel, but then disbelief showed in his eyes as | held the sword's hilt

to him "Clasp it' | said, 'and say the words.' He still stared up at ne, then
managed to drop his shield and sword and put his hands on Serpent-Breath's
hilt. I put nmy hands over his. 'Say the words,' | told himagain.

"I will be your man, lord," he said, looking up at me, 'and I will serve you
till death.’

" And beyond.' | said.

" And beyond, lord. | swear it.'

Jaenberht and Ida led the protest. The two nonks stepped across the haze
branches and shouted that the boy had to die, that it was God's will that he
died, and Sihtric flinched as | tore Serpent-Breath from his hands and whi pped
her around. The bl ade, all new y-bl oodi ed and ni cked, swept towards the nonks
and then | held her notionless with her tip at Jaenberht's neck. The fury cane
then, the battle-fury, the bloodlust, the joy of slaughter, and it was all

could do not to let Serpent-Breath take another |ife. She wanted it, | could
feel her trenbling in ny hand. 'Sihtric is my man,' | said to the nonk, 'and
i f anyone harns himthen they will be my eneny, and | would kill you, nonk, if
you harmhim | would kill you without a thought.' | was shouting now, forcing

hi m back. | was nothing but anger and red-haze, wanting his soul. 'Does anyone



here?'

| shouted, at last nanaging to take Serpent-Breath's tip away from Jaenberht's
throat and whirling the sword around to enbrace the crowd, 'deny that Sihtric
is my man? Anyone?'

No one spoke. The wi nd gusted across Cair Ligualid and they could all snell
death in that breeze and no one spoke, but their silence did not satisfy ny
anger. 'Anyone?' | shouted, desperately



eager for soneone to neet ny chall enge. 'Because you can kill himnow You can
kill himthere, on his knees, but first you rmust kill ne.’

Jaenberht watched me. He had a narrow, dark face and clever eyes. Hi s mouth
was twi sted, perhaps from some boyhood accident, and it gave him a sneering
look. I wanted to tear his rotten soul out of his thin body. He wanted ny
soul , but he dared not nmove. No one noved until CGuthred stepped across the
hazel branches and held his hand to Sihtric. 'Wlconme,' he said to the boy.
Father WIlibald, who had come running when he first heard ny furious
chal | enge, al so stepped over the hazel branches. 'You can sheathe your sword,
lord," he said gently. He was too frightened to cone cl ose, but brave enough
to stand in front of nme and gently push Serpent-Breath aside. 'You can sheathe
the sword,' he repeated

The boy lives!' | snarled at him

"Yes, lord," WIllibald said softly, 'the boy lives.'

G sel a was wat ching ne, eyes as bright as when she had wel comed her brother
back fromslavery. Hld was watching G sel a.

And | was still |acking one severed head.

W |eft at dawn, an arny going to war.

Uf's men were the vanguard, then came the horde of churchmen carrying Abbot
Eadred's three precious boxes, and behind them Guthred rode a white mare.

G sel a wal ked beside her brother and | wal ked cl ose behind while HId | ed

Wtnere, though when she was tired | insisted she clinb into the stallion's
saddl e.

H1d | ooked Iike a nun. She had plaited her | ong golden hair and then tw sted
the plaits about her skull, and over it she wore a pale grey hood. Her cloak
was of the sane pale grey and around her neck hung a plain wooden cross that
she fingered as she rode. ' They've been pestering you, haven't they? | said.
' Vho?'

The priests,' | said. 'Father WIllibald. They've been telling you to go back
to the nunnery.'’

' God has been pestering nme,' she said. | |ooked up at her and he sniled as if
to reassure ne that she would not burden ne with her dilemma. 'I prayed to

Sai nt Cuthbert,' she said.
'"Did he answer?"

She fingered her cross. 'l just prayed,' she said calmy, '"and that's a
begi nni ng."'

"Don't you like being free?' | asked her harshly.

H1d |l aughed at that. 'I'ma woman,' she said, 'how can | be free?" | said
not hi ng and she smiled at ne. 'I'mlike nistletoe,' she said, 'l need a branch
to grow on. Wthout the branch, |I'mnothing.' She spoke w thout bitterness, as
if she nerely stated an obvious truth. And it was true. She was a woman of
good famly and if she had not been given to the church then, like little

A hel fl aed, she woul d have been given to a man. That is woman's fate. In tine
I knew a wonman who defied it, but Hld was |like the ox that missed its yoke on
a feast day.

"You're free now.' | said

'"No,' she said, 'I'mdependant on you.' She | ooked at G sela who was | aughi ng
at somet hing her brother had just said. 'And you are taking good care, Unhtred,
not to shane ne.' She nmeant | was not huniliating her by abandoning her to
pursue G sela, and that was true, but only just true. She saw my expression

and | aughed. 'In many ways,' she said, 'you're a good Christian.'

"I an®?

"You try to do the right thing, don't you?' She |aughed at ny shocked
expression. 'l want you to nmake nme a prom se.' she said.

"If I can.' | said cautiously.

"Prom se ne you won't steal Saint GCswald's head to make up the eight.'

I laughed, relieved that the prom se did not involve Gsela. 'I was thinking
about it.' | admitted.

"I know you were,' she said, "but it won't work. It's too old. And you'll nake

Eadr ed unhappy."



"What's wwong with that?
She ignored that question. 'Seven heads are enough.' she insisted.
'Ei ght would be better.'



'Greedy Untred.' she said.

The seven heads were now sewn into a sack which Sihtric had put on a donkey
that he led by a rope. Flies buzzed around the sack, which stank so that
Sihtric wal ked al one.

W were a strange arny. Not counting churchmen, we nunbered three hundred and
ei ghteen nmen, and with us marched at |east that many wonen and chil dren and

t he usual scores of dogs. There were sixty or seventy priests and nonks and
woul d have exchanged every one of themfor nore horses or nore warriors. O
the three hundred and ei ghteen nmen | doubted that even a hundred were worth
putting in a shield wall. In truth we were not an armny, but a rabble.

The nonks chanted as they wal ked. | suppose they chanted in Latin, for | did
not understand the words. They had draped Saint Cuthbert's coffin with a fine
green cloth enbroidered with crosses and that norning a raven had spattered
the cloth with shit. At first | took this to be a bad onmen, then decided that
as the raven was Qdin's bird he was nerely showi ng his displeasure with the
dead Christian and so | applauded the god's joke, thus getting a malignant

| ook fromBrothers |da and Jaenberht.

"What do we do,' Hild asked ne, '"if we get to Eoferwic and find that Ivarr has
returned?

"W run away, of course.’

She | aughed. 'You're happy, aren't you?' she said.

"Yes.'

'y 2"

'Because |'maway fromAlfred,' | said, and | realised that was true.

"Alfred is a good man,' Hild chided ne.

"He is,' | answered, 'but do you ever |ook forward to his conmpany? Do you brew

special ale for hinf Do you renenber a joke to tell hinf Does anyone ever sit
by a fire and try himwth riddles? Do we sing with hin? All he ever does is
worry about what his god wants, and he nmakes rules to please his god, and if
you do something for himit's never enough because his wetched god just wants
nore.'

H1d gave me her customary patient smle when | insulted her cod. 'Alfred
want s you back,' she said.

-He wants ny sword,' | said, 'not ne.'

"WIl you go back?

"No," | said firmly, and | tried to see into the future to test that answer,
but I did not know what the spinners who nmake our fate planned for ne.
Sonehow, with this rabble of nmen, | hoped to destroy Kjartan and capture

Bebbanburg, and hard sense told ne it could not be done, but hard sense woul d
never have imagined that a freed sl ave woul d be accepted as king by Saxon and
Dane

al i ke.

"You'll never go back?' Hild asked, sceptical of nmy first answer.

"Never,' | said, and | could hear the spinners |laughing at me and | feared
that fate had tied ne to Alfred and | resented that because it suggested | was
not my own master. Perhaps | was mstletoe too, except | had a duty. | had a
bl oodf eud to finish.

W foll owed the Roman roads across the hills. It took us five days, slow

goi ng, but we could go no faster than the nonks carrying the saint's corpse on
their shoul ders. Every night they said prayers, and every day new fol k joi ned
us so that as we nmarched on the | ast day across the flat plain towards

Eof erwi ¢ we nunbered close to five hundred nen. Uf, who now called hinself
Earl U f, led the march under his banner of an eagle's head. He had cone to
like Guthred, and Uf and | were the king's closest advisors. Eadred was al so
cl ose, of course, but Eadred had little to say about matters of war. Like nopst
churchmen he assuned his god would bring us victory, and that was all he had
to contribute. Uf and I, on the other hand, had plenty to say and the gist of
it was that five hundred half-trained men were not nearly enough to capture
Eoferwic if Egbert had a nmind to defend it.

But Egbert was in despair. There is a tale in a Christian holy book about a



ki ng who saw some witing on the wall. | have heard the story a few tines, but
cannot renenber the details, except that it was a king and there were words on
his wall and they frightened him | think the Christian god wote the words,
but I amnot even sure about that. | could send for nmy wife's priest, for



| allow her to enploy such a creature these days, and | could ask himfor the
details, but he would only grovel at ny feet and beg that | increase his
famly's allowance of fish, ale and firewbod, which | do not wish to do, so
the details do not matter now. There was a king, his wall had words on it and
they frightened him

It was WIllibald who put that story into ny head. He was crying as we entered
the city, crying tears of joy, and when he | earned that Egbert woul d not
resi st us, he began shouting that the king had seen the witing on the wall.
Over and over he shouted it, and it nade no sense to ne at the tine, but now
know what he neant. He neant that Egbert knew he had | ost before he had even
begun to fight.

Eof erwi ¢ had been expecting lvarr's return and many of its citizens, fearing
the Dane's revenge, had left. Egbert had a bodyguard, of course, but npbst had
deserted himso that now his househol d troops only nunbered twenty-ei ght nen
and not one of themwanted to die for a king with witing on his wall, and the
remaining citizens were in no mood to barricade the gates or nan the wall, and
so Guthred's army marched in without neeting any resistance. W were wel coned.
I think the folk of Eoferw c thought we had cone to defend them agai nst |varr
rather than take the crown from Egbert, but even when they | earned that they
had a new ki ng they seened happy enough. Wat cheered them nost, of course,
was the presence of Saint Cuthbert, and Eadred propped the saint's coffin in

t he archbi shop's church, opened the lid, and the folk crowded in to see the
dead man and say prayers to him

Wil f here, the archbi shop, was not in the city, but Father Hrothweard was stil
there and still preaching madness, and he sided instantly w th Eadred.

suppose he had seen the witing on the wall too, but the only witing |I saw
were crosses scratched on doorways. These were supposed to indicate that
Christians lived inside, but npbst of the surviving Danes al so di spl ayed the
cross as a protection agai nst plunderers, and Guthred's nmen wanted pl under
Eadred had pronised them | asci vi ous wonen and heaps of silver, but now the
abbot strove mightily to protect the city's Christians from Guthred' s Danes.
There was sone trouble, but not much. Fol k had the good sense to offer coins,
food and al e rather than be robbed, and Guthred di scovered chests of silver

i nside the

pl ace and he distributed the noney to his arny and there was plenty of ale in
the taverns, so for the noment the nmen of Cunbral and were happy enough

"What would Alfred do?' Guthred asked nme on that first evening in Eoferwic. It
was a question | was getting used to, for sonmehow CGut hred had convi nced
hinself that Alfred was a king worth emulating. This time he asked ne the
guesti on about Egbert who had been di scovered in his bedchamber. Egbert had
been dragged to the big hall where he went on his knees to GQuthred and swore
fealty. It was a strange sight, one king kneeling to another, and the old
Roman hall |it by braziers that filled the upper part wi th snmoke, and behind
Egbert were his courtiers and servants who al so knelt and shuffled forward to
prom se loyalty to Guthred. Egbert |ooked old, ill and unhappy while Guthred
was a shining young nmonarch. | had found Egbert's mail and given it to Guthred
who wore the arnmour because it made himl ook regal. He was cheerful with the
deposed king, raising himfromhis knees and ki ssing himon both cheeks, then
courteously inviting himto sit beside him

"Kill the old bastard,' Uf said.

"I amminded to be merciful,' Quthred said regally.

"You're minded to be an idiot," Uf retorted. He was in a gl oony nood for

Eof erwi ¢ had not yielded a quarter of the plunder he had expected, but he had
found twin girls who pleased himand they kept himfrom maki ng too many
conpl ai nt s.

Wien the cerenonies were over, and after Eadred had bell owed an interninable
prayer, Guthred walked with me through the city. | think he wanted to show of f
his new arnour, or perhaps he just wanted to clear his head fromthe. snoke
fumes in the palace. He drank ale in every tavern, joking with his men in
Engl i sh and Dani sh, and he kissed at least fifty girls, but then he led me on



to the ranparts and we wal ked for a tine in silence until we canme to the
city's eastern side where | stopped and | ooked across the



field to where the river lay like a sheet of beaten silver under a half-nmoon.

This is where ny father died.' | said.
"Sword in hand?
"Yes.'

That's good.' he said, forgetting for a noment that he was a Christian. 'But a
sad day for you.'

"It was a good day.' | said, 'l met Earl Ragnar. And | never nuch |iked ny
fat her.'

"You didn't?" he sounded surprised. 'Wy not?

'"He was a grimbeast.’' | said. 'Then wanted his approval, and it was
grudgi ng."

'Li ke you, then.' he said, and it was ny turn to be surprised.
The?
"My grimUhtred.' he said, '"all anger and threat. So tell ne what | do about

Egbert ?'
"What U f suggests,' | said, 'of course.'
"Uf would kill everyone,' Quthred said, 'because then he'd have no probl ens.

What woul d Al fred do?

"It doesn't matter what Alfred woul d do.'

"Yes it does,' he insisted patiently, '"so tell ne.
There was sonet hi ng about Guthred that always made nme tell the truth to him

or nostly tell the truth, and | was tenpted to answer that Al fred woul d drag
the old king out to the market place and lop off his head, but | knew that was
not true. Alfred had spared his traitorous cousin's life after Ethandun and he
had permitted his nephew, Ahelwold, to |ive when that nephew had a better
claimto the throne than Alfred hinself. So | sighed. "He'd let himlive,’
said, 'but Alfred s a pious fool."

"No he's not.' Cuthred said.

'"He's terrified of CGod' s disapproval.' | said.

"That's a sensible thing to be frightened of.' CGuthred said.

"Kill Egbert, lord." | said vehemently. 'If you don't kill himthen he'll try
to get the kingdom back. He's got estates south of here. He can raise nen. You
let himlive and he'll take those men to Ivarr, and Ivarr will want hi m back
on the throne. Egbert's an enemy!'’

"He's an old man, and he's not well and he's frightened.' Guthred

said patiently.

'So put the bastard out of his msery.

| urged him '1'll do it for you. |I've never killed a king.

"And you'd like to?

"Il kill this one for you.' | said. 'He let his Saxons massacre Danes! He's
not as pathetic as you think.'

GQut hred gave me a reproachful look. 'I know you, Uhtred.' he said fondly. 'You

want to boast that you're the man who killed Ubba beside the sea and unhorsed
Svein of the Wiite Horse and sent King Egbert of Eoferwic to his cold grave.'
"And killed Kjartan the Cruel,' | said, 'and slaughtered Afric, usurper of
Bebbanburg.'

I"mglad I'mnot your eneny.' he said lightly, then grimaced. 'The ale is sour
here.’

They make it differently.' | explained. 'Wat does Abbot Eadred tell you to
do?'
The sane as you and U f, of course. Kill Egbert.'

'For once Eadred's right.'

"But Alfred would not kill him' he said firmy.

"Alfred is king of Wessex,' | said, 'and he's not facing lvarr, and he doesn't
have a rival |ike Egbert.'

"But Alfred' s a good king.' CGuthred insisted.

| kicked the palisade in nmy frustration. 'Wiy would you |l et Egbert |ive?
demanded, 'so that folk will |ike you?

"I want nmen to like ne.' he said.

They should fear you.' | said vehemently. 'You're a king! You have to be



ruthless. You have to be feared.'

"I's Alfred feared?

"Yes.' | said, and was surprised to realise | had spoken the truth.

' Because he's ruthl ess?

| shook ny head. Then fear his displeasure.' | had never realised that before,
but it was suddenly clear to ne. Alfred was not ruthless. He was given to
nmercy, but he was still feared. | think nmen recognised that Al fred was under
di scipline, just as they were under his rule. Alfred s discipline was fear of
his god's



di spl easure. He could never escape that. He could never be as good as he

want ed, but he never stopped trying. Me, | had |long accepted that | was
fallible, but Alfred would never accept that of hinself.

"I would like men to fear ny displeasure.' GQuthred said mldly.

"Then let nme kill Egbert.' | said, and could have saved ny breath. Guthred,
inspired by his reverence for Al fred, spared Egbert's life, and in the end he
was proved right. He made the old king go to live in a nmonastery south of the
river and he charged the nonks to keep Egbert confined to the monastery's

wal I's, which they did, and within a year Egbert died of sonme disease that
wast ed himaway to a pai n-racked scrap of bone and sinew. He was buried in the
big church at Eoferwic, though | saw none of that.

It was high summer by now and every day | feared-to see Ivarr's nen coning
south, but instead there cane a rumour of a great battle between Ivarr and the
Scots. There were always such rumpurs, and nost are untrue, so | gave it no
credence, but Guthred decided to believe the story and he gave his perm ssion
for nmost of his arnmy to go back to Cunbral and to gather their harvest. That
left us very few troops to garrison Eoferwic. Guthred s household troops
stayed and every norning | made them practise with swords, shields and spears,
and every afternoon nmade themwork to repair Eoferwic's wall that was falling
down in too many places. | thought Guthred a fool to |let nost of his men go,
but he said that w thout a harvest his people would starve, and he was quite
certain they would return. And again he was right. They did return. UTf Ied

t hem back from Cunbral and and demanded to know how t he gathering arny woul d be

enpl oyed.
"W march north to settle Kjartan.' CGuthred said.
"And AEfric.' | insisted.

"Of course.' Quthred said.

" How much plunder does Kjartan have?' U f wanted to know.

"Vast plunder.' | said, renenbering Tekil's tales. | said nothing of the fera
dogs that guarded the silver and gold. 'Kjartan is rich beyond dreans.'

Time to sharpen our swords.' Uf said.

"And Atfric has an even bigger hoard.' | added, though |I had no idea whet her
spoke the truth.

But | truly believed we coul d capture Bebbanburg. It had never been taken by
an eneny, but that did not nmean it could not be taken. It all depended on
Ivarr. |If he could be defeated then Guthred would be the nost powerful man in
Nort hunbria and Guthred was my friend and he, | believed, would not only help
me kill Kjartan and so revenge Ragnar the Elder, but then return me to ny
lands and to ny fortress beside the sea. Those were ny dreans that sunmer.

t hought the future was golden if only I could secure the kingdom for Cuthred,
but | had forgotten the nmal evol ence of the three spinners at the world' s root.
Father Wllibald wanted to return to Wssex, for which | did not blane him He
was a West Saxon and he disliked Northunbria. | remenber one night when we ate
a dish of elder, which is cow s udder pressed and cooked, and | was devouring
it and saying that | had not eaten so well since | was a child, and poor
Willibald could not finish a mouthful. He | ooked as though he wanted to be
sick, and I nocked him for being a weak-spined southerner. Sihtric, who was ny
servant now, brought him bread and cheese instead and Hld and | divided his
el der between us. She was a southerner too, but not so choosy as Wllibald. It
was that night, as he grimaced at the food, that he told us he wanted to go
back to Al fred.

W had heard little news of .Wssex, except that it was at peace. @uthrum of
course, had been defeated and had accepted baptismas part of the peace treaty
he made with Alfred. He had taken the baptismal name of Athel stan, which neant
"nobl e stone', and Al fred was his godfather, and reports fromthe south said
that Guthrum or whatever he was now call ed was keeping the peace. Alfred
lived, and that was about all we knew.

Gut hred deci ded he would send an enbassy to Alfred. He chose four Danes and
four Saxons to ride south, reckoning that such a group could ride safely

t hrough Dani sh or Saxon territory, and he chose Wllibald to carry his



message. Wllibald wote it down, his quill scratching on a piece of newy
scraped parchnent. ' By



God's help.' @uthred dictated, 'lI have taken the kingdom of Northunbria
"Which is called Haliwerfol kland.' Eadred interrupted.

Gut hred waved courteously, as if to suggest that WIllibald could decide for
hi nsel f whether to add that phrase. 'And | am deternined,’ Guthred went on
'"by God's grace to rule this land in peace and justice

"Not so fast, lord." WIIlibald said.

"And to teach them how to brew proper ale.' Guthred conti nued.

"And to teach them. . .' WIIlibald said under his breath.

Gut hred | aughed. 'No, no, father! You don't wite that!’

Poor WIllibald. That letter was so | ong that another |ambskin had to be
stretched, scraped and trimed. The nessage went on and on about the holy
Sai nt Cuthbert and how he had brought the arny of the holy folk to Eoferw c,
and how GQuthred would make a shrine to the saint. The letter did nention that
there were still enenies who might spoil that anmbition, but it nade |ight of
them as though lIvarr and Kjartan and Afric were mnor obstacles. It asked
for King Alfred' s prayers and assured the king of Wessex that prayers were

being said for himeach day by the Christians of Haliwerfol kland. 'I should
send Alfred a present,' Quthred said, 'what would he Iike?
"Arelic.' | suggested sourly.

That was a good suggestion for there was nothing AlIfred |l oved so dearly as a
holy relic, but there was nothing nuch to be had in Eoferw c. The archbi shop's
church possessed many treasures, including the sponge on which Jesus had been
given wine to drink as he died and it also had the halter from Bal aam s ass,

t hough who Bal aamwas | did not know, and why his ass was holy was even nore
of a mystery. The church possessed a dozen such things, but the archbi shop had
carried themaway with himand no one was certain where Wil fhere was. |
assuned he had joined lvarr. Hothweard said he had a seed froma sycanore
tree nmentioned in the gospel book, but when we opened the silver box in which
the seed was kept there was nothing but dust. In the end | suggested that we
drew two of Saint Cswald' s three teeth. Eadred so

at that, then decided that the idea was not so bad after all

pliers were fetched and the snall chest opened and one of the nobnks tugged out
two of the dead king's yellow peg-like teeth, and they were placed in a
beautiful silver pot that Egbert had used to store smoked oysters.

The enbassy left on a | ate August morning. Guthred took WIlibald aside and
gave hima | ast nmessage for Alfred, assuring Al fred that though he, Cuthred,
was a Dane he was also a Christian, and beggi ng that should Northunbria be

t hreatened by enenmies that Alfred should send warriors to fight for God's

| and. That was pissing into the wind, | thought, for Wssex had eneni es enough
wi t hout worrying about Northunbria's fate.

| also took WIlibald aside. | was sorry he was going, for I liked him and he
was a good man, but | could see he was inpatient to see Wssex again. 'You
will do sonmething for ne, father.' | said.

"If it is possible.'" he said cautiously.

'"Gve the king ny greetings.' | said.

Wllibald | ooked relieved as if he had expected ny favour to be a great dea
nore burdensone, which it was, as he would find out. The king will want to
know when you will return, lord.' he said.

"In good tinme.' | answered, though the only reason | now had for visiting
Wessex was to retrieve the hoard | had hidden at Fifhaden. | regretted burying
that treasure now, for in truth | never wanted to see Wssex again. '| want
you to find Earl Ragnar.' | told WIIibald.

H s eyes wi dened. ' The hostage?' he asked.

"Find him' | said, 'and give hima nessage fromne.'

"If I can.' he said, still cautious.

| gripped his shoulders to nake himpay attention and he grimaced fromthe
strength of ny hands. 'You will find him"' | said threateningly, 'and you wl|
give hima nmessage. Tell himl amgoing north to kill Kjartan. And tell him
his sister lives. Tell himl will do all | can to find her and keep her safe.

Tell himl swear that on ny life. And tell himto cone here as soon as he is



freed.' | made himrepeat it, and | nade himswear on his crucifix that he
woul d deliver the nmessage and he was rel uctant



to make such an oath, but he was frightened of ny anger and so he gripped the
little cross and made the sol emm prom se.

And then he went.

And we had an arny again, for the harvest was gathered, and it was tine to
stri ke north.

Quthred went north for three reasons. The first was Ivarr who had to be
defeated, and the second was Kjartan whose presence in Northunbria was |ike a
foul wound and the third was Afric who had to submit to Guthred's authority.
Ivarr was the nost dangerous and he would surely defeat us if he brought his
arnmy south. Kjartan was | ess dangerous, but he had to be destroyed for there
could be no peace in Northunbria while he lived. Afric was the | east
dangerous. 'Your uncle is king in Bebbanburg,' Guthred told ne as we marched
nort h.

'Does he call himself that?' | asked, angry.

"No, no! He's got too much sense. But in effect that's what he is. K artan's
land is a barrier, isn't it? So Eoferwic's rule doesn't stretch past Dunholm'

"W used to be kings in Bebbanburg,' | said.

"You did?" Quthred was surprised. 'Kings of Northunbria?

"Of Bernicia,' | said. Guthred had never heard the nane. "It was all of
northern Northunbria,' | said, 'and everything around Eoferwic was the kingdom
of Deira.'

' They joi ned together? Quthred asked.

"W killed their last king,' | said, 'but that was years ago. Back before

Christianity canme.'’
'So you have a claimto the kingship here? he asked and, to my astoni shnment,

there was suspicion in his voice. | stared at himand he blushed. 'But you
do?' he said, trying to sound as if he did not care what | answered.
| laughed at him 'Lord King,' | said, '"if you restore me to Bebbanburg

shal |l kneel to you and swear you and your heirs lifelong fealty.

"Heirs!' he said brightly. 'Have you seen Gsburh?'

I've seen Gsburh,' | said. She was Egbert's niece, a Saxon girl, and she had
been living in the pal ace when we took Eoferwi c. She was fourteen, dark-haired
and had a plunp, pretty face.

"If I marry her,' Quthred asked me, 'will Hild be her comnpani on?

"Ask her,' | said, jerking nmy head to where Hild followed us. | had thought
Hld mght return to Wssex with Father WIlibald, but she had said she was
not ready to face Alfred yet and | could not blane her for that and so | had
not pressed her. 'I think she'd be honoured to be your wife's conpanion,"' |
told Cuthred.

We canped that first night at Onhripumwhere a small nonastery gave Cuthred,
Eadred and the host of clergymen shelter. Qur arny was close to six hundred
men now, and al nost half of them were mounted, and our campfires lit the
fields all about the nonastery. As commander of the household troops | canped
cl osest to the buildings and nmy young nmen, who now nunbered forty, and nost of
whom possessed mail coats plundered from Eoferwic, slept close to the
nmonastery's gate.

| stood guard with C apa and two Saxons for the first part of the night.

Sihtric was with ne. | called himny servant, but he was learning to use a
sword and shield and | reckoned he would nake a useful soldier in a year or
two. 'You have the heads safe? | asked him

"You can snell them' O apa protested.

"No worse than you snell, Capa,' | retorted.

"They're safe, lord," Sihtric said.

"l should have eight heads.' | said, and put ny fingers around Sihtric's

throat. 'Pretty skinny neck, Sihtric.'

"But it's a tough neck, lord,' he said.

Just then the nonastery door opened and G sela, cloaked in black, slipped

t hrough. ' You shoul d be asleep, lady,' | chided her

"I can't sleep. | want to walk.' She stared defiantly at me. Her lips were
slightly apart and the firelight glinted off her teeth and reflected from her



wi de eyes.
"\Where do you want to wal k?' | asked.



She shrugged, still looking at ne, and |I thought of Hild sleeping in the

nonast ery.

"I"ll leave you in charge, Capa,' | said, "and if lvarr comes, kill the
bastard.'

"Yes, lord.'

| heard the guards sniggering as we wal ked away. | quietened themwth a

grow, then led Gsela towards the trees east of the monastery for it was dark
there. She reached out and took nmy hand. She said nothing, content to walk

cl ose beside nme. 'Aren't you frightened of the night?" | asked her

"Not with you.'

"Wen | was a child," | said, 'I made nyself into a sceadugengan.'

"What's a sceadugengan?' The word was Saxon and unfamliar to her

"A shadowwal ker." | told her. 'A creature that stal ks the dark.' An ow
hooted quite close by and her fingers instinctively tightened on m ne

W st opped under sonme wi nd-rustled beech trees. Sonme small |ight cane through
the | eaves, cast by the canpfires, and | tilted her face up and | ooked down at
her. She was tall, but still a head shorter than ne. She let herself be

exam ned, then closed her eyes as | drew a gentle finger down her |ong nose.
"I. . ." | said, then stopped.

"Yes,' she said, as if she knew what | had been about to say.

| made nyself turn away fromher. 'I cannot make Hild unhappy.'

"She told nme,' Gsela said, 'that she would have gone back to Wssex with
Father WIllibald, but she wants to see if you capture Dunhol m She says she's
prayed for that and it will be a sign fromher god if you succeed.'

' She said that?

'She said it would be a sign that she nust go back to her convent. She told ne
that tonight.'

| suspected that was true. | stroked Gsela's face. ' Then we should wait til
after Dunholmis taken.' | said, and it was not what | wanted to say.

"My brother says | have to be a peace cow.' she said bitterly.

A peace cow was a woman nmarried to a rival famly in an attenpt to bring
friendship, and doubtless Guthred had in mnd Ivarr's son or else a Scottish
husband. 'But | won't be a peace cow,' she said harshly. 'I cast the
runesticks and learned ny fate.'

"What did you | earn?

‘"I amto have two sons and a daughter.'

"Cood.' | said.

"They will be your sons,' she said defiantly, 'and your daughter.’

For a nonent | did not speak. The night suddenly seenmed fragile. 'The
runesticks told you that?' | nmanaged to say after a few heartbeats.

They have never lied,'" she said calmy. 'Wien Guthred was taken captive the
runesticks told nme he would come back, and they told ne ny husband woul d
arrive with him And you cane.'

"But he wants you to be a peace cow.' | said.

Then you nust carry nme off.' she said, 'in the old way.' The ol d Dani sh way of
taking a bride was to kidnap her, to raid her household and snatch her from
her famly and carry her off to marriage. It is still done occasionally, but
in these softer days the raid usually follows formal negotiations and the
bride has time to pack her bel ongi ngs before the horsenmen cone.

"I will carry you off." | prom sed her, and | knew | was making trouble, and
that Hild had done nothing to deserve the trouble, and that Guthred would fee
betrayed, but even so | tipped Gsela' s face up and ki ssed her

She clung to me and then the shouting started. | held Gsela tight and
listened. The shouts were fromthe canp and | could see, through the trees,
fol k running past fires towards the road.

"Trouble.' | said, and | seized her hand and ran with her to the nonastery
where Cl apa and the guards had drawn swords. | Pushed G sela towards the door
and drew Ser pent - Breat h.

But there was no trouble. Not for us. The newconers, attracted by the |ight of
our canpfires, were three nen, one of them badly



wounded, and they brought news. Wthin an hour the nonastery's
smal | church blazed with fire and the priests and nonks were
Singing CGod' s praises, and the nessage the three nmen had brought



fromthe north went all through our canp so that new y-woken folk cane to the
nmonastery to hear the news again and to be assured that it was true.

'CGod works mracles!' Hrothweard shouted at the crowd. He had used a | adder to
climb onto the nonastery roof. It was dark, but sone people had brought
flam ng torches and in their light Hrothweard | ooked huge. He raised his arms
so that the crowd fell silent. He let themwait as he stared down at their
upturned faces, and from behind himcame the solerm chanting of the nonks, and
somewhere in the night an ow called, and Hrothweard cl enched his fists and
reached higher still as though he could touch heaven in the nmoonlight. 'lvarr
is defeated!' he finally shouted. 'Praise God and the saints, the tyrant lvarr
Ivarson is defeated! He has lost his army!’

And the peopl e of Haliwerfol kland, who had feared to fight the mghty lvarr
cheered thensel ves hoarse because the biggest obstacle to Guthred's rule in
Nort hunbri a had been swept away. He could truly call himself king at |last and
so he was. King Guthred.

Four

There had been a battle, we heard, a slaughter battle, a fight of horror in
whi ch a dal e had reeked of blood, and Ivarr Ivarson, the nost powerful Dane of
Nort hunbri a, had been defeated by Aed of Scotl and.

The killing on both sides had been awesone. W heard nore about the fight next
nmor ni ng when nearly sixty new survivors arrived. They had travelled in a band
| arge enough to be spared Kjartan's attention, and they were still reeling

fromthe butcher's work they had endured. lvarr, we |earned, had been |ured
across a river and into a valley where he believed Aed had taken refuge, but
it was a trap. The hills on either side of the valley were thick with

tri besnen who came how i ng through the m st and heather to hack into the

Dani sh shield walls. There were thousands of them' one man said and he was
still shaking as he spoke.

Ivarr's shield wall held, but | could inmagine the ferocity of that battle. M
father had fought the Scots nmany times and he had al ways descri bed them as
devils. Mad devils, he said, sword devils, howing devils, and Ivarr's Danes
told us how they had rallied fromthat first assault, and used sword and spear
to cut the devils down, and still the shrieking hordes cane, clinbing over
their own dead, their wild hair red with bl ood, their swords hissing, and
Ivarr tried to clinmb north out of the dale to reach the high ground. That
meant cutting and slashing a path through flesh, and he failed. Aed had then
| ed his household troops against lvarr's best nmen and the shields clashed and
t he bl ades rang and one by



one of the warriors died. lvarr, the survivors said, fought like a fiend, but
he took a sword thrust to the chest and a spear cut in his leg and his
househol d troops dragged hi mback fromthe shield wall. He raved at them
demanding to die in the face of his enem es, but his nen held himback and
fought off the devils and by then night was falling.

The rearnost part of the Danish columm still held, and the survivors, al nost
all of them bl eeding, dragged their |eader south towards the river. lvarr's
son, lvar, just sixteen years old, assenbled the | east wounded warriors and
they made a charge and broke through the encircling Scots, but scores nore
died as they tried to cross the river in the dark. Some, weighed down by their
mai |, drowned. Qthers were butchered in the shallows, but perhaps a sixth of
Ivarr's arnmy made it through the water and they huddl ed on the southern bank
where they listened to the cries of the dying and the howing of the Scots. In
the dawn they nade a shield wall, expecting the Scots to cross the river and
conplete the slaughter, but A's nmen were al nost as bl oodi ed and wearied as

t he defeated Danes. 'We killed hundreds.' a man said bleakly, and | ater we
heard that was true and that Aed had |inped back north to lick his wounds.

Earl lvarr lived. He was wounded, but he lived. He was said to be hiding in
the hills, fearful of being captured by Kjartan, and Guthred sent a hundred
horsenen north to find himand they discovered that Kjartan's troops were al so
scouring the hills. Ivarr must have known he would be found, and he preferred
being Guthred's captive to being Kjartan's prisoner, and so he surrendered to
a troop of Uf's nen who brought the injured earl back to our canmp just after
m dday. lvarr could not ride a horse so he was being carried on a shield. He
was acconpani ed by his son, lvar, and by thirty other survivors, sone of them
as badly wounded as their |eader, but when lvarr realised he nmust confront the
man who had usurped Northunbria's throne he insisted that he did so on his own
two feet. He wal ked. | do not know how he did it for he nust have been in
agony, but he forced hinself to |linp and every few steps he paused to | ean on
the spear he used as a crutch

I could see the pain, but | could also see the pride that would not |et him be
carried into GQuthred' s presence.

So he wal ked to us. He flinched with every step, but he was defiant and angry.
I had never net him before because he had been raised in Ireland, but he

| ooked just like his father. He had |Ivar the Bonel ess's skel etal appearance.
He had the sane skull-like face with its sunken eyes, the same yellow hair
drawn back to the nape of his neck and the same sullen nal evol ence. He had the
same power.

Quthred waited at the nonastery entrance and his househol d troops nade two
lines through which Ivarr had to wal k. Guthred was fl anked by his chief nen
and attended by Abbot Eadred, Father Hrothweard and all the other churchmnen.
When lvarr was a dozen paces away he stopped, | eaned on the spear and gave us
all a scathing | ook. He mistook me for the king, perhaps because ny nmail and
hel met were so nuch finer than Guthred's. 'Are you the boy who calls hinself

ki ng?' he demanded.

"I"mthe boy who killed Ubba Lot hbrokson,' | answered. Ubba had been lvarr's
uncle, and the taunt nade Ivarr jerk up his face and | saw a strange green
glint in his eyes. They were serpent's eyes in a skull face. He might have
been wounded and he might have had his power broken, but all he wanted at that
noment was to kill me

"And you are?' he demanded of ne.

"You know who | am' | said scornfully. Arrogance is all in a young warrior
GQuthred gripped my armas if to tell me to be quiet, then stepped forward.
"Lord lvarr,' he said, 'l amsorry to see you wounded.'

Ivarr sneered at that. 'You should be glad,' he said, "and only sorry | am not
dead. You're Guthred?

"I grieve you are wounded, lord," Quthred said, 'and | grieve for the nmen you
have lost and | rejoice in the enem es you have killed. W owe you thanks.' He
st epped back and | ooked past lvarr to where our army had gat hered about the
road. 'We owe lvarr Ivarson thanks!' Guthred shouted. 'He has renoved a threat



to our north! King Aed has |inped hone to weep over his |osses and to consol e
the w dows of Scotland!’



The truth, of course, was that lvarr was |inping and Aed was victorious, but
GQut hred's words pronpted cheers, and those cheers astoni shed Ivarr. He nust
have expected that Guthred would kill him which is exactly what Guthred
shoul d have done, but instead Ivarr was being treated wi th honour

"Kill the bastard,' | nuttered to Guthred.

He gave ne a | ook of utter astonishnent, as if such a thing had never occurred
to him 'Wiy?' he asked quietly.

"Just kill himnow,' | said urgently, '"and that rat of a son.'

"You're obsessed with killing,' Quthred said, anused, and | saw lvarr watching
and he nust have known what | had been saying. 'You are truly wel conme, Lord
Ivarr,' Quthred turned away fromnme and sniled at lvarr. 'Northunbria has need
of great warriors,' he went on, 'and you, lord, are in need of rest.’

I was watching those serpent eyes and | saw lvarr's amazenent, but | also saw
that he thought Guthred a fool, but it was at that noment | understood
Quthred's fate was golden. Wrd bid ful araed. When | had rescued Guthred from
Sven and he had clained to be a king I had thought hima joke, and when he was
made a king in Cair Ligualid | still thought the jest was rich, and even in
Eoferwic | could not see the laughter lasting nore than a few weeks for lvarr
was the great brutal overlord of Northunbria, but now Aed had done our work
for us. lvarr had |l ost nost of his nen, he had been wounded, and there were
now just three great lords in Northunbria. There was Afric, clinging to his
stol en | and at Bebbanburg, Kjartan, who was the dark spider lord in his
fastness by the river, and there was King Guthred, lord of the north, and the
only Dane in Britain who led willing Saxons as well as Danes.

W stayed at Onhripum We had not planned to do that, but Guthred insisted
that we wait while Ivarr was treated for his wounds. The nonks tended hi m and
GQut hred waited on the wounded earl, taking himfood and ale. Most of lvarr's
survivors were wunded, and Hi|ld washed wounds and found cl ean cloths for
bandages. ' They need food,' she told ne, but we had little enough food al ready
and every day | had to | ead forage parties further away to find grain or

livestock. | urged Guthred to march again, to take us into country where
supplies mght be nore plentiful, but he was entranced by lvarr "I like him'
he told ne, 'and we can't |eave him here.'

"W can bury himhere,' | suggested.

"He's our ally!" Guthred insisted, and he believed it. Ivarr was heaping

prai ses on himand Guthred trusted every treacherous

wor d.

The nonks did their work well, for Ivarr recovered swiftly. | had hoped he
woul d die of his wounds, but within three days he was riding a horse. He stil
hurt. That was obvi ous. The pain nmust have been terrible, but he forced
hinself to walk and to mount a horse, just as he forced hinself to offer
fealty to Quthred.

He had little choice in that. Ivarr now |l ed fewer than a hundred nen, nany of
whom were injured, and he was no | onger the great warlord he had been, so he
and his son knelt to Guthred and cl asped his hands and swore their loyalty.
The son, sixteen-year-old lvar, |ooked Iike his father and grandfather, |ean

and dangerous. | distrusted them both, but Guthred would not listen to ne. It
was right, he said, that a king should be generous, and in showing nercy to
Ivarr he believed he was binding the man to himfor ever. '"It's what Alfred
woul d have done,' he told ne.

"Alfred woul d have taken the son hostage and sent the father away,' | said.
'He has taken an oath.' Cuthred insisted.

"He'll raise new nmen.' | warned him

'"Good!' He offered nme his infectious grin. 'W need men who can fight.'
"He'll want his son to be king.'

'"He didn't want to be king hinmself, so why should he want it for his son? You
see enem es everywhere, Uhtred. Young Ivar's a good-looking fellow, don't you
t hi nk?'

"He | ooks like a half-starved rat."

'"He's the right age for G sela! Horseface and the rat, eh?" he Said, grinning



at me and | wanted to strike the grin off his face Wth my fist, it's an idea,
isn'"t it? he went on. 'It's time she married and it would bind Ivarr to ne.'



"Way not bind me to you?' | asked.

"You and | are friends already,' he said, still grinning, "and | thank God for
that.'

W marched northwards when Ivarr was sufficiently recovered. lvarr was certain
others of his men had survived the Scottish slaughter and so Brothers
Jaenberht and Ida rode ahead with an escort of fifty men. The two nonks,

Qut hred assured me, knew the country about the River Tuede and coul d guide the
searchers who | ooked for Ivarr's m ssing nen.

Quthred rode with Ivarr for nuch of the journey. He had been flattered by
Ivarr's oath which he ascribed to Christian magi c and when |varr dropped
behind to ride with his own nmen Cuthred sunmoned Fat her Hrot hweard and
guestioned the wi |l d-bearded priest about Cuthbert, Oswald and the Trinity.

Gut hred wanted to know how to work the nmagic for hinself and was frustrated by
Hr ot hweard' s expl anations. 'The son is not the father,' Hothweard tried
again, 'and the father is not the spirit, and the spirit is not the son, but
father, son and spirit are one, indivisible and eternal.’

"So they're three gods?' Cuthred asked.

'"One god!' Hrothweard said angrily.

'"Do you understand it, Unhtred?' Quthred called back to ne.

"I never have, lord." | said. "To nme it's all nonsense.’

"It is not nonsense!l' Hrothweard hissed at me. Think of it as the clover |eaf,
lord,'" he said to Guthred, 'three | eaves, separate, but one plant.’

"It is a nystery, lord.' Hild put in

'Mystery?'

"CGod is nmysterious, lord,' she said, ignoring Hothweard s mal evol ent gl ance,
and in his nystery we can di scover wonder. You don't need to understand it,
just be astonished by it.'

Quthred twisted in his saddle to look at Hild. '"So will you be ny wife's
conpani on?' he asked her cheerfully.

"Marry her first, lord, Hld said, "and then I'll decide.’

He grinned and turned away.

"I thought you'd decided to go back to a nunnery.' | said quietly.
"Gselatold you that?

"She did.'

"I"'mlooking for a sign fromGod.' Hild said.

"The fall of Dunhol n®'

She frowned. 'Maybe. It's an evil place. If Guthred takes it under the banner
of Saint Cuthbert then it will show God's power. Perhaps that's the sign
want . '

"It sounds to me,' | said, 'as though you have your sign already.'

She noved her mare away from Wtnere who was giving it the evil eye. 'Father
Willibald wanted ne to go back to Wessex with him' she said, 'but | said no.
| told himthat if |I retire fromthe world again then first I want to know
what the world is.' She rode in silence for a few paces, then spoke very
softly. "I would have liked children.'

"You can have children.' 1 said.

She shook her head dismissively. 'No," she said, '"it is not ny fate.' She

gl anced at nme. 'You know Guthred wants to marry Gsela to Ivarr's son?' she
asked.

| was startled by her sudden question. 'l know he's thinking about it."' | said
cautiously.

"Ivarr said yes. Last night.'

My heart sank, but | tried to show nothing. 'How do you know?' | asked.
'"Gselatold me. But there is a bride-price.

"There's always a bride-price.' | said harshly.

"lvarr wants Dunhol m' she said.

It took ne a noment to understand, then | saw t he whol e nonstrous bargain.
Ivarr had | ost nost of his power when his army was nmassacred by Aed, but if he
were to be given Dunhol m and Dunhol m's | ands, then he would be strong again.
The nmen who now followed Kjartan would become his men and in a stroke lvarr



woul d regain his strength. 'And has Quthred accepted? | asked.

"Not yet.'

"He can't be that stupid.' | said angrily.

"OF the stupidity of men,' Hild said tartly, 'there seens no end. But do you

renenmber, before we |left Wessex, how you told nme Northunbria was full of
eneni es?'



"l remenber.’

"More full, I think, than you realise,' she said, 'so | will stay till | know
that you will survive.' She reached out and touched ny arm 'l think
sonmetines, | amthe only friend you have here. So let me stay till | know
you're safe.’

| smled at her and touched Serpent-Breath's hilt. 'I'msafe,' | said.

' Your arrogance,' she said, 'blinds folk to your kindness.' She said it
reprovingly, then | ooked at the road ahead. 'So what will you do?' she asked.
"Finish my bloodfeud,’ | said. 'That's why I'mhere.' And that was true. That
was why | rode north, to kill Kjartan and to free Thyra, but if | achieved

t hose things then Dunhol mwoul d belong to Ivarr, and G sela would belong to
Ivarr's son. | felt betrayed, though in truth there was no betrayal, for

G sel a had never been promised to ne. Guthred was free to marry her to whoever
he wi shed. 'O maybe we should just ride away,' | said bitterly.

'R de where?

" Anywhere.'

Hild smled. 'Back to Wssex?'

" No!

Then where?

Nowhere. | had ridden away from Wessex and woul d not ride back except to fetch

nmy hoard when | had a safe place to bring it. Fate had me in its grip and fate
had gi ven me enem es. Everywhere.

W forded the River Wire well west of Dunholmand then marched the arny to a
pl ace the locals called Cuncacester which lay athwart the Roman road five
mles north of Dunholm The Romans had built a fort at Cuncacester, and the
wal s were still there, though by now they were little nore than worn-down
banks in green fields. Guthred announced the army would stay close to the
decrepit fort, and | said the army should keep marching south until it reached
Dunhol m and we had our first argument, because he would not change his m nd
"What is the purpose, lord,' | asked, 'of keeping an arny two hours' march
fromits eneny?

' Eadred says we mnust stop here.’

' Abbot Eadred? He knows how to take fortresses?

'He had a dream' Guthred said.

"A drean®

"Saint Cuthbert wants his shrine here,' Guthred said. 'Right there,' he
pointed to a small hill where the coffined saint was surrounded by praying
nonks.

It nade no sense to nme. The place was undi stingui shed, except for the remants
of the fort. There were hills, fields, a couple of farms and a small river,
al t oget her a pl easant enough spot, though why it was the right place for the
saint's shrine was quite beyond ny understanding. 'Qur job, lord,' | said, '
to capture Dunholm W don't do that by building a church here.'

'But Eadred' s dreans have al ways been right,' CGuthred said earnestly,
Sai nt Cut hbert has never failed ne.'

| argued and | lost. Even lvarr supported ne, telling Guthred that we had to
take the arny closer to Dunholm but Abbot Eadred's dream nmeant that we canped
at Cuncacester and the nonks i medi ately began working on their church. The
hilltop was levelled, trees were felled, and Abbot Eadred planted stakes to
show where the walls should go. He wanted stone for its foundations, and that
meant searching for a quarry, or better still an old Roman building that could
be pulled down, but it would have to be a | arge buil ding because the church he
pl anned was bi gger than the halls of nobst kings.

And next day, a late sumer's day, under high scattered clouds, we rode south
to Dunholm We rode to confront Kjartan and to explore the fortress's
strengt h.

One hundred and fifty men nade the short journey. Ivarr and his son flanked
GQuthred, Uf and |I followed, and only the churchmen stayed at Cuncacester. W
wer e Danes and Saxons, sword-warriors and spearmnmen, and we rode under

GQut hred's new banner that showed Saint Cuthbert with one hand raised in

is

and



bl essi ng



and the other hand hol ding the jewell ed gospel book of Lindisfarena. It was
not an inspiring banner, at least not to me, and | wished |I had thought to ask
Hld to nake nme a banner, one showing the wolf's head of Bebbanburg. Earl U f
had his banner of the eagle's head, Guthred had his flag, and lvarr rode under
a ragged banner showi ng two ravens that he had sonmehow rescued from his def eat
in Scotland, but | rode w thout any standard.

Earl U f cursed when we canme in sight of Dunholmfor it was the first time he
had ever seen the strength of that high rock girdled by a | oop of the R ver
Wire. The rock was not sheer, for hornbeans and sycanore grew thick on its
steep sl opes, but the summit had been cleared and we could see a stout wooden
pal i sade protecting the height where three or four halls had been built. The
entrance to the fort was a high gatehouse, surnmounted by a ranpart where a
triangul ar banner flew. The flag showed a serpent-headed ship, a rem nder that
Kj artan had once been a shipmaster, and beneath the banner were nmen with
spears, and hangi ng on the palisade were rows of shields.

Uf stared at the fortress. Guthred and Ivarr joined himand none of us spoke,
for there was nothing to say. It |ooked inpregnable. It |ooked terrible. There
was a path up to the fortress, but it was steep and it was narrow, and very
few men woul d be needed to hold that track as it twi sted up through tree
stunps and past boulders to the high gate. W could throw all our arny up that
path, but in places the way was so constricted that twenty nen could hold off
that army, and all the while spears and rocks would rain down on our heads.

Gut hred, who plainly believed Dunhol m coul d not be taken, threw me a nute | ook
of pl eadi ng.

"Sihtric!" | called, and the boy hurried to ny side. That wall,' | said, 'does
it go all the way around the summit?

"Yes, lord," he said, then hesitated, 'except

' Except where?

"There's a small place on the southern side, lord, where there's a crag. No
wal |l there. It's where they throw the shit.’

"A crag? | asked, and he nade a gesture with his right hand to show that it
was a sheer slab of rock. 'Can the crag be clinbed? | asked him

"No, lord.'

"What about water? | asked him 'Is there a well?

"Two wells, lord, both outside the palisade. There's one to the west which
they don't often use, and the other's on the eastern side. But that one's high
up the slope where the trees grow.'

"It's outside the wall?

"It's outside, lord, but it has its own wall.’

| tossed hima coin as reward, though his answers had not cheered ne. | had
thought that if Kjartan's men took their water fromthe river then we m ght
post archers to stop them but no archer could pierce trees and a wall to stop
t hem reachi ng the

wel I .

'So what do we do?' CQuthred asked ne, and a flicker of annoyance tenpted me to
ask himwhy he didn't consult his priests who had insisted on nmaking the
arnmy's canp so inconveniently far away. | nanaged to stifle that response.
"You can offer himterms, lord,' | said, 'and when he refuses you'll have to
starve himout.’

' The harvest is in,' Guthred pointed out.

"So it will take a year,' | retorted. 'Build a wall across the neck of I|and.
Trap him Let himsee we won't go away. Let him see starvation coming for him
If you build the wall,"' | said, warm ng to the idea, 'you won't have to | eave

an army here. Even sixty men should be enough.'

'Sixty?' Quthred asked.

"Sixty nen could defend a wall here,' | said. The great mass of rock on which
Dunhol m st ood was shaped like a pear, its |lower narrow end form ng the neck of
land fromwhere we stared at the high walls. The river ran to our right, swept
about the great bulge of stone, then reappeared to our left, and just here the
di stance between the river banks was a little less than three hundred paces.



It would take us a week to clear those three hundred paces of trees, and
anot her week to dig a ditch and throw up a palisade, and a third week to
strengthen that palisade so that sixty men would be sufficient to defend it.

The neck was not a flat strip of



[ and, but an uneven hunmp of rock, so the palisade would have to clinb across
the hunp. Sixty men could never defend three hundred paces of wall, but mnuch
of the neck was inpassabl e because of stone bluffs where no attack could ever
cone, so in truth the sixty would only have to defend the palisade in three or
four places.

"Sixty.' lvarr had been silent, but now spat that word |ike a curse. 'You'l
need nore than sixty. The nen will have to be relieved at night. O her nen
have to fetch water, herd cattle and patrol the river's bank. Sixty men m ght
hold the wall, but you'll need two hundred nore to hold those sixty men in

pl ace.' He gave ne a scathing | ook. He was right, of course. And if two to

t hree hundred nen were occupied at Dunholm then that was two to three hundred
men who coul d not guard Eoferwic or patrol the frontiers or grow crops.

"But a wall here,' CGuthred said, 'would defeat Dunholm'

"It would."' Ivarr agreed, though he sounded dubi ous.

"So | just need nmen.' CQuthred said. 'l need nore nen.'

| wal ked Wtnere to the east as if | were exploring where the wall m ght be
made. | could see nen on Dunhol ms high gate watching us. 'Maybe it won't take
a year.' | called back to Guthred. 'Conme and | ook at this.'

He urged his horse towards ne and | thought | had never seen him so out of
spirits. Till now everything had cone easily to Guthred, the throne, Eoferwc

and Ivarr's homage, but Dunhol mwas a great raw bl ock of brute power that
defied his optimsm 'Wat are you showi ng ne?' he asked, puzzled that | had
brought himaway fromthe path.

I glanced back, naking sure that lvarr and his son were out of earshot, then
pointed to the river as if | were discussing the lie of the land. 'W can
capture Dunholm' | told Guthred quietly, "but I won't help you if you give it
as a reward to Ivarr.' He bridled at that, then | saw a flicker of guile on
his face and knew he was tenpted to deny he had ever considered giving Dunhol m
to lvarr. "lvarr is weak,' |I told him 'and so long as lvarr is weak he will
be your friend. Strengthen himand you make an eneny.'

"What use is a weak friend? he asked.

'More use than a strong eneny, lord.'

"Ivarr doesn't want to be king,' he said, 'so why should he be ny eneny?

"What lvarr wants,' | said, 'is to control the king like a puppy on his |eash.
Is that what you want? To be lvarr's puppy?

He stared up at the high gate. 'Someone has to hold Dunholm' he said weakly.

'Then give it to ne,' | said, 'because |I'myour friend. Do you doubt that?
"No, Untred,' he said, 'l do not doubt it.' He reached over and touched ny
el bow. lvarr was watching us with his snake-like eyes. '|I have nade no

prom ses.' @uthred went on, but he | ooked troubled as he said it. Then he
forced a smle. 'Can you capture the place?

"I think we can get Kjartan out of there, lord."'

' How?' he asked.

"I work sorcery tonight, lord," | told him 'and tonorrow you talk with him
Tell himthat if he stays here then you will destroy him Tell himyou'l
start by firing his steadings and burning his slave pens at Gyruum Pronise
that you'll inpoverish him Let Kjartan understand that nothing but death,
fire and msery wait for himso long as he stays here. Then you offer hima
way out. Let himgo across the seas.' That was not what | wanted, | wanted
Kjartan the Cruel witing under Serpent-Breath, but my revenge was not so

i mportant as getting Kjartan out of Dunholm

'So work your sorcery.' Quthred told ne.

"And if it works, lord, you prom se you won't give the place to lvarr?

He hesitated, then held his hand to me. 'If it works, ny friend,' he said,
"then | promise |l will give it to you.'

" Thank you, lord.' | said, and Guthred rewarded me with his infectious snile
Kjartan's watching nen nust have been puzzled when we rode away late in the
afternoon. We did not go far, but nade a canp on a hillside north of the
fortress and we lit fires to let Kjartan



know that we were still close. Then, in the darkness, | rode back to Dunhol m
with Sihtric. I went to work ny sorcery, to scare Kjartan, and to do that |
needed to be a sceadugengan, a shadow wal ker. The sceadugengan wal k at ni ght,
when honest nmen fear to | eave their houses. The night is when strange things
stal k the earth, when shape-shifters, ghosts, wild nen, elves and beasts roam
the | and.

But | had ever been confortable with the night. Froma child | had practised

shadow wal ki ng until | had becone one of the creatures nen fear, and that
night I took Sihtric up the path towards Dunhol ms high gate. Sihtric |l ed our
horses and they, like him were scared. | had trouble keeping to the path for

t he nmoon was hidden by newly arrived clouds, so | felt ny way, using
Serpent-Breath as a stick to find bushes and rocks. W went slowy with
Sihtric holding onto nmy cloak so that he did not lose ne. It becane easier as
we went higher, for there were fires inside the fortress and the glow of their
fl anmes above the palisade acted as a beacon. | could see the shadowed outlines
of sentries on the high gate, but they could not see us as we reached a shelf
of land where the path dropped a few feet before clinbing the last |ong
stretch to the gate. The whol e sl ope between the brief shelf and the palisade
had been cleared of trees so that no eneny could creep unseen to the defences
and attenpt a sudden assault.

"Stay here,' | told Sihtric. | needed himto guard the horses and to carry ny
shield, helnmet and the bag of severed heads which I now took fromhim | told
himto hide behind the trees and wait there.

| placed the heads on the path, the closest less than fifty paces fromthe
gate, the last very near to the trees which grew at the Iip of the shelf. |
could feel maggots squirm ng under my hands as | lifted the heads fromthe
sack. | made the dead eyes | ook towards the fortress, positioning the rotting
skulls by feel so that my hands were slinmy when at last | was finished. No one
heard me, no one saw ne. The dark w apped about ne and the wi nd sighed across
the hill and the river ran noisily over the rocks below | found Sihtric, who
was shivering, and he gave ne the black scarf that | wapped about ny face,
knotting it at the nape of my neck, and then I forced my helnmet over the linen
and took ny shi el d.

Then | waited.

The light comes slowy in a clouded dawn. First there is just a shiver of
greyness that touches the sky's eastern rim and for a time there is neither
[ight nor dark, nor any shadows, just the cold grey filling the world as the
bats, the shadowfliers, skitter home. The trees turn black as the sky pal es
the horizon, and then the first sunlight skinm the world with colour. Birds
sang. Not as many as sing in spring and early sumer, but | could hear wens,
chiff-chaffs and robins greeting the day's conming, and below ne in the trees a
woodpecker rattled at a trunk. The black trees were dark green now and | could
see the bright red berries of a rowan bush not far away. And it was then that
t he guards saw the heads. | heard them shout, saw nore nen cone to the
ranpart, and | waited. The banner was raised over the high gate, and stil

nore nen came to the wall and then the gate opened and two nen crept out. The
gate cl osed behind themand | heard a dull thud as its great |ocking bar was

dropped into place. The two nen | ooked hesitant. | was hidden in the trees,

Serpent-Breath drawn, ny cheek-pi eces open so that the black Iinen filled the
space between the helnet's edges. | wore a black cloak over ny mail that Hild
had brightened by scrubbing it with river-sand. | wore high black boots. | was

t he dead swordsman again and | watched as the two men canme cautiously down the
path towards the line of heads. They reached the first bl ood-nmatted head and
one of them shouted up to the fortress that it was one of Tekil's nen. Then he
asked what he shoul d do.

Kjartan answered. | was sure it was him though I could not see his face, but
his voice was a roar. 'Kick them away!' he shouted, and the two nen obeyed

ki cking the heads off the path so that they rolled down into the | ong grass
where the trees had been felled.

They came closer until there was only one of the seven heads left and, just as



they reached it, | stepped fromthe trees.
They saw a shadowfaced warrior, gleamng and tall, with sword



and shield in hand. They saw the dead swordsnman, and | just stood there, ten
paces fromthem and | did not nmove and | did not speak, and they gazed at ne
and one made a sound like a kitten mewi ng and then, w thout another word, they
fled.

| stood there as the sun rose. Kjartan and his nmen stared at me and in that
early light | was dark-faced death in shining armour, death in a bright

hel met, and then, before they decided to send the dogs to discover | was not a

spectre, but flesh and blood, | turned back into the shadows and rejoi ned
Sihtric.

| had done ny best to terrify Kjartan. Now Guthred had to talk himinto
surrender, and then, | dared hope, the great fort on its rock would becone
mne, and Gsela with it, and | dared hope those things because Guthred was ny
friend. | saw ny future as golden as Guthred's. | saw the bl oodfeud won, | saw

nmy men raidi ng Bebbanburg's land to weaken ny uncle and | saw Ragnar returning
to Northunbria to fight at ny side. In short | forgot the gods and spun ny own
bright fate, while at the root of life the three spinners |aughed.

Thirty horsenmen rode back to Dunholmin md norning. Capa went ahead of us
with a leafy branch to show we came in peace. W were all in mail, though I
had left nmy good helmet with Sihtric. | had thought of dressing as the dead
swordsman, but he had done his sorcery and now we woul d discover if it had

wor ked.

We cane to the place where | had stood and watched the two nmen kick the seven
heads of f the path and there we waited. Cl apa waved the branch energetically
and Guthred fidgeted as he watched the gate. "How long will it take us to
reach Gyruum tonorrow?' he asked.

"Gyruun®?' | asked.

"I thought we'd ride there tonorrow,' he said, 'and burn the slave pens. W
can take hawks. Go hunting.'

"If we | eave at dawn,' Ivarr answered, 'we'll be there by noon.'
| looked to the west where there were om nous dark clouds. 'There's bad
weat her coming,' | said.

Ivarr slapped at a horsefly on his stallion's neck, then frowned at the high
gate. 'Bastard doesn't want to speak to us.'
"I"d like to go tonorrow.' Quthred said mldly.

"There's nothing there,' | said.

"Kjartan's slave pens are there,' Quthred said, 'and you told me we have to
destroy them Besides, | have a mind to see the old nonastery. | hear it was a
great building.'

' Then go when the bad weather's passed,' | suggested.

Gut hred sai d not hi ng because, in response to C apa's waving branch, a horn had
suddenly sounded fromthe high gate. W fell silent as the gates were pushed
open and a score of men rode towards us.

Kjartan | ed them nounted on a tall, brindled horse. He was a big man,

wi de-faced, with a huge beard and snmall suspicious eyes, and he carried a
great war axe as though it weighed nothing. He wore a helmet on which a pair
of raven wi ngs had been fixed and had a dirty white cl oak hanging fromhis
broad shoul ders. He stopped a few paces away and for a time he said nothing,
but just stared at us, and | tried to find sone fear in his eyes, but he just

| ooked belligerent, though when he broke the silence his voice was subdued.

"Lord lvarr,' he said, 'Il amsorry you did not kill Aed.'
"I lived,' lvarr said drily.
"I amglad of it,' K artan said, then he gave me a long | ook. | was standi ng

apart fromthe others, off to one side of the path and slightly above them
where the track rose to the tree-covered knob before dropping to the neck

Kj artan nust have recogni sed ne, known | was Ragnar's adopted son who had cost
his own son an eye, but he decided to ignore ne, |ooking back to Ivarr. 'Wat
you needed to defeat Aed,' he said, 'was a sorcerer.'

"A sorcerer? lvarr sounded anused

"Aed fears the old magic.' Kjartan said. 'He would never fight against a man
who coul d take heads by sorcery.'



Ivarr said nothing. Instead he just turned and stared at ne, and



thus he betrayed the dead swordsman and reassured Kjartan that he did not face
sorcery, but an old eneny, and | saw the relief on Kjartan's face. He | aughed
suddenly, a brief bark of scorn, but he still ignored ne. He turned on Guthred
i nstead. 'Who are you?' he demanded.

"I amyour king,' Guthred said.

Kj artan | aughed again. He was rel axed now, certain that he faced no dark
magi c. This is Dunholm pup.' he said, 'and we have no king.'

"Yet here | am' Quthred said, unnoved by the insult, 'and here | stay unti
your bones have bl eached in Dunholms sun.'

Kjartan was anused at that. 'You think you can starve ne out? You and your

priests? You think I'll die of hunger because you're here? Listen, pup. There
are fish in the river and birds in the sky and Dunholmwi ||l not starve. You
can wait here till chaos shrouds the world and I'Il be better fed than you.

Way didn't you tell himthat, Lord Ivarr? Ivarr just shrugged as though

Qut hred's anbitions were no concern of his. 'So,' Kjartan rested the axe on
his shoulder as if to suggest it would not be needed, 'what are you here to
of fer me, pup?

"You can take your nmen to Gyruum' Quthred said, 'and we shall provide ships
and you can sail away. Your folk can go with you, except those who wish to
stay in Northunbria.'

"You play at being a king, boy,' Kjartan said, then | ooked at I|varr again.
"And you're allied to hin?

"I amallied to him' lvarr said tonel essly.

Kjartan | ooked back to Guthred. 'l like it here, pup. | like Dunholm | ask
for nothing nore than to be left in peace. | don't want your throne, | don't
want your |and, though I mght want your wonman if you have one and if she's
pretty enough. So |I shall nmake you an offer. You |leave me in peace and | shal
forget that you exist.'

"You disturb ny peace,' Quthred said.

"I"ll shit all over your peace, pup, if you don't |eave here,' Kjartan
snarled, and there was a force in his voice that startled Guthred.

'"So you refuse ny offer?" Quthred asked. He had lost this confrontation and
knew it.

Kj artan shook his head as if he found the world a sadder place than he had

expected. 'You call that a king? he denmanded of Ivarr. 'If you need a king,
find a man.'

| hear this king was man enough to piss all over your son,' | spoke for the
first time, "and | hear Sven craw ed away weepi ng. You bred a coward,
Kjartan.'

Kjartan pointed the axe at ne. '|I have business with you,'" he said, 'but this
is not the day to nake you screamlike a woman. But that day will cone.' He

spat at me, then wenched his horse's head about and spurred back towards the
hi gh gate wi thout another word. H's men foll owed.

Gut hred watched himgo. | stared at Ivarr, who had deliberately betrayed the
sorcery, and | guessed that he had been told | was to hold Dunholmif it fel

and so he had made certain it did not fall. He glanced at ne, said sonething
to his son and they both | aughed.
"In two days,' Quthred spoke to me, 'you start work on the wall. I'Il give you

two hundred nmen to nake it.'

"Way not start tonorrow?' | asked.

'Because we're going to Gyruum that's why. W' re going to hunt!’

| shrugged. Kings have whins and this king wanted to hunt.

We rode back to Cuncacester where we di scovered that Jaenberht and lda, the
two nonks, had returned fromtheir search for nore of lvarr's survivors. 'Did
you find anyone?' | asked them as we di snount ed.

Jaenberht just stared at ne, as if the question puzzled him then |Ida shook
his head hurriedly. 'W found no one.' he said.

'So you wasted your tinme.' | said.

Jaenberht smirked at that, or perhaps it was just his twi sted mouth that made
me think he smirked, then both men were sunmoned to tell CGuthred of their



journey and | went to Hild and asked her if Christians pronounced curses, and
if they did then she was to make a score of curses against lvarr. 'Put your
devil onto him' 1 said.



That night Guthred tried to restore our spirits by giving a feast. He had
taken a farmin the valley below the hill where Abbot Eadred was | ayi ng out
his church, and he invited all the men who had confronted Kjartan that norning
and served us seethed mutton and fresh trout, ale and good bread. A harpi st

pl ayed after the nmeal and then | told the tale of Alfred going into C ppanhamm
di sgui sed as a harpist. | nmade them | augh when |I descri bed how a Dane had

t hunped hi m because he was such a bad nusici an

Abbot Eadred was anot her of the guests and, when lvarr |left, the abbot offered
to say evening prayers. The Christians gathered at one side of the fire, and
that left Gsela with ne beside the farm s door. She had a | anbskin pouch at
her belt and, as Eadred chanted his words, she opened the pouch and took out a
bundl e of runesticks bound with a woollen thread. The sticks were slender and
white. She | ooked at ne as if to ask whether she should cast them and

nodded. She held them above the ground, closed her eyes, then let them go.

The sticks fell in their usual disarray. G sela knelt beside them her face
sharply shadowed by the fire's dying flanmes. She stared at the tangl ed sticks
a long tine, once or twice |ooking up at me, and then, quite suddenly, she
began to cry. | touched her shoulder. "Wat is it? | asked.

Then she screaned. She raised her head to the snoky rafters and wailed. 'No!'
she called, startling Eadred into silence, 'no!' Hld came hurrying around the
hearth and put an arm about the weeping girl, but Gsela tore herself free and
st ooped over the runesticks again. 'No!' she shouted a third tine.

"G selal' Her brother crouched beside her. 'Gselal!’

She turned on himand sl apped hi monce, slapped himhard about the face, and

t hen she began gasping as if she could not find breath enough to live, and

GQut hred, his cheek red, scooped up the sticks.

They are a pagan sorcery, lord,' Eadred said, 'they are an abom nation.'

' Take her away,' Quthred said to Hild, 'take her to her hut,' and Hild pulled
G sel a away, hel ped by two serving women who had been attracted by her

wai | i ng.

' The devil is punishing her for sorcery,' Eadred insisted.

"What did she see?" Cuthred asked ne.

'She didn't say.'

He kept |looking at ne and | thought for a heartbeat that there were tears in
his eyes, then he abruptly turned away and dropped the runesticks onto the
fire. They crackled fiercely and a searing flane | eaped towards the roof-tree,
then they dulled into bl ackened squiggles. 'Wat do you prefer,' GQuthred asked

me, 'falcon or hawk?' | stared at him puzzled. 'Wen we hunt tonorrow,' he
expl ai ned, 'what do you prefer?

"Fal con,' | said.

' Then tomorrow you can hunt with Swiftness,' he said, nam ng one of his birds.
"Gsela'sill,"” Hildtold ne later that night, 'she has a fever. She shoul dn't

have eaten neat.'

Next nmorning | bought a set of runesticks fromone of Uf's men. They were
bl ack sticks, longer than the burned white ones, and | paid well for them |
took themto G sela's hut, but one of her wonen said G sela was sick with a
worman' s si ckness and could not see ne. | left the sticks for her. They told
the future and I would have done better, nuch better, to have cast them
nmysel f. Instead | went hunting.

It was a hot day. There were still dark clouds heaped in the west, but they
seened to be no nearer, and the sun burned fiercely so that only the score of
troops who rode to guard us wore nail. We did not expect to neet enenies.

Quthred led us, and Ivarr and his son rode, and Uf was there, and so were the
two nonks, Jaenberht and Ida, who cane to say prayers for the nmonks who had
once been massacred at Gyruum | did not tell themthat | had been present at
t he massacre that had been the work of Ragnar the Elder. He had cause. The
nonks had murdered Danes and



Ragnar had puni shed them though these days the story is always told that the
nmonks were innocently at prayer and died as spotless martyrs. In truth they
were nal evolent killers of wonen and children, but what chance does truth have
when priests tell tal es?

GQut hred was feverishly happy that day. He tal ked incessantly, |aughed at his
own jests, and even tried to stir a snmile on Ivarr's skull face. lvarr said
little except to give his son advice on hawking. Guthred had given ne his
falcon to fly, but at first we rode through wooded country where a fal con
could not hunt, so his goshawk had an advantage and brought down two rooks
anong the branches. He whooped with each kill. It was not till we reached the
open ground by the river that nmy falcon could fly high and stoop fast to
strike at a duck, but the falcon m ssed and the duck flew into the safety of a
grove of alders. 'Not your lucky day,' CGuthred told ne.

"W mght all be unlucky soon,' | said, and pointed westwards to where the
cl ouds were gathering. 'There's going to be a storm'
' Maybe tonight,' he said dismssively, "but not till after dark.' He had given

his goshawk to a servant and | handed the falcon to another. The river was on
our left now and the scorched stone buil dings of Gyruum s nobnastery were
ahead, built on the river bank where the ground rose above the |ong
salt-marshes. It was low tide and wicker fish traps stretched into the river
that met the sea a short distance eastwards.

"G sela has a fever.' Guthred told ne.

"l heard.'

'Eadred says he'll touch her with the cloth that covers Cuthbert's face. He
says it will cure her.'

"I hope it does.' | said dutifully. Ahead of us lvarr and his son rode with a
dozen of their followers in mail. If they turned now, | thought, they could
sl aughter Guthred and ne, so | |eaned over and checked his horse so that Ul f

and his men could catch up wth us.
GQuthred let ne do that, but was anused. 'He's no eneny, Uhtred.'

'"One day,' | said, 'you will have to kill him On that day, lord, you'll be
safe.’

"I'"'mnot safe now?

"You have a small arny, an untrained arny,' | said, 'and Ivarr will raise nen
again. He'll hire sword-Danes, shield-Danes and spear-Danes until he is lord
of Northunbria again. He's weak now, but he won't always be weak. That's why
he wants Dunhol m because it will make him strong again.'

"I know,' Quthred said patiently. 'l know all that."'

"And if you marry Gsela to Ivarr's son," | said, 'how many men will that

bring you?'

He | ooked at ne sharply. 'How many nen can you bring me?" he asked, but did
not wait for ny answer. Instead he put spurs to his horse and hurried up the
slope to the ruined nonastery that Kjartan's nmen had used as their hall. They
had nade a thatched roof between the stone walls, and beneath it was a hearth
and a dozen sl eeping platforns. The nen who had |ived here nust have gone back
to Dunhol m before we ever crossed the river on our way north for the hall had
| ong been deserted. The hearth was cold. Beyond the hill, in the w de valley
bet ween the nonastery and the old Roman fort on its headl and, were sl ave pens
that were just wattle hurdles staked into enclosures. Al were deserted. Sone
folk lived up at the old fort and they tended a hi gh beacon which they were

supposed to light if raiders came to the river. | doubted if the beacon was
ever used for no Dane would raid Kjartan's land, but there was a single ship
beneath the beacon's hill, anchored where the River Tine nade its turn towards

the sea. 'We'Il see what business he has.' GQuthred said grimy, as if he
resented the ship's presence, then he ordered his household troops to pul
down the wattle fences and burn themw th the thatch roof. "Burn it all!' he
ordered. He watched as the work began, then grinned at ne. 'Shall we see what
ship that is?

"It's atrader.' | said. It was a Danish ship, for no other kind sailed this
coast, but she was plainly no warship for her hull was shorter and her beam



wi der than any warrior's boat.



"Then let's tell himthere's no trade here any nore,' Quthred said, 'at |east
none in slaves.'

He and | rode eastwards. A dozen men canme with us. Uf was one, Ivarr and his
son cane too, and tagging behind them was Jaenberht who kept urging Guthred to
start rebuilding the nonastery.

"W nust finish Saint Cuthbert's church first.' Guthred told Jaenberht.

"But the house here nust be remade,’ Jaenberht insisted, 'it's a sacred pl ace.
The nost holy and bl essed Bede |ived here.'
"It will be rebuilt.' Guthred prom sed, then he curbed his horse beside a

stone cross that had been toppled fromits pedestal and now lay half buried in
the soil and overgrown with grass and weeds. It was a fine piece of carving,
withing with beasts, plants and saints. 'And this cross shall stand again.'
he said and then | ooked around the wi de river bend. 'A good place.' he said.
"It is.' | agreed.

"If the monks come back,' he said, 'then we can make it prosperous again.
Fish, salt, crops, cattle. How does Alfred rai se noney?

' Taxes.' | said.

'He taxes the church too?

'"He doesn't like taxing the church,' | said, 'but he does when things are
hard. They have to pay to be protected, after all.’

'"He mints his own nmoney?'

"Yes, lord.'

He | aughed. 'It's conplicated, being a king. Maybe | should visit A fred. Ask
hi s advice."

"He'd like that.' | said.

"He'd wel come me?' He sounded wary.
'He woul d.

Though 1'm a Dane?'

'Because you're a Christian.' | said.

He t hought about that, then rode on to where the path tw sted through a marsh
and crossed a snall shall ow stream where two ceorls were setting eel traps.
They knelt as we passed and Guthred acknowl edged themwith a smile which

nei ther of them saw because their heads were bowed so | ow. Four nmen were
wadi ng ashore fromthe noored ship and none of them had weapons and | supposed
they were merely coming to greet us and assure us that they neant no harm

"Tell me,' Quthred said suddenly, 'is Afred different because he's a
Christian?

"Yes.' | said.

"I'n what way?

'"He's deternmined to be good, lord.' | said.

"Qur religion,' he said, monmentarily forgetting that he had been bapti sed,
'doesn't do that, does it?

"It doesn't?

'"Qdin and Thor want us to be brave,' he said, 'and they want us to respect
them but they don't make us good.'

"No.' | agreed.

"So Christianity is different.' he insisted, then curbed his horse where the
path ended in a low ridge of sand and shingle. The four nen waited a hundred
paces away at the shingle's far end. 'Gve ne your sword.' Quthred said
suddenl y.

"My sword?'

He smiled patiently. 'Those sailors are not arned, Unhtred, and | want you to
go and talk to them so give ne your sword.'

| was only armed with Serpent-Breath. '|I hate being unarmed, lord.' | said in
mld protest.

"It is a courtesy, Untred.' CGuthred insisted, and held out his hand.

| did not nove. No courtesy | had ever heard of suggested that a lord should
take off his sword before talking to common seanen. | stared at Guthred and
behind me | heard bl ades hi ssing from scabbards.

'Gve me the sword.' Quthred said, 'then walk to the nmen. 1'll hold your



hor se. "

I remenber | ooking around me and seeing the marsh behind and the shingle ridge
in front and | was thinking that I only had to dig ny spurs in and |I could

gal l op away, but CGuthred reached over and gripped ny reins. 'Geet themfor
nme.' he said in a forced voice.



I could still have gall oped away, tearing the reins fromhis hand, but then
Ivarr and his son crowded ne. Both men had drawn swords and lvarr's stallion
bl ocked Wtnere who snapped in irritation. | calned the horse. '\Wat have you
done, lord?" | asked Cuthred.

For a heartbeat he did not speak. |Indeed he seenmed i ncapabl e of |ooking at ne,
but then he nade hinself answer. 'You told nme,' he said, 'that Alfred would do
what ever i s necessary to preserve his kingdom That is what |'m doing."'

"And what is that?

He had the grace to | ook enbarrassed. 'M ne of Bebbanburg is bringing troops

to help capture Dunholm' he said. | just stared at him 'He is coning,"'

GQut hred went on, 'to give ne an oath of loyalty.'

"I gave you that oath,' | said bitterly.

"And | pronmised | would free you fromit,' he said, 'which now !l do.'

'"So you're giving ne to nmy uncle? | asked.

He shook his head. 'Your uncle's price was your life, but | refused it. You
are to go away, Uhtred. That is all. You are to go far away. And in exchange
for your exile | gain an ally with many warriors. You were right. | need
warriors. Afric of Bebbanburg can provide them

"And why nust an exile go unarmed?' | asked, touching Serpent-Breath's hilt.

'"Gve me the sword,' GQuthred said. Two of lvarr's nen were behind ne, also
w th drawn swords.

"Why must | go unarmed?' | asked again.
Gut hred gl anced at the ship, then back to nme. He forced hinself to say what
needed to be said. 'You will go unarmed,' he told nme, 'because what | was, you

nmust be. That is the price of Dunholm'
For a heartbeat | could neither breathe nor speak and it took ne a nonment to
convince nyself that he meant what | knew he neant. 'You're selling me into

sl avery?' | asked.

"On the contrary,' he said, 'l paid to have you enslaved. So go with God,
Unhtred.'

| hated Guthred then, though a small part of me recognised that he was being
ruthless and that is part of kingship. |I could provide himw th two swords,
not hi ng nore, but ny uncle Atfric could bring himthree hundred swords and
spears, and Quthred had made his choice. It was, | suppose, the right choice

and | was stupid not to have seen it com ng

"CGo,' CQuthred said nore harshly and | vowed revenge and ranmmed ny heel s back
and Wtnere |unged forward, but was inmredi ately knocked off bal ance by lvarr's
horse so that he stunbled onto his foreknees and | was pitched onto his neck
"Don't kill him' Quthred shouted, and Ivarr's son slapped the flat of his
swor d- bl ade agai nst ny head so that | fell off and, by the time | had regai ned
my feet, Wtnere was safe in Ivarr's grasp and lvarr's nmen were above nme with
t heir sword- bl ades at nmy neck.

Gut hred had not nmoved. He just watched ne, but behind himwith a smle on his
crooked face, was Jaenberht and | understood then. 'Did that bastard arrange
this? | asked Cuthred.

' Brot her Jaenberht and Brother Ida are fromyour uncle's household,' Guthred
admi tted.

| knew then what a fool | had been. The two nmonks had cone to Cair Ligualid
and ever since they had been negotiating ny fate and I had been oblivious of
it.

| dusted off ny leather jerkin. '"Gant nme a favour, lord? | said.

"If 1 can.'

'"Gve ny sword and ny horse to Hld. Gve her everything of mne and tell her
to keep themfor ne.'

He paused. 'You will not be com ng back, Untred,' he said gently.

"Grant ne that favour, lord,' | insisted.

"I shall do all that,' Guthred prom sed, 'but give me the sword first.'

| unbuckl ed Serpent-Breath. | thought of drawi ng her and | aying about ne with
her good bl ade, but | would have died in an eyeblink and so | kissed her hilt
and then handed her up to GQuthred. Then | slid off my armrings, those nmarks



of a warrior, and | held those to him 'Gve these to HIld.' | asked him



"I will." he said, taking the rings, then he | ooked at the four men who waited
for me. "Earl Uf found these nen,' Quthred said nodding at the waiting
slavers, 'and they do not know who you are, only that they are to take you
away.' That anonymity was a gift, of sorts. If the slavers had known how badly
Afric wanted ne, or how nuch Kjartan the Cruel would pay for ny eyes, then |
woul d not have lived a week. 'Now go.' Quthred conmanded ne.

"You could have just sent ne away.' | told himbitterly.

"Your uncle has a price,' Quthred said, 'and this is it. He wanted your death,
but accepted this instead.'

| 1 ooked beyond himto where the black clouds heaped in the west I|ike
nmount ai ns. They were nuch cl oser and darker, and a freshening wi nd was
chilling the air. 'You nust go too, lord," | said, 'for a stormis coning.'

He said nothing and | wal ked away. Fate is inexorable. At the root of life's
tree the three spinners had decided that the thread of gold that made ny life
fortunate had come to its end. | remenber my boots crunching on the shingle
and renmenber the white gulls flying free.

| had been wong about the four nen. They were arned, not with swords or
spears, but with short cudgels. They watched nme approach as Guthred and |varr
wat ched ne wal k away, and | knew what was to happen and | did not try to
resist. I walked to the four nen and one of them stepped forward and struck mne
inthe belly to drive all the breath fromny body, and another hit nme on the
side of the head so that |I fell onto the shingle and then I was hit again and
knew nothing nore. | was a lord of Northunbria, a sword-warrior, the nan who
had kill ed Ubba Lot hbrokson beside the sea and who had brought down Svein of
the Wiite Horse, and now | was a sl ave.

PART TWD

The Red Ship



Fi ve

The shiprmaster, nmy master, was called Sverri Ravnson and had been one of the
four men who greeted ne with blows. He was a head shorter than nme, ten years
ol der, and twice as wide. He had a face flat as an oar-bl ade, a nose that had
been broken to a pulp, a black beard shot through with wiry grey strands,
three teeth and no neck. He was one of the strongest

men | ever knew. He did not speak much.

He was a trader and his ship was called Trader. She was a tough craft, well
built and strongly rigged, with benches for sixteen oarsnen, though when |
joined Sverri's crew he only had el even rowers so he was glad to have nme to
bal ance the nunbers. The rowers were all slaves. The five free crew nmenbers
never touched an oar, but were there to relieve Sverri on the steering oar, to
make certain we worked, to ensure we did not escape and to throw our bodies
overboard if we died. Two, |ike Sverri, were Norsenmen, two were Danes and the
fifth was a Frisian called Hakka and it was Hakka who riveted the slave
manacl es onto nmy ankles. They first stripped ne of nmy fine clothes, |eaving
only my shirt. They tossed ne a pair of |ouse-ridden breeches. Hakka, having
chained my ankles, tore the shirt open at the left shoul der and carved a big S
in the flesh of ny upper armw th a short knife. The bl ood poured down to ny
el bow where it was diluted by the first few specks of rain gusting fromthe
west. 'l should burn your skin,' Hakka said, 'but a ship's no place for a
fire.'" He scooped filth fromthe bilge and rubbed it into the newy opened
cut. It turned



foul, that wound, and wept pus and gave ne a fever, but when it healed | was
left with Sverri's mark on ny arm | have it to this day.

The sl ave mark alnost had no tine to heal, for we all cane near death that
first night. The wi nd suddenly blew hard, turning the river into a welter of
smal I, hurrying whitecaps, and Trader jerked at her anchor line, and the wi nd
rose and the rain was being driven horizontally. The ship was bucki ng and
shuddering, the tide was ebbing so that wind and current were trying to drive
us ashore, and the anchor, that was probably nothing nore than a big stone
ring that held the ship by weight alone, began to drag. 'Cars!' Sverri shouted
and | thought he wanted us to row agai nst the pressure of wind and tide, but

i nstead he sl ashed through the quivering hide rope that tied us to the anchor
and Trader |eaped away. 'Row, you bastards!' Sverri shouted, 'row’

'Row ' Hakka echoed and sl ashed at us with his whip. "Row' 'You want to
live?" Sverri bellowed over the wind, "row' He took us to sea. If we had
stayed in the river we woul d have been driven ashore, but we would have been
saf e because the tide was dropping and the next high tide would have fl oated
us off, but Sverri had a hold full of cargo and he feared that if he were
stranded he woul d be pillaged by the sullen folk who lived in Gyruum s hovel s.
He reckoned it was better to risk death at sea than to be nurdered ashore, and
so he took us into a grey chaos of w nd, darkness and water. He wanted to turn
north at the river mouth and take shelter by the coast and that was not such a
bad idea, for we might have lain in the lee of the and and ridden out the
storm but he had not reckoned with the force of the tide and, row as we

m ght, and despite the | ashes put onto our shoul ders, we could not haul the
boat back. Instead we were swept to sea and within nonents we had to stop

rowi ng, plug the oar-holes and start bailing the boat. Al night we scooped
water fromthe bilge and chucked it overboard and | renenber the weariness of
it, the bone-aching tiredness, and the fear of those vast unseen seas as they
l[ifted us and roared beneath us. Sonetinmes we turned broadsi de onto the waves
and | thought we nust capsize and | renmenber clinging to a bench as the oars
clattered across the hull and water churned about ny thighs, but sonmehow
Trader staggered upwards and we hurl ed water over the side, and why she did
not sink I wll never know.

Dawn found us half waterlogged in an angry, but no | onger vicious sea. No | and
was in sight. My ankles were bloody for the manacles had bitten into the skin
during the night, but I was still bailing. No one el se noved. The other
slaves, | had not even |l earned their names yet, were slunmped on the benches
and the crew was huddl ed under the steering platformwhere Sverri was clinging
to the steering oar and | felt his dark eyes watching ne as | scooped up
buckets of water and poured them back to the ocean. | wanted to stop. | was

bl eedi ng, bruised and exhausted, but |I would not show weakness. | hurled
bucket after bucket, and ny arms were aching and ny belly was sour and ny eyes
stung fromthe salt and | was m serable, but I would not stop. There was vomt
slopping in the bilge, but it was not mnine

Sverri stopped ne in the end. He came down the boat and struck ne across the
shoul ders with a short whip and | collapsed onto a bench, and a nonent | ater
two of his nen brought us stale bread soaked in seawater and a skin of sour
ale. No one spoke. The wi nd sl apped the | eather halliards against the short
mast and the waves hissed down the hull and the wind was bitter and rain
pitted the sea. | clutched the hammer amulet. They had left nme that, for it
was a poor thing of carved oxbone and had no value. | prayed to all the gods.

| prayed to Nordtolet me live in his angry sea, and | prayed to the other
gods for revenge. | thought Sverri and his nmen nust sleep and when they sl ept

I would kill them but | fell asleep before they did and we all slept as the
wind lost its fury, and some tinme |later we slaves were kicked awake and we
haul ed the sail up the mast and ran before the rain towards the grey-edged
east .

Four of the rowers were Saxons, three were Norsenen, three were Danes and the
last man was Irish. He was on the bench across fromnme and | did not know he
was lrish at first for he rarely spoke. He was w ry, dark-skinned,



bl ack-hai red and, though only a year



or so older than nme, he bore the battle scars of an old warrior. | noted how
Sverri's nmen watched him fearing he was trouble and when, later that day, the
wi nd went southerly and we were ordered to row, the Irishman pulled his oar
with an angry expression. That was when | asked himhis name and Hakka cane
storm ng down the boat and struck me across the face with a | eat her knout.

Bl ood ran fromny nostrils. Hakka | aughed, then became angry because | showed
no sign of pain and so hit nme again. 'You do not speak,' he told nme, 'you are

not hi ng. What are you?' | did not answer, so he hit me again, harder. 'What
are you?' he demanded.
"Not hing.' | grunted.

" You spoke!' he crowded, and hit me again. 'You mustn't speak!' he screaned
into ny face and sl ashed me around the scalp with his knout. He | aughed,
having tricked ne into breaking the rules, and went back to the prow. So we
rowed in silence, and we slept through the dark, though before we slept they
chai ned our nanacl es together. They always did that and one nman al ways had an
arrow on a bow in case any of us tried to fight as the nman threadi ng the chain
bent in front of us.

Sverri knew how to run a slave ship. In those first days | |ooked for a chance
to fight and had none. The manacl es never cane off. Wen we nade port we were
ordered into the space beneath the steering platformand it would be closed up
by pl anks that were nailed into place. W could talk there and that is how

| earned sonething of the other slaves. The four Saxons had all been sold into
slavery by Kjartan. They had been farmers and they cursed the Christian god
for their predicanent. The Norsenmen and Danes were thieves, condemmed to
slavery by their own people, and all of themwere sullen brutes. | |earned
little of Finan, the Irishman, for he was tight-Iipped, silent and watchf ul

He was the smallest of us, but strong, with a sharp face behind his bl ack
beard. Like the Saxons he was a Christian, or at |east he had the splintered
remmants of a wooden cross hanging on a | eather thong, and sonetinmes he woul d
kiss the wood and hold it to his lips as he silently prayed. He m ght not have
spoken much, but he listened intently as the other slaves spoke of wonen, food
and the lives they had left behind, and | daresay they |ied about all three.
kept quiet, just as Finan kept quiet, though sonetines, if the others were

sl eeping, he would sing a sad song in his own | anguage.

W woul d be let out of the dark prison to | oad cargo that went into the deep
hold in the centre of the ship just aft of the mast. The crew sonetines got
drunk in port, but two of themwere always sober and those two guarded us.
Sonetimes, if we anchored offshore, Sverri would |let us stay on deck, but he
chai ned our manacl es together so none of us could attenpt an escape.

My first voyage on Trader was fromthe stormracked coast of Northunbria to
Frisia where we threaded a strange seascape of |ow islands, sandbanks, running
tides and glistening nudflats. W called at sone m serabl e harbour where four
ot her ships were | oading cargoes and all four ships were crewed by slaves. W
filled Trader's hold with eel skins, snoked fish and otter-pelts.

FromFrisia we ran south to a port in Frankia. | learned it was Frankia
because Sverri went ashore and canme back in a black mood. 'If a Frank is your
friend," he snarled to his crew, 'you can be sure he's not your neighbour.' He
saw nme | ooking at himand | ashed out with his hand, cutting ny forehead with a
silver and anber ring he wore. 'Bastard Franks.' he said, 'bastard Franks!

Ti ght - noneyed m sbegotten bastard Franks.' That evening he cast the runesticks
on the steering platform Like all sailors, Sverri was a superstitious nan and
he kept a sheaf of black runesticks in a |eather bag and, |ocked away beneath
the platform | heard the thin sticks clatter on the deck above. He nust have
peered at the pattern the fallen sticks nade and found some hope in their
array, for he decided we would stay with the tight-noneyed m sbegotten bastard
Franks, and at the end of three days he had bargai ned successfully for we

| oaded a cargo of sword-bl ades, spear-heads, scythes, mmil coats, yew | ogs and
fleeces. W took that north, far north, into the |Iands of the Danes and the
Svear where he sold the cargo. Franki sh blades were much prized, while the yew
| ogs woul d be cut into plough-blades, and with the noney he earned Sverri



filled the boat with iron-ore that we carried back south again.



Sverri was good at managi ng sl aves and very good at naki ng noney. The coins
fairly flomed into the ship, all of themstored in a vast wooden box kept in
the cargo hold. 'You' d like to get your hands on that, wouldn't you?' he
sneered at us one day as we sailed up some nanel ess coast. 'You sea-turds!’
The t hought of us robbing himhad made hi mvol uble. 'You think you can cheat

me? I'11 kill you first. I'Il drown you. |I'll push seal shit down your throats
till you choke.' W said nothing as he raved.
Wnter was coming by then. | did not know where we were, except we were in the

north and somewhere in the sea that |ies about Denmark. After delivering our

| ast cargo we rowed the unl aden ship beside a desol ate sandy shore unti

Sverri finally steered us up a tidal creek edged with reeds and there he ran
Trader ashore on a nuddy bank. It was high tide and the ship was stranded at

t he begi nning of the ebb. There was no village at the creek, just a long | ow
house thatched with noss-covered reeds. Snoke drifted fromthe roof hole.
@Qulls called. A wonman energed fromthe house and, as soon as Sverri junped
down fromthe ship, she ran to himwith cries of joy and he took her in his
arnms and swept her about in a circle. Then three children cane running and he
gave each a handful of silver and tickled themand threw themin the air and
hugged t hem

This was evidently where Sverri planned to winter Trader and he made us enpty
her of her stone ballast, strip her sail, mast and rigging, and then haul her
on log rollers so she stood clear of the highest tides. She was a heavy boat
and Sverri called on a nei ghbour fromacross the marsh to help haul her with a
pair of oxen. His eldest child, a son aged about ten, delighted in pricking us
with the ox goad. There was a slave hut behind the house. It was nade of heavy
| ogs, even the roof was of logs, and we slept there in our manacles. By day we
wor ked, cleaning Trader's hull, scraping away the filth and weeds and
barnacl es. W cl eaned the nuck fromher bilge, spread the sail to be washed by
rain, and watched hungrily as Sverri's worman repaired the cloth with a bone
needl e and catgut. She was a stocky woman with short |egs, heavy thighs and a
round face pockmarked by sone di sease. Her hands and arnms were red and raw
She was anyt hi ng but beautiful, but we were starved of wonmen and gazed at her.
That anused Sverri. He haul ed down her dress once to show us a plunp white
breast and then | aughed at our wi de-eyed stares. | dreamed of Gsela. | tried
to sumtmon her face to ny dreans, but it would not cone, and dreamni ng of her
was no consol ati on.

Sverri's nmen fed us gruel and eel soup and rough bread and fish stew, and when
the snow cane they threw us nud-clotted fl eeces and we huddl ed in the slave
hut and listened to the wind and wat ched the snow t hrough the chi nks between
the logs. It was cold, so cold, and one of the Saxons died. He had been
feverish and after five days he just died and two of Sverri's nen carried his
body to the creek and threw hi m beyond the ice so that his body floated away
on the next tide. There were woods not far away and every few days we woul d be
taken to the trees, given axes and told to make firewdod. The manacl es were
deliberately made too short so that a man could not take a full stride, and
when we had axes they guarded us with bows and with spears, and | knew | woul d
die before | could reach one of the guards with the axe, but | was tenpted to
try. One of the Danes tried before |I did, turning and scream ng, running
clumsily, and an arrow took himin the belly and he doubl ed over and Sverri's
men killed himslowy. He screaned for every long noment. H s bl ood stained
the snow for yards around and he died so very slowy as a |l esson to the rest
of us, and so | just chopped at trees, trinmed the trunks, split the trunks
with a maul and wedges, chopped again and went back to the slave hut.

"If the little bastard children would just come close,' Finan said next day,
"I"d strangle the filthy wee creatures, so | would."'

| was astonished for it was the |ongest statement | had ever heard hi m make.
"Better to take them hostage,' | suggested.

"But they know better than to come close,' he said, ignoring nmy suggestion. He
spoke Danish in a strange accent. 'You were a warrior,' he said.

"I ama warrior,' | said. The two of us were sitting outside the hut on a



patch of grass where the snow had nelted and we were gutting herrings wth
bl unt knives. The gulls screaned about us.



One of Sverri's men watched us from outside the | ong-house. He had a bow
across his knees and a sword at his side. | wondered how Fi nan had guessed

was a warrior, for | had never talked of nmy life. Nor had | revealed ny true
nane, preferring themto think that | was called OGsbert. Osbert had once been
nmy real nane, the nane | was given at birth, but | had been renaned Untred
when ny el der brother died because ny father insisted his el dest son nust be
called Untred. But | did not use the name Untred on board Trader. Unhtred was a
proud nane, a warrior's nane, and | would keep it a secret until | had escaped
slavery. 'How did you know |'ma warrior? | asked Finan

' Because you never stop watching the bastards,' he said. 'You never stop

t hi nki ng about how to kill them'

"You're the sanme,' | said.
"Finan the Agile, they called nme,' he said, 'because | would dance around
enem es. | would dance and kill. Dance and kill.' He slit another fish's belly

and flicked the offal into the snow where two gulls fought for it. There was a
time," he went on angrily, 'when | owned five spears, six horses, two swords,
a coat of bright mail, a shield and a helnmet that shone like fire. | had a
woman with hair that fell to her waist and with a smle that could dimthe
noonday sun. Now | gut herrings.' He slashed with the knife. 'And one day I
shal |l come back here and |I shall kill Sverri, hunmp his woman, strangle his
bastard children and steal his noney.' He gave a harsh chuckle. 'He keeps it
all here. Al that nmoney. Buried it is.'

"You know that for sure?

"What el se does he do with it? He can't eat it because he doesn't shit silver,
does he? No, it's here.’

"Wherever here is,' | said.

"Jutland,' he said. 'The woman's a Dane. W cone here every winter.'

' How many wi nters?

This is nmy third,' Finan said.

'"How did he capture you?

He flipped another cleaned fish into the rush basket. 'There was a fight. Us
agai nst the Norsenmen and the bastards beat us. | was taken prisoner and the
bastards sold me to Sverri. And you?

'Betrayed by ny lord."’

'"So that's another bastard to kill, eh? My lord betrayed ne too."'

" How?'

'"He wouldn't ransom ne. He wanted ny wonan, see? So he let me go, in return
for which favour | pray he may die and that his w ves get |ockjaw and that his
cattle get the staggers and that his children rot in their own shit and that
his crops wither and his hounds choke.' He shuddered as if his anger was too
much to contain.

Sl eet came instead of snow and the ice slowy nelted in the creek. W nmade new
oars from seasoned spruce cut the previous winter, and by the time the oars
had been shaped the ice was gone. G ey fogs cloaked the and and the first
flowers showed at the edges of the reeds. Herons stal ked the shallows as the
sun nelted the nmorning frosts. Spring was coning and so we caul ked Trader with
cattle hair, tar and noss. W cl eaned her and | aunched her, returned the

ball ast to her bilge, rigged the mast and bent the cleaned and nended sai

onto her yard. Sverri enbraced his woman, kissed his children and waded out to
us. Two of his crew haul ed hi maboard and we gripped the oars.

'Row, you bastards!' he shouted, 'row’

Ve rowed.

Anger can keep you alive, but only just. There were tines when | was sick

when | felt too weak to pull the oar, but pull it | did for if | faltered then

I would be tossed overboard. | pulled as | vonmited, pulled as |I sweated,
pulled as | shivered, and pulled as | hurt in every rmuscle. | pulled through
rain and sun and wind and sleet. | renenber having a fever and thinking I was
going to die. | even wanted to die, but Finan cursed ne under his breath.

"You're a feeble Saxon,' he goaded me, 'you're weak. You're pathetic, you
Saxon scum' | grunted some response, and he



snarled at ne again, louder this tine so that Hakka heard fromthe bows. 'They
want you to die, you bastard,' Finan said, 'so prove themwong. Pull, you
feebl e Saxon bastard, pull.' Hakka hit himfor speaking. Another tinme | did
the sane for Finan. | renmenber cradling himin ny arns and putting gruel into
his mouth with ny fingers. 'Live, you bastard,' | told him 'don't let these
earslings beat us. Live!' He lived.

W went north that next summer, pulling into a river that tw sted through a

| andscape of npbss and birch, a place so far north that rills of snow stil
showed i n shadowed places. W bought reindeer hides froma village anong the
birches and carried them back to the sea, and exchanged them for wal rus tusks
and whal ebone, which in turn we traded for anber and eider feathers. W
carried malt and seal skin, furs and salt meat, iron-ore and fleeces. In one
rock-circled cove we spent two days | oading slates that would be turned into
whet stones, and Sverri traded the slates for conbs made from deer antlers and
for big coils of sealskin rope and a dozen heavy ingots of bronze, and we took
all those back to Jutland, going into Haithabu which was a big trading port,
so big that there was a slave conmpound and we were taken there and rel eased

i nsi de where we were guarded by spearnen and hi gh walls.

Fi nan found sone fellow Irishmen in the conpound and | di scovered a Saxon who
had been captured by a Dane fromthe coast of East Anglia. King Guthrum the
Saxon said, had returned to East Anglia where he called hinself Ahelstan and
was building churches. Al fred, so far as he knew, was still alive. The East
Angl i an Danes had not tried to attack Wessex, but even so he had heard that

Al fred was naking forts about his frontier. He knew nothing about Al fred's
Dani sh hostages, so could not tell ne whether Ragnar had been rel eased, nor
had the man heard any news of Guthred or Northunbria, so | stood in the
conpound' s centre and shouted a question. 'Is anyone here from Northunbria?'
Men stared at nme dully. 'Northunbria? | shouted again, and this tine a woman
called fromthe far side of the palisade which divided the mens' conmpound from
the wonens'. Men were crowded at the palisade, peering through its chinks at
t he wonen, but | pushed two aside. 'You' re from Northunbria? | asked the
woman who had called to ne.

"From Onhripum' she told ne. She was a Saxon, fifteen years old and a
tanner's daughter from Onhri pum Her father had owed noney to Earl Ivarr and,
to settle the debt, Ivarr had taken the girl and sold her to Kjartan

At first | thought I must have misheard. 'To Kjartan?' | asked her

"To Kjartan,' she said dully, 'who raped me, then sold ne to these bastards.'
"Kjartan's alive? | asked, astonished.

"He lives,' she said.

'But he was being besieged,' | protested.

"Not while I was there,' she said.

"And Sven? Hi s son?

'"He raped ne too,' she said.

Later, much later, | pieced the whole tale together. Guthred and Ivarr, joined
by my uncle Afric, had tried to starve Kjartan into subm ssion, but the

wi nter was hard, their arm es had been struck by di sease, and Kjartan had
offered to pay tribute to all three and they had accepted his silver. Cuthred
had al so extracted a pronise that Kjartan would stop attacking churchnen, and
for a time that prom se was kept, but the church was too wealthy and Kjartan
too greedy, and within a year the prom se had been broken and some nonks were
killed or enslaved. The annual tribute of silver that Kjartan was supposed to
give to Guthred, Afric and Ivarr had been paid once, and never paid again. So
not hi ng had changed. Kjartan had been hunbled for a few nonths, then he had
judged the strength of his enemes and found it feeble. The tanner's daughter
from Onhri pum knew not hi ng of G sela, had never even heard of her, and

t hought perhaps she had died and that night |I knew despair. | wept. |
renenbered Hld and | wondered what had happened to her, and | feared for her
and | remenbered that one night with G sela when | had ki ssed her beneath the
beech trees and | thought of all nmy dreans that were now hopel ess and so
wept .



| had married a wife in Wessex and | knew nothing of her and, if the truth
were known, | cared nothing. | had |ost ny baby son to death. | had | ost
Iseult to death. | had lost Hild, | had lost all chance of G sela, and that
night I felt a swanping pity for nyself and | sat in the hut and tears rolled
down mny cheeks and Finan saw ne and he began weeping too and | knew he had
been rem nded of home. | tried to rekindle my anger because it is only anger
that will keep you alive, but the anger would not cone. | just wept instead.
could not stop. It was the darkness of despair, of the know edge that ny fate
was to pull an oar until | was broken and then | would go overboard. | wept.
"You and ne.' Finan said, and paused. It was dark. It was a cold night, though
it was summer.

"You and ne?' | asked, ny eyes closed in an attenpt to stop the tears.
"Swords in hand, ny friend,' he said, 'you and ne. It will happen.' He neant
we woul d be free and we woul d have our revenge.

'Dreans,' | said.

"No!" Finan said angrily. He crawmed to nmy side and took nmy hand in both his.
"Don't give up,' he snarled at ne. '"W're warriors, you and |, we're
warriors!' | had been a warrior, | thought. There had been a time when | shone

in mail and helnmet, but now | was lice-ridden, filthy, weak and tearful
"Here,' Finan said, and he pushed sonething into nmy hand. It was one of the
antl er-conbs we had carried as cargo and sonehow he had managed to steal it
and secrete it in his rags. 'Never give up,' he told me, and | used the conb

to disentangle my hair that now grew alnpost to nmy waist. | conmbed it out,
tearing knots free, pulling lice fromthe teeth, and next norning Fi nan
plaited ny straight hair and | did the same for him 'It's how warriors dress

their hair in ny tribe," he explained, "and you and | are warriors. W're not
slaves, we're warriors!' W were thin, dirty, and ragged, but the despair had
passed |like a squall at sea and | let the anger give ne resolve.

Next day we | oaded Trader with ingots of copper, bronze and iron. W rolled
barrels of ale into her stern and filled the remaining cargo space with salt
meat, rings of hard bread and tubs of salted cod. Sverri |aughed at our
plaited hair. 'You two think you'll find wonmen, do you?' he nocked us. 'Or are
you pretending to be wonen?' Neither of us answered and Sverri just grinned.
He was in a good nmood, one of unusual excitement. He |iked seafaring and from
t he amount of provisions we stowed | guessed he planned a | ong voyage and so
it proved. He cast his runesticks time after time and they nust have told him
he woul d prosper for he bought three new slaves, all of them Frisians. He
wanted to be well-manned for the voyage ahead, a voyage that began badly, for
as we |eft Haithabu, we were pursued by another ship. A pirate, Hakka
announced sourly, and we ran north under sail and oars and the other ship
slow y overhaul ed us for she was | onger, |eaner and faster, and it was only
the com ng of night that let us escape, but it was a nervous night. W stowed
the oars and | owered the sail so that Trader would nmake no noise, and in the
dark |1 heard the oar-splashes of our pursuer and Sverri and his nmen were
crouchi ng near us, swords in hand, ready to kill us if we nade a noise. | was
tenpted, and Finan wanted to thunmp on the ship's side to bring the pursuers to
us, but Sverri would have sl aughtered us instantly and so we kept silent and
t he strange ship passed us in the darkness and when dawn cane she had

vani shed.

Such threats were rare. WIf does not eat wolf, and the fal con does not stoop
on anot her falcon, and so the Northmen rarely preyed on each other, though
some nmen, desperate, would risk attacking a fell ow Dane or Norseman. Such
pirates were reviled as outcasts, as nothings, but they were feared. Usually
they were hunted down and the crews were killed or enslaved, but still sone
men risked being outcasts, knowing that if they could just capture one rich
ship like Trader they could nake a fortune that would give them status, power
and acceptance. But we escaped that night, and next day we sailed further
north and still further north, and we did not put into |and that night, nor
for many nights. Then one nmorning | saw a bl ack coast of terrible cliffs and
the sea was shattering white agai nst those grimrocks, and | thought we had



cone to our journey's end, but we did not seek |land. Instead



we sailed on, going west now, and then briefly south to put into the bay of an
i sl and where we anchor ed.

At first Finan thought it was Ireland, but the folk who came to Trader in a
smal | skin boat did not speak his | anguage. There are islands all about the
northern coast of Britain and this, | think was one of them Savages |live on

t hose islands and Sverri did not go ashore, but traded a few paltry coins with
t he savages and received in return some gulls' eggs, dried fish and goat - neat.
And next morning we rowed into a brisk wind and we rowed all day and | knew we
were heading into the western wastes of the w | derness sea. Ragnar the El der
had warned me of those seas, saying that there were | ands beyond them but

that nost men who sought the far | ands never cane back. Those western | ands,
he told ne, were inhabited by the souls of dead sailors. They were grey

pl aces, fog-shrouded and stormbattered, but that was where we were goi ng and
Sverri stood at the steering oar with a | ook of happiness on his flat face and
| remenbered that same happiness. | renenbered the joy of a good ship and the
pul se of its life in the | oomof the steering oar

For two weeks we voyaged. This was the whal e path, and the nonsters of the sea
rolled to | ook at us or spouted water, and the air becanme col der and the sky
was forever clouded, and | knew Sverri's crewren were nervous. They thought we
were |lost, and | thought the same, and | believed ny life would end at the
sea's edge where great whirlpools drag ships down to their deaths. Seabirds
circled us, their cries forlorn in the white cold, and the great whal es

pl unged beneath us, and we rowed until our backs were sore. The seas were grey
and nount ai nous, unendi ng and cold, scunmed with white foam and we had only
one day of friendly wind when we could travel under sail with the big grey
seas hissing along our hull

And so we cane to Horn in the land of fire that sone nmen call Thule. Muntains
snoked and we heard tal es of magical pools of hot water, though |I saw none.
And it was not just a land of fire, but a haunt of ice. There were nountains
of ice, rivers of ice and shelves of ice in the sky. There were codfish | onger
than a man is tall and we ate well there and Sverri was happy. Men feared to
make the voyage we had just made, and he had achieved it, and in Thule his
cargo was worth three times what he would have received in Denmark or Frankia,
t hough of course he had to yield some of the precious cargo as tribute to the
local lord. But he sold the rest of the ingots and took on board whal e bones
and wal rus tusks and wal rus hides and seal skin, and he knew he woul d nake nuch
money if he could take those things home. He was in such a good nood that he
even all owed us ashore and we drank sour birch wine in a | ong-house that stank
of whale flesh. W were all shackled, not just with our ordinary manacl es, but
wi th neck chains too, and Sverri had hired |ocal nmen to guard us. Three of
those sentinels were arnmed with the | ong heavy spears that the nen of Thule
use to kill whales while the other four had flensing knives. Sverri was safe
with them watching us, and he knewit, and for the only time in all the nonths
I was with himhe deigned to speak with us. He boasted of the voyage we had
made and even praised our skill at the oars. 'But you two hate nme.' he said,

| ooki ng at Finan and then at ne.

| sai d nothing.

The birch wine is good,' Finan said, 'thank you for it.'

The birch wine is walrus piss.' Sverri said, then belched. He was drunk. 'You

hate ne,' he said, armused by our hatred. 'I watch you two and you hate nme. The
ot hers now, they're whipped, but you two would kill ne before |I could sneeze.

| should kill you both, shouldn't 1? | should sacrifice you to the sea.'
Nei t her of us spoke. A birch log cracked in the fire and spewed sparks. 'But
you row well,' Sverri said. 'l did free a slave once.' he went on, 'I| rel eased
hi m because | liked him | trusted him | even let himsteer Trader, but he
tried to kill ne. You know what | did with hin? | nailed his filthy corpse to
the prow and let himrot there. And | learned ny |lesson. You' re there to row.

Not hi ng el se. You row and you work and you die.' He fell asleep shortly after
and so did we, and next norning we were back on board Trader and, under a
spitting rain, left that strange |land of ice and flane.



It took nuch less time to go back east because we ran before



a friendly wind and so wintered in Jutland again. W shivered in the slave hut
and listened to Sverri grunting in his woman's bed at night. The snow cane,
ice locked the creek, and it becane the year 880 and | had lived twenty-three
years and | knew my future was to die in shackles because Sverri was wat chf ul
cl ever and ruthl ess.

And then the red ship cane.

She was not truly red. Most ships are built of oak that darkens as the ship
lives, but this ship had been made from pi ne and when the norning or evening
light |Ianced | ow across the sea's edge she seenmed to be the col our of

dar keni ng bl ood.

She | ooked a livid red when we first saw her. That was on the evening of the
day we had | aunched and the red ship was long and | ow and | ean. She coursed
fromthe eastern horizon, conming towards us at an angle, and her sail was a
dirty grey, criss-crossed by the ropes that strengthen the cloth, and Sverri
saw t he beast-head at her prow and deci ded she was a pirate and so we struck

i nshore to waters he knew well. They were shall ow waters and the red ship
hesitated to follow W rowed through narrow creeks, scattering wildfow, and
the red ship stayed within sight, but out beyond the dunes, and then the night
fell and we reversed our course and let the ebb-tide take us out to sea and
Sverri's nmen whipped us to make us row hard to escape the coast. The dawn cane
cold and misty, but as the mst lifted we saw that the red ship was gone.

W were going to Haithabu to find the first cargo of the season, but as we
approached the port Sverri saw the red ship again and she turned towards us
and Sverri cursed her. W were upwi nd of her, which nade escapi ng easy, but
even so she tried to catch us. She used her oars and, because she had at | east
twenty benches, she was nmuch faster than Trader, but she could not close the
wind's gap and by the foll owi ng norning we were again al one on an enpty sea.
Sverri cursed her all the sane. He cast his runesticks and they persuaded him
to abandon the idea of Haithabu and so we crossed to the |and of the Svear
where we | oaded beaver hides and dung-encrusted fl eeces.

W exchanged that cargo for fine candles of rolled wax. W shipped iron-ore
again and so the spring passed and the sumer canme and we did not see the red
ship. W& had forgotten her. Sverri reckoned it was safe to visit Haithabu so
we took a cargo of reindeer skins to the port, and there he | earned that the
red ship had not forgotten him He cane back aboard in a hurry, not bothering
to load a cargo, and | heard himtalking to his crewnen. The red ship, he
said, was prow ing the coasts in search of Trader. She was a Dane, he thought,
and she was crewed by warriors

"Who?' Hakka asked.

"No one knows.'

' \Why 2

"How woul d | know?' Sverri grow ed, but he was worried enough to throw his
runesticks on the deck and they instructed himto | eave Haithabu at once.
Sverri had made an eneny and he did not know who, and so he took Trader to a
pl ace near his winter hone and there he carried gifts ashore. Sverri had a
lord. Alnpbst all nmen have a lord who offers protection, and this |lord was
called Hyring and he owned rmuch | and, and Sverri would pay himsilver each
winter and in return Hyring would offer protection to Sverri and his famly.
But there was little Hyring could do to protect Sverri on the sea, though he
nmust have prom sed to di scover who sailed the red ship and to | earn why that
man wanted Sverri. In the neantine Sverri decided to go far away and so we
went into the North Sea and down the coast and nmade sone nobney with salted
herrings. W crossed to Britain for the first tinme since | had been a sl ave.
W | anded in an East Anglian river, and | never did |earn what river it was,
and we | oaded thick fleeces that we took back to Frankia and there bought a
cargo of iron ingots. That was a rich cargo because Frankish iron is the best
in the world, and we al so purchased a hundred of their prized sword-bl ades.
Sverri, as ever, cursed the Franks for their hard-headedness, but in truth
Sverri's head was as hard as any Frank's and, though he paid well



for the iron and sword-bl ades, he knew that they would bring hima great
profit in the northern |ands.

So we headed north and the sumrer was endi ng and the geese were flying south
above us in great skeins and, two days after we had | oaded the cargo, we saw
the red ship waiting for us off the Frisian coast. It had been weeks since we
had seen her and Sverri nust have hoped that Hyring had ended her threat, but
she was lying just offshore and this tinme the red ship had the wind's

advant age and so we turned inshore and Sverri's men whi pped us desperately. |
grunted with every stroke, making it | ook as though I hauled the oar-loomw th
all ny strength, but in truth | was trying to lessen the force of the blade in
the water so that the red ship could catch us. | could see her clearly. |
could see her oar-wings rising and falling and see the white bone of water
snappi ng at her bows. She was nuch | onger than Trader, and nuch faster, but
she al so drew nore water which is why Sverri had taken us inshore to the coast
of Frisia which all shipnasters fear

It is not rockbound like so many northern coasts. There are no cliffs against
whi ch a good ship can be broken in pieces. Instead it is a tangle of reeds,

i sl ands, creeks and nudflats. For mile after mle there is nothing but

danger ous shal l ows. Passages are marked through those shallows with wthies
rammed into the nud, and those frail signals offer a safe way through the
tangle, but the Frisians are pirates too. They like to mark fal se channels
that lead only to a nudbank where a falling tide can strand a ship, and then

the folk, who live in nud huts on their nud islands, will swarmlike
water-rats to kill and pillage.
But Sverri had traded here and, like all good shipmasters, he carried nenories

of good and bad water. The red ship was catching us, but Sverri did not panic.
I would watch himas |I rowed, and | could see his eyes darting left and right
to deci de which passage to take, then he would make a swift push on the
steering oar and we would turn into his chosen channel. He sought the
shal | owest places, the npst tw sted creeks, and the gods were with him for

t hough our oars sonetines struck a nmudbank, Trader never grounded. The red
ship, being larger, and presumably because her master did not know the coast
as Sverri did, was travelling rmuch nore cautiously and we were | eavi ng her

behi nd.

She began to overhaul us again when we had to cross a wide stretch of open

wat er, but Sverri found another channel at the far side, and here, for the
first time, he slowed our oar-beats. He put Hakka in the bows and Hakka kept
throwing a |l ead-weighted line into the water and calling the depth. W were
crawming into a maze of mud and water, working our slow way north and east,
and | | ooked across to the east and saw that Sverri had at |ast nade a

m stake. A line of withies marked the channel we threaded, but beyond them and
beyond a | ow nuddy island thick with birds, larger withies marked a deep water
channel that cut inshore of our course and would allow the red ship to head us
of f, and the red ship saw the opportunity and took that |arger channel. Her
oar - bl ades beat at the water, she ran at full speed, she was overtaki ng us
fast, and then she ran aground in a tangle of clashing oars.

Sverri laughed. He had known the larger withies marked a fal se channel and the

red ship had fallen into the trap. | could see her clearly now, a ship |aden
with armed nen, nen in mail, sword-Danes and spear-warriors, but she was
stranded.

"Your nmothers are goats!' Sverri shouted across the nud, though | doubt his
voice carried to the grounded ship, 'you are turds! Learn to master a ship,
you usel ess bastards!’

W took anot her channel, |eaving the red ship behind, and Hakka was still in
Trader's bows where he constantly threw the Iine weighted with its lunmp of

| ead. He woul d shout back how deep the water was. This channel was unnarked,
and we had to go perilously slowy for Sverri dared not run aground. Behind
us, far behind now, | could see the crew of the red ship | abouring to free
her. The warriors had discarded their mail and were in the water, heaving at
the long hull, and as night fell | saw her slip free and resume her pursuit,



but we were far ahead now and the darkness cl oaked us.
W spent that night in a reed-fringed bay. Sverri would not go ashore. There
were folk on the nearby island, and their fires



sparked in the night. W could see no other lights, which surely neant that
the island was the only settlenent for nmiles, and I knew Sverri was worried
because the fires would attract the red ship and so he kicked us awake in the
very first glinmrerings of the dawn and we pulled the anchor and Sverri took us
north into a passage narked by withies. The passage seermed to wiggle about
the island's coast to the open sea where the waves broke white, and it offered
a way out of the tangled shore. Hakka again called the depths as we eased our
way past reeds and nudbanks. The creek was shall ow, so shallow that our

oar - bl ades constantly struck bottomto kick up swirls of rmud, yet pace by pace
we followed the frail channel marks, and then Hakka shouted that the red ship
was behi nd us.

She was a | ong way behind us. As Sverri had feared she had been attracted by
the settlement's fires, but she had ended up south of the island, and between
us and her was the mystery of mudbanks and creeks. She could not go west into
t he open sea, for the waves broke continuously on a | ong hal f-sunken beach
there, so she could either pursue us or else try to |loop far around us to the
east and discover another way to the ocean

She decided to follow us and we wat ched as she groped her way al ong the

i sl and's southern coast, |ooking for a channel into the harbour where we had
anchored. W kept creeping north, but then, suddenly, there was a soft grating
sound beneath our keel and Trader gave a gentle shudder and went om nously
still. "Back oars!' Sverri bell owed.

W backed oars, but she had grounded. The red ship was lost in the half-1light
and in the tenuous mist that drifted across the islands. The tide was |low It
was the slack water between ebb and flood and Sverri stared hard at the creek
praying that he could see the tide flowing inwards to float us off, but the
water lay still and col d.

' Overboard!' he shouted. 'Push her!’

W tried. O the others tried, while Finan and | nerely pretended to push, but
Trader was stuck hard. She had gone aground so softly, so quietly, yet she
woul d not nmove and Sverri, still standing on the steering platform could see
the islanders coming towards us across the reed-beds and, nore worrying, he
could see the red ship crossing the wi de bay where we had anchored. He could
see death com ng

"Enpty her,' he shout ed.

That was a hard decision for Sverri to take, but it was better than death, and
so we threw all the ingots overboard.

Finan and | could no longer shirk, for Sverri could see how much work we were
doi ng, and he lashed at us with a stick and so we destroyed the profits of a
year's trading. Even the sword-blades went, and all the time the red ship
crept closer, coming up the channel, and she was only a quarter-nile behind us
when the | ast ingots splashed over the side and Trader gave a slight lurch

The tide was flooding now, swirling past and around the jettisoned ingots.
"Row ' Sverri shouted. The islanders were watching us. They had not dared
approach for fear of the armed nen on the red ship, and now they watched as we
slid away northwards, and we fought the inconming tide and our oars pulled on
mud as often as they bit water, but Sverri screaned at us to row harder. He
woul d risk a further grounding to get clear, and the gods were with him for
we shot out of the passage's mouth and Trader reared to the incom ng waves and
suddenly we were at sea again with the water breaking white on our bows and
Sverri hoisted the sail and we ran northwards and the red ship seened to have
grounded where we had been stranded. She had run onto the pile of ingots and,
because her hull was deeper than Trader's, it took her a long tine to escape
and by the time she was free of the channel we were already hidden by rain
squal ls that crashed fromthe west and pounded the ship as they passed.

Sverri kissed his hamrer anmulet. He had |lost a fortune, but he was a weal thy
man and could afford it. Yet he had to stay wealthy and he knew that the red
ship was pursuing himand that it would stay on the coast until it found us
and so, as dark fell, he dropped the sail and ordered us to the oars.

W went northwards. The red ship was still behind us, but far behind, and the



rain squalls hid us fromtine to tine and when a



bi gger squall canme Sverri dropped the sail, turned the ship westwards into the
wi nd and his nen whi pped us to work. Two of his nen even took oars thensel ves
so that we coul d escape across the darkening horizon before the red ship saw
that we had changed course. It was brutally hard work. W were thunping into
the wind and seas, and every stroke burned the muscles until | thought | would
drop from exhausti on. Deep night ended the work. Sverri could no |onger see
the big waves hissing fromthe west and so he let us ship the oars and plug
the oar-holes and we lay |like dead nmen as the ship heaved and wall owed in the
dark and churni ng sea.

Dawn found us alone. Wnd and rain whi pped fromthe south, and that neant we
did not have to row, but instead could hoist the sail and let the wind carry
us across the grey waters. | |ooked aft, searching for the red ship and she
was not to be seen. There were only the waves and the clouds and the squalls
hurtling across our wake and the wild birds flying Iike white scraps in the
bitter wind, and Trader bent to that wind so that the water rushed past us and
Sverri |l eaned on the steering oar and sang to celebrate his escape fromthe
nmysterious enemy. | could have wept again. | did not know what the red ship
was, or who sailed her, but I knew she was Sverri's enemy and that any eneny
of Sverri was ny friend. But she was gone. W had escaped her

And so we came back to Britain. Sverri had not intended to go there, and he
had no cargo to sell though he did have coins hidden aboard to buy goods, but
the coins would al so have to be expended in survival. He had evaded the red
ship, but he knew that if he went hone he would find her lurking off Jutland
and | do not doubt he was thinking of some other place he m ght spend the
winter in safety. That neant discovering a |lord who would shelter himwhile
Trader was haul ed ashore, cleaned, repaired and re-caul ked, and that |ord
woul d require silver. W oarsmen heard snatches of conversation and gat hered
that Sverri reckoned he should pick up one last cargo, take it to Denmark,
sell it, then find some port where he could shelter and from where he could
travel overland to his hone to collect nore silver to fund the next year's

t radi ng.

we were off the British coast. | did not recogni se where we ere | knew it was
not East Anglia for there were bluffs and hills. -Nothing to buy here,' Sverri
conpl ai ned.

' Fl eeces?' Hakka suggest ed.

"What price will they fetch at this tinme of year?' Sverri demanded angrily.
"All we'll get is whatever they couldn't sell in the spring. Nothing but
rubbi sh matted with sheep shit. 1'd rather carry charcoal .’

W sheltered one night in a river mouth and arnmed horsenen

rode to the shore to stare at us, but they did not use any of the snall
fishing craft which were hauled on the beach to come out to us, suggesting
that if we left themalone then they would | eave us al one. Just as dark fel
anot her trading boat cane into the river and anchored near us, and its Danish
shi pmaster used a small craft to row across to us and he and Sverri squatted
in the space beneath the steering platformand exchanged news. W heard none
of it. W just saw the two nmen drinking ale and tal king. The stranger |eft
bef ore darkness hid his ship and Sverri seenmed pleased with the conversation
for in the norning he shouted his thanks to the other boat and ordered us to
haul the anchor and take the oars. It was a w ndless day, the sea was calm

and we rowed northwards beside the shore. | stared inland and saw snoke rising
fromsettlements and thought that freedomlay there.
| dreaned of freedom but now !l did not think it would ever cone. | thought I

woul d die at that oar as so many others had di ed under Sverri's lash. O the
el even oarsmen who had been aboard when | was given to Sverri only four stil
lived, of whom Finan was one. W now had fourteen oarsnen, for Sverri had
repl aced the dead and, ever since the red ship had cone to haunt his

exi stence, he had paid for nore slaves to man his oars. Sone shi pmasters used
free men to row their boats, reckoning they worked more willingly, but such
men expected a share in the silver and Sverri was a miserly man.

Late that norning we came to a river's mouth and | gazed up



t he headl and on the sout hern bank and saw a hi gh beacon waiting to be lit to
warn the inland folk that raiders came, and |



had seen that beacon before. It was |like a hundred others, yet | recogni sed
it, and I knew it stood in the ruins of the Roman fort at the place where ny
sl avery had begun. W had cone back to the River Tine.

"Slaves!' Sverri announced to us. That's what we're buying. Slaves, just like
you bastards. Except they're not |ike you, because they're wormen and children
Scots. Anyone here speak their bastard | anguage?' None of us answered. Not
that we needed to speak the Scottish |anguage, for Sverri had whi ps that spoke
| oudly enough

He disliked carrying slaves as cargo for they needed constant watching and
feedi ng, but the other trader had told himof women and children newy
captured in one of the endl ess border raids between Northunbria and Scotl and,
and those slaves offered the best prospect of any profit. If any of the wonen
and children were pretty then they would sell high in Jutland s slave markets,
and Sverri needed to make a good trade, and so we rowed into the Tinme on a
rising tide. W were going to Gyruum and Sverri waited until the water had

al nost reached the high-tide mark of sea-wack and flotsam and then he
beached Trader. He did not often beach her, but he wanted us to scrape her
hul | before goi ng back to Denmark, and a beached ship made it easier to |oad
human cargo, and so we ran her ashore and | saw that the slave pens had been
rebuilt and that the ruined nonastery had a thatched roof again. Al was as it
was.

Sverri nade us wear slave collars that were chained together so we could not
escape and then, while he crossed the salt-marsh and clinbed to the nonastery,
we scraped the exposed hull with stones. Finan sang in his native Irish as he
wor ked, but sonetimes he would throw nme a crooked grin. 'Tear the caul king
out, GCsbert.' he suggested.

'So we sink?

"Aye, but Sverri sinks with us.'

"Let himlive so we can kill him"' | said.

"And we will kill him"' Finan said.

'Never give up hope, eh?

"I dreaned it,' Finan said. 'I've dreaned it three tines since the red ship
cane.'

"But the red ship's gone,' | said.

"We'll kill him | promise you. I'll dance in his guts, | wll."’

The tide had been at its height at mdday so all afternoon it fell unti

Trader was stranded hi gh above the fretting waves, and she could not be
refloated until long after dark. Sverri was al ways uneasy when his ship was
ashore and | knew he would want to |load his cargo that same day and then
refloat the ship on the night's tide. He had an anchor ready so that, in the
dark, we could push off fromthe beach and noor in the river's centre and be
ready to leave the river at first light.

He purchased thirty-three slaves. The youngest were five or six years old, the
ol dest were perhaps seventeen or eighteen, and they were all wonen and
children, not a man anong them W had finished cleaning the hull and were
squatting on the beach when they arrived, and we stared at the wonen with the
hungry eyes of nen denied partners. The slaves were weeping, so it was hard to
tell if any were pretty. They were weepi ng because they were slaves, and
because they had been stolen fromtheir own | and, and because they feared the
sea, and because they feared us. A dozen arnmed nen rode behind them |
recogni sed none of them Sverri wal ked down the manacl ed |ine, exam ning the
children's teeth and pulling down the wonmen's dresses to exam ne their
breasts. 'The red-haired one will fetch a good price,' one of the armed nen
called to Sverri.

"So will they all.’

"I humped her last night,' the nan said, 'so perhaps she's carrying ny baby,
eh? You'll get two slaves for the price of one, you |ucky bastard.'

The slaves were al ready shackl ed and Sverri had been forced to pay for those
manacl es and chains, just as he had to buy food and ale to keep the
thirty-three Scots alive on their voyage to Jutland. W had to fetch those



provisions fromthe nonastery and so Sverri |led us back across the salt-narsh,
over the streamand up to the fallen stone cross where a wagon and si x nounted
nen



wai ted. The wagon had barrels of ale, tubs of salt herring and snoked eel s,
and a sack of apples. Sverri bit into an apple, made a wy face and spat out

the nmout hful . 'Wrmridden,' he conpl ained and tossed the remmants to us, and
I managed to snatch it out of the air despite everyone el se reaching for it. |
broke it in half and gave one portion to Finan. 'They'll fight over a worny

apple,' Sverri jeered, then spilled a bag of coins onto the wagon bed. ' Kneel
you bastards.' he snarled at us as a seventh horseman rode towards the wagon.
We knelt in obeisance to the newconer. 'W nust test the coins.' the newconer
said and | recognised the voice and | ooked up and saw Sven t he One- Eyed

And he | ooked at ne.

| dropped ny gaze and bit into the apple.

' Franki sh deniers.' Sverri said proudly, offering some of the silver coins to
Sven.

Sven did not take them He was staring at ne. 'Wwo is that?' he denanded
Sverri | ooked at nme. 'Gsbert.' he said. He selected some nore coins. 'These
are Alfred' s pennies.' he said, holding themout to Sven

'Osbert?' Sven said. He still gazed at ne. | did not [ook |ike Uhtred of
Bebbanburg. My face had new scars, ny nose was broken, my unconbed hair was a
great tangled thatch, ny beard was ragged and ny skin was as dark as pickled
wood, but still he stared at ne. 'Conme here, Gsbert.' he said.

I could not go far, because the neck chain held nme close to the other oarsnen,
but | stood and shuffled towards himand knelt again because | was a sl ave and
he was a | ord.

'Look at me.' he snarl ed.

| obeyed, staring into his one eye, and | saw he was dressed in fine mail and
had a fine cloak and was nounted on a fine horse. | made ny right cheek quiver
and | dribbled as if | were halfway nmad and |I grinned as though | were pl eased
to see himand | bobbed nmy head compul sively and he nust have decided |I was
just another ruined half-mad sl ave and he waved ne away and took the coins
from Sverri. They haggl ed, but at |ast enough coins were accepted as good
silver, and we oarsmen were ordered to carry the barrels and tubs down to the
shi p.

Sverri clouted ne over the shoul ders as we wal ked. 'VWat were you doi ng?'

' Doi ng, naster?

" Shaking like an idiot. Dribbling.'

"I think I'mfalling ill, master.'

"Did you know t hat nman?

"No, lord."'

Sverri was suspicious of ne, but he could learn nothing, and he left me al one
as we heaved the barrels onto Trader that was still half stranded on the

beach. But | did not shake or dribble as we stowed the provisions, and Sverri
knew sonet hi ng was ami ss and he thought about it further and then hit nme again
as the answer came to him 'You cane fromhere, didn't you?

'Did |, lord?

He hit me again, harder, and the other slaves watched. They knew a wounded

ani mal when they saw one and only Finan had any synpathy for me, but he was
hel pl ess. ' You canme fromhere.' Sverri said. 'How could | have forgotten that?
This is where you were given to me.' He pointed towards Sven who was across
the marsh on the ruin-crowned hill. '"Wat's Sven the One-Eyed to you?
"Nothing," | said. 'lI've never seen him before."’

"You lying turd.' he said. He had a nerchant's instinct for profit and so he
ordered me rel eased fromthe other oarsnen though he made sure ny ankles were
still shackled and that | still wore the neck chain. Sverri took its end,
meaning to | ead nme back to the nonastery, but we got no further than the

shi ngl e bank because Sven had al so been havi ng second thoughts. My face
haunted his bad dreanms and, in the twitching idiot visage of Gsbert, he had
seen his nightmares and now he was gal |l oping towards us, followed by six

hor senen.

Kneel ." Sverri ordered ne.

I knelt.



Sven's horse skidded to a halt on the shingle bank. 'Look at ne,' he ordered a
second tine, and | | ooked up and spittle hung frommy mouth into ny beard. |
twitched, and Sverri struck me hard. 'Wo is he?" Sven denmanded.

"He told me his nanme was GCsbert, lord,' Sverri said.

'"He told you?

"I was given himhere, lord, in this place,' Sverri said, '"and he told ne he
was cal l ed Gshert.’

Sven smiled then. He di smounted and wal ked to nme, tipping ny chin up so he
could stare into ny face. 'You got him here? he asked Sverri

'"King Guthred gave himto ne, lord."'

Sven knew nme then and his one-eyed face was contorted with a strange m x of
triunmph and hatred. He hit me across the skull, hit ne so hard that ny nind
went dark for an instant and | fell to one side. 'Untred!' he proclained
triunphantly, 'you're Uhtred!'

"Lord!" Sverri was standing over ne, protecting me. Not because he liked ne,
but because | represented a windfall profit.

"He's mine,' Sven said, and his |ong sword whispered out of its fleece-Ilined
scabbar d.

"He's mine to sell, lord, and yours to buy,' Sverri said hunbly, but firmy.
"To take him' Sven said, "I will kill you, Sverri, and all your nen. So the
price for this man is your life.’

Sverri knew he was beaten then. He bowed, rel eased ny neck chain and stepped
back, and | seized the neck chain and whipped its | oose end at Sven and it
whi stled close to him driving himback, and then | ran. The | eg shackl es
hobbl ed nme and | had no choice but to run into the river. | stunbled through
the small waves and turned, ready to use the chain as a weapon and | knew
was dead because Sven's horsemen were comng for nme and | backed deeper into
the water. It was better to drown, | thought, than to suffer Sven's tortures.
Then the horsenen stopped. Sven pushed past them and then he too checked and
was up to nmy chest in the river and the chain was awkward in ny hand and | was
readying to throw nyself backwards to black death in the river when Sven

hi nsel f stepped away. Then he went back anot her pace, turned and ran for his
horse. There had been fear on his face and | risked turning to see what had
frightened him

And there, coming fromthe sea, driven by twi n oar-banks and by the swiftly
flooding tide, was the red ship.



Si x

The red ship was cl ose and was com ng fast. Her bows were crowned with a

bl ack-t oot hed dragon's head and filled with armed nen in mail and hel nets. She
cane in a gale of noise; the splash of oar-blades, the shouts of her warriors
and the seethe of white water around the great red breast of her high prow |
had to stagger to one side to avoid her, for she did not slow as she neared

t he beach, but kept comi ng, and the oars gave one | ast heave and the bows
grated on the shore and the dragon's head reared up and the great ship's kee
crashed up the beach in a thunder of scattering shingle. The dark hull | ooned
above me, then an oar-shaft struck me in the back, throwi ng me under the waves
and when | managed to stagger upright | saw the ship had shuddered to a halt
and a dozen nmail-clad men had junmped fromthe prow with spears, swords, axes
and shields. The first nen onto the beach bell owed defiance as the rowers
dropped their oars, plucked up weapons, and followed. This was no trading
ship, but a Viking cone to her kill

Sven fled. He scranbled into his saddle and spurred across the marsh while his
six men, nuch braver, rode their horses at the invading Vikings, but the
beasts were axed down scream ng and the unsaddl ed riders were butchered on the
strand, their blood trickling to the small waves where | stood, nouth open
hardly believing what | saw. Sverri was on his knees with his hands spread

wi de to show he had no weapons.

The red ship's master, glorious in a helnmet crested with eagle w ngs, took his
men to the marsh path and |l ed themtowards the nonastery buildings. He left a
hal f -dozen warriors on the beach and one of those was a huge man, tall as a
tree and broad as a barrel, who carried a great war axe that was stained with
bl ood. He dragged off his helnet and grinned at ne. He said something, but I
did not hear him | was just staring in disbelief and he grinned wi der

It was Steapa.

St eapa Snotor. Steapa the Clever, that neant, which was a joke because he was
not the brightest of nen, but he was a great warrior who had once been ny
sworn eneny and had since becone ny friend. Now he grinned at ne fromthe
water's edge and | did not understand why a West Saxon warrior was travelling
in a Viking ship, and then | began to cry. | cried because | was free and
because Steapa's broad, scarred, baleful face was the npbst beautiful thing

had seen since | had | ast been on this beach

| waded out of the water and | enbraced him and he patted ny back awkwardly
and he could not stop grinning because he was happy. 'They did that to you?

he said, pointing at ny | eg shackl es.

"I"ve worn themfor nore than two years,' | said.

"Put your legs apart, lord.' he said.

"Lord?" Sverri had heard Steapa and he understood that one Saxon word. He got
up fromhis knees and took a faltering step towards us. 'Is that what he

call ed you?' he asked me, 'lord?

| just stared at Sverri and he went on his knees again. 'Wo are you?' he
asked, frightened.

"You want nme to kill hinP' Steapa grow ed.

"Not yet.' | said.

"I kept you alive,' Sverri said, 'l fed you.'

| pointed at him 'Be silent,' | said and he was.

"Put your legs apart, lord.' Steapa said again. 'Stretch that chain for ne.'

| did as he ordered. 'Be careful.' | said.

'"Be careful!' he nocked, then he swung the axe and the big bl ade whistled past

my groin and crashed into the chain and ny ankles were tw tched i nwards by the
massi ve bl ow so that |



staggered. 'Be still.' Steapa ordered ne, and he swung again and this time the
chain snapped. 'You can walk now, lord.' Steapa said, and | could, though the
i nks of broken chain dragged behi nd ny ankl es.

| wal ked to the dead nen and selected two swords. 'Free that man.' | told

St eapa, pointing at Finan, and Steapa chopped through nore chains and Fi nan
ran to nme, grinning, and we stared at each other, eyes bright with tears of
joy, and then | held a sword to him He |ooked at the blade for a nmonment as

t hough he did not believe what he was seeing, then he gripped the hilt and
bayed like a wol f at the darkening sky. Then he threw his arnms around ny neck.

He was weeping. 'You're free.' | told him

"And | ama warrior again,' he said. '|l amFinan the Agile!’

"And | amUnhtred.' | said, using that name for the first time since | had | ast
been on this beach. 'My nane is Unhtred.' | said again, but |ouder this ting,
"and | amthe lord of Bebbanburg.' | turned on Sverri, ny anger welling up. 'l
am Lord Untred.' | told him 'the man who killed Ubba Lot hbrokson besi de the
sea and sent Svein of the Wite Horse to the corpse-hall. | amuUhtred.' | was
inared rage now | stalked to Sverri and tipped his face up with the
sword-blade. 'I amUhtred,' | said, 'and you call ne lord."'

"Yes, lord.' he said.

"And he is Finan of Ireland,' | said, 'and you call himlord."

Sverri | ooked at Finan, could not neet his gaze and | owered his eyes. 'Lord.'
he said to Finan

I wanted to kill him but | had a notion that Sverri's usefulness on this
earth was not quite finished and so | contented nmyself with taking Steapa's
knife and slitting open Sverri's tunic to bare his arm He was shaki ng,
expecting his throat to be cut, but instead | carved the letters into his

fl esh, then rubbed sand into the wound. 'So tell ne, slave,' | said, 'how you
undo these rivets? | tapped ny ankle chains with the knife.

"l need a blacksnmith's tools, lord.' Sverri said.

"I'f you want to live, Sverri, pray that we find them

There had to be tools up at the ruined nonastery, for that was where Kjartan's
men manacl ed their slaves, and so Steapa sent two nmen to search for the neans
to strike off our chains and Finan anused hi nself by butchering Hakka because
I would not let himslaughter Sverri. The Scottish slaves watched in awe as
the blood swilled into the sea beside the stranded Trader. Finan danced with
joy afterwards and chanted one of his wild songs, then he killed the rest of
Sverri's crew.

"Why are you here?' | asked Steapa.

"I was sent, lord.' he said proudly.

' Sent? Who sent you?'

' The king, of course.' he said.

"Quthred sent you?

'Qut hred?' Steapa asked, puzzled by the name, then shook his head. 'No, |ord.
It was King Al fred, of course.’

"Alfred sent you?' | asked, then gaped at him 'Alfred?

"Alfred sent us.' he confirned.

"But these are Danes.' | gestured at the crewnen who had been left on the
beach with Steapa.

'Sonme are Danes,' Steapa said, 'but we're nostly West Saxons. Alfred sent us.'
"Alfred sent you?' | asked again, knowing | sounded |like an incoherent fool
but | could scarcely believe what | was hearing. 'Alfred sent Danes?

"A dozen of them Ilord,' Steapa said, 'and they're only here because they
follow him' He pointed to the shipmaster in his wi nged hel met who was
striding back to the beach. 'He's the hostage,' Steapa said as though that
expl ai ned everything, 'and Alfred sent ne to keep himhonest. | guard him'
The hostage? Then | renenbered whose badge was the eagle wing and | stunbl ed
towards the red ship's master, inhibited by the ragged chai ns dragging from ny
ankl es, and the approaching warrior took off his w nged helmet and | could
scarcely see his face because of ny tears. But | still shouted his nane.
'Ragnar!' | shouted. 'Ragnar!’



He was | aughi ng when we net. He enmbraced nme, whirled nme about, enbraced ne a
second tine and then pushed ne away. 'You stink,' he said, 'you're the
ugliest, hairiest, snelliest bastard



|'ve ever laid eyes on. | should throw you to the crabs, except why would a
good crab want anything as revolting as you?

| was laughing and | was crying. 'Alfred sent you?

"He did, but I wouldn't have cone if 1'd known what a filthy turd you' ve
becorme,' he said. He snmiled broadly and that snile rem nded me of his father
all good hurmour and strength. He enbraced ne again. 'It is good to see you,
Unhtred Ragnarson,' he said.

Ragnar's men had driven Sven's remaining troops away. Sven hinsel f had escaped
on horseback, fleeing towards Dunholm W burned the slave pens, freed the

sl aves, and that night, by the Iight of the burning wattle hurdles, ny
shackl es were struck off and for the next few days | raised ny feet

[ udi crously high when | wal ked for I had grown so accustonmed to the wei ght of
the iron bonds.

| washed. The red-haired Scottish slave cut my hair, watched by Finan. 'Her
nane's Ethne,' he told me. He spoke her |anguage, or at |east they could
under st and one another, though | guessed, fromthe way they | ooked at each
other, that different |anguages would not have been a barrier. Ethne had found
two of the nen who had raped her among Sven's dead and she had borrowed
Finan's sword to nmutilate their corpses and Finan had watched her proudly. Now
she used shears to cut nmy hair and trimny beard, and afterwards | dressed in
a leather jerkin and in clean hose and proper shoes. And then we ate in the
rui ned nonastery church and | sat with Ragnar, ny friend, and heard the tale
of my rescue.

'"W've been follow ng you all sunmer.' he said.

"W saw you.'

"Couldn't miss us, could you, not with that hull? Isn't she a horror? | hate
pi ne-built hulls. She's called Dragon-Fire, but | call her WormBreath. It
took me a nonth to get her ready for sea. She belonged to a man who was kill ed
at Et handun and she was just rotting away on the Tenmes when Al fred gave her to
us.'

"Way would Alfred do that?

' Because he said you won himhis throne at Ethandun,' Ragnar said and grinned.
"Alfred was exaggerating,' he went on, 'lI'msure he was. | inmagine you just
stunbl ed about the battlefield and made a bit of noise, but you did enough to
fool Afred.’

"I did enough.' | said softly, remenbering the long green hill. "But | thought
Alfred didn't notice.'

'"He noticed,' Ragnar said, 'but he didn't do this just for you. He gained a
nunnery as well .’

"He di d what?'

'CGot hinself a nunnery. God knows why he'd want one. Me, | might have
exchanged you for a whorehouse, but Alfred got a nunnery and he seened wel |
enough pl eased with that bargain.'

And that was when the story emerged. | did not hear the whole tale that night,
but later |I pieced it all together and | shall tell it here. It had al

started with Hld

GQut hred kept his last promise to nme and treated her honourably. He gave her ny
sword and my helmet, he let her keep ny mail and ny armrings, and he asked
her to be the conpanion of his new wi fe, Queen Gsburh, the Saxon niece of the
det hroned king in Eoferwic. But Hild blamed herself for my betrayal. She

deci ded that she had of fended her god by resisting her calling as a nun and so
she begged Guthred to give her |l eave to go back to Wssex and rejoin her

order. He had wanted her to stay in Northunbria, but she pleaded with himto

I et her go and she told himthat God and Sai nt Cuthbert demanded it of her

and Guthred was ever open to Cuthbert's persuasion. And so he allowed her to
acconpany nessengers he was sending to Alfred and thus Hld returned to Wessex
and once there she found Steapa, who had al ways been fond of her

"She took nme to Fifhaden.' Steapa told ne that night when the hurdles burned
beneath the ruined walls of Gyruum s nonastery.

"To Fifhaden?



"And we dug up your hoard,' Steapa said. 'Hld showed me where it was and |
dug it up. Then we carried it to AlIfred. All of it. W poured it on the floor
and he just stared at it.'

That hoard was Hild's weapon. She told Alfred the story of Guthred and how he
had betrayed ne, and she prom sed Al fred



that if he sent men to find ne then she would use all that gold and silver on
his hall's floor to build a house of God and that she would repent of her sins
and live the rest of her life as a bride of Christ. She would wear the
church's manacles so that ny iron chains could be struck off.

' She becanme a nun again?' | asked.

' She said she wanted that.' Steapa said. 'She said God wanted it. And Alfred
did. He said yes to her.’

"So Alfred rel eased you?' | asked Ragnar

"I hope he will,' Ragnar said, 'when | take you back hone. I'mstill a
hostage, but Alfred said | could search for you if | promsed to return to
him And we'll all be released soon enough. Guthrum s maeki ng no trouble. King

A hel stan, he's called now'

'"He's in East Anglia?

'"He's in East Anglia,' Ragnar confirned, 'and he's building churches and
nonasteries.'

'"So he really did beconme a Christian?

The poor bastard's as pious as Alfred.' Ragnar said gloomly. 'Quthrum al ways
was a credulous fool. But Alfred sent for me. Told ne | could search for you.
He let nme take the nmen who served ne in exile and the rest are crewnen that
St eapa found. They're Saxons, of course, but the bastards can row well
enough.'

' St eapa said he was here to guard you.' | said.

' Steapa!' Ragnar | ooked across the fire we had lit in the nave of the
nmonastery's ruined church, 'you foul scrap of stinking stoat-shit. Did you say
you were here to guard ne?

"But | am lord.' Steapa said.

"You're a piece of shit. But you fight well.' Ragnar grinned and | ooked back
tonme. "And I'mto take you back to Alfred.’

| stared into the fire where strips of burning wattle glowed a brilliant red.
Thyra is at Dunholm®' | said, 'and Kjartan still lives.'

"And | go to Dunhol mwhen Alfred rel eases ne,' Ragnar said, 'but first |I have
to take you to Wessex. | swore an oath on it. |I swore | would not break

Nort hunbri an peace, but only fetch you. And Alfred kept Brida, of course.'

Bri da was his woman.

'He kept her?

'"As a hostage for me, | suppose. But he'll release her and | shall have noney
and | shall assenble nmen and then | shall scrape Dunhol m off the face of the
earth.’

' You have no noney?'

' Not enough.'

So | told himabout Sverri's hone in Jutland and how t here was noney there, or
at |least we believed there was noney there, and Ragnar thought about that and
| thought about Al fred.

Alfred did not like me. He had never liked ne. At times he hated nme, but | had
done him service. | had done himgreat service, and he had been I ess than
generous in rewarding that service. Five hides, he had given nme, while | had
gi ven hima kingdom Yet now | owed ny freedomto him and | did not

under stand why he had done it. Except, of course, that Hild had given hima
house of prayer, and he woul d have wanted that, and he woul d have wel comed her
repent ance, and both those things made a twi sted kind of sense. Yet he had

still rescued ne. He had reached out and plucked ne from slavery and | deci ded
he was generous after all. But | also knew there would be a price to pay.

Al fred woul d want nore than Hild' s soul and a new convent. He woul d want ne.

"I hoped |I'd never see Wessex again.' | said.

"Well you're going to see it,' Ragnar said, 'because | swore to take you back
Besi des, we can't stay here.'

"No.' | agreed.
"Kjartan will have a hundred nen here in the norning.' Ragnar said.
"Two hundred.' | said.

'"So we nust go.' he said, then | ooked wistful. 'There's a hoard in Jutland?



"A great hoard.' Finan said.

"W think it's buried in a reed hut,' | added, 'and guarded by a woman and
three children.’

Ragnar stared through the door to where a few sparks of fire showed anong the
hovel s built by the old Roman fort. 'I can't go to Jutland,' he said softly.
"I swore an oath that | would take you back as soon as |I found you.'



'So someone el se can go.' | suggested. 'You have two ships now. And Sverri

will reveal where his hoard is if he's frightened enough.'

So next norning Ragnar ordered his twelve Danes to take Trader across the sea.
The conmmand of the ship was given to Rollo, Ragnar's best steersman, and Fi nan
begged to go with Rollo's crew, and the Scottish girl Ethne went with Fi nan
who now wore mail and a hel net and had a | ong sword buckl ed at his waist.
Sverri was chained to one of Trader's oar-benches and, as she left the shore,

| saw Finan whipping himwith the lash that had scarred our backs for so nany
nont hs.

Trader left and we then carried the Scottish slaves across the river in the
red ship and rel eased them on the northern bank. They were frightened and did
not know what to do, so we gave them a handful of the coins we had taken from
Sverri's strongbox and told themto keep walking with the sea always on their
right hand and, with a little luck, they m ght reach home. They would nore
likely be captured by Bebbanburg's garrison and sold back into slavery, but we
could not help that. We left them pushed the red ship away fromthe shore and
turned for the sea

Behi nd us, where Gyruunmis hilltop snoked fromthe remmants of our fires,
horsenen in mail and hel nets appeared. They lined the crest, and a col um of
them gal | oped across the salt-nmarsh to clatter onto the shingle bank, but they
were much too late. W' were riding the ebb-tide towards the open sea and

| ooked behind and saw Kjartan's nen and | knew | would see them agai n and then
the Dragon-Fire rounded the river's bend and the oars bit the water and the
sun glittered |ike sharpened spear-points on the small waves and an osprey

fl ew overhead and | raised ny eyes to the wind and wept.

Pure tears of joy.

It took us three weeks to voyage to Lundene where we paid silver to the Danes
who exacted a toll fromevery ship that rowed upriver, and then it was another
two days to Readi ngum where we beached Dragon-Fire and purchased horses wth
Sverri's noney. It was autumm in Wssex, a tine of mists and fallow fields.
The peregrine fal cons had returned from wherever they voyage in the high sky
during the sumrer nonths and the oak | eaves were turning a w nd-shivered
bronze.

W rode to Wntanceaster for we were told that was where Al fred was hol di ng
court, but the day we arrived he had ridden to one of his estates and was not
expected to return that night and so, as the sun | owered over the scaffolding
of the big church Alfred was building, | left Ragnar in the Two Cranes tavern
and wal ked to the northern edge of the town. | had to ask directions and was
poi nted down a long alley that was choked with muddy ruts. Two pigs rooted in
the alley that was bordered on one side by the town's high palisade and on the
other by a wooden wall in which there was a | ow door narked by a cross. A
score of beggars were crouched in the nud and dung outside the door. They were
in rags. Some had lost arnms or |egs, nost were covered in sores, while a blind
worman held a scarred child. They all shuffled nervously aside as | approached.
| knocked and waited. | was about to knock again when a small hatch was slid
aside in the door and | explained ny business, then the hatch snapped shut and
| waited again. The scarred child cried and the blind woman held a beggi ng
bow towards ne. A cat wal ked along the wall's top and a cloud of starlings
flew westwards. Two wonen with huge | oads of firewood strapped on their backs
passed ne and behind them a man drove a cow. He bobbed his head in deference
to nme for | looked like a lord again. | was dressed in | eather and had a sword
at ny side, though the sword was not Serpent-Breath. My bl ack cl oak was held
at nmy throat with a heavy brooch of silver and anmber that | had taken from one
of Sverri's dead crewren, and that brooch was nmy only jewel for | had no arm
rings.

Then the | ow door was unbolted and pulled inwards on its | eather hinges and a
smal I worman beckoned ne inside. | ducked through, she closed the door and | ed
me across a patch of grass, pausing there to let nme scrape the street dung off
ny boots before



taking me to a church. She ushered ne inside, then paused again to genufl ect
towards the altar. She muttered a prayer, then gestured that | should go

t hrough anot her door into a bare roomwi th walls nmade of nud and wattle. Two
stools were the only furniture and she told me I night sit on one of them and
then she opened a shutter so that the late sun could illum nate the room A
nouse scuttled in the floor rushes and the small woman tutted and then left ne
al one.

| waited again. A rook cawed on the roof. From sone place nearby | could hear
the rhythmic squirt of mlk going into a pail. Another cow, its udder full
waited patiently just beyond the open shutter. The rook cawed agai n and then

t he door opened and three nuns cane into the room Two of them stood agai nst
the far wall, while the third just gazed at ne and began to weep silently.
"Hild," | said, and | stood to enbrace her, but she held a hand out to keep ne
fromtouchi ng her. She went on weeping, but she was smiling too, and then she
put both her hands over her face and stayed that way for a long while.

'God has forgiven ne,' she finally spoke through her fingers.

"I amglad of it," | said.

She sniffed, took her hands fromher face and indicated that | should sit
agai n, and she sat opposite ne and for a tinme we just |ooked at each other and

| thought how | had missed her, not as a lover, but as a friend. | wanted to
enbrace her, and perhaps she sensed that for she sat straighter and spoke very
formally. 'l amnow t he Abbess Hil degyth,' she said.

"I had forgotten your proper nane is Hildegyth,' | said.

"And it does my heart good to see you,' she said primy. She was dressed in a
coarse grey robe that matched the gowns of her two compani ons, both of whom
were ol der wonen. The robes were belted with henp-rope and had heavy hoods
hiding their hair. A plain wooden cross hung at Hld' s neck and she fingered

it conpulsively. 'l have prayed for you,' she went on

"It seens your prayers worked,' | said awkwardly.

"And | stole all your noney,' she said with a touch of her old m schief.
"I giveit toyou," | said, "willingly.'

She told ne about the nunnery. She had built it with the noney from Fifhaden's
hoard and now it housed sixteen sisters and eight |aywonen. 'Qur lives,' she
said, 'are dedicated to Christ and to Saint Hedda. You know who Hedda was?'
"I've never heard of her,' | said.

The two ol der nuns, who had been | ooking at ne with stern di sapproval,
suddenly broke into giggles. Hld smled. 'Hedda was a man,' she told ne
gently, 'and he was born in Northunbria and he was the first bishop of

W ntanceaster. He is renmenbered as a nost holy and good man, and | chose him
because you are from Northunbria and it was your unwitting generosity that |et
us build this house in the town where Saint Hedda preached. W vowed to pray
to himevery day until you returned, and now we shall pray to himevery day to
t hank him for answering our prayers.'

| said nothing for |I did not know what to say. | renenber thinking that Hld's
voi ce was forced as if she were persuading herself as well as ne that she was
happy, and I was wong about that. It was forced because my presence brought
her unpl easant nenories, and in tine | |learned she truly was happy. She was
useful. She had nade her peace with her god and after she died she was
renenbered as a saint. Not so very long ago a bishop told me all about the
nmost holy and bl essed Saint Hil degyth and how she had been a shining exanple
of Christian chastity and charity, and | was sorely tenpted to tell himthat I
had once spread-eagl ed the saint anong the buttercups, but managed to restrain
nmysel f. He was certainly right about her charity. Hild told nme that the

pur pose of Saint Hedda's nunnery was not just to pray for ne, its benefactor
but to heal the sick. 'W are busy all day,' she said, 'and all night. W take
the poor and we tend them |[|'ve no doubt there are some waiting outside our
gate right now.'

"There are.' | said.

' Then those poor folk are our purpose,' she said, 'and we are their servants.'
She gave nme a brisk smle. "Nowtell nme what | have prayed to hear. Tell ne



your tales.'
So |l told her and I did not tell her all of what had happened,



but made light of slavery, saying only that | had been chained so | could not
escape. | told her of the voyages, of the strange places and of the people
had seen. | spoke of the land of ice and fire, of watching the great whales
breach in the endless sea, and | told her of the long river that twisted into
a land of birch trees and lingering snow, and | finished by saying that | was
glad to be a free man again and grateful to her for making me so.

H1ld was silent when | finished. The mlk still spurted into the pail outside.
A sparrow perched on the wi ndow | edge, preened itself and flew away. Hild had
been staring at me, as if testing the veracity of ny words. 'Was it bad?' she
asked after a while.

| hesitated, tenpted to lie, then shrugged. 'Yes,' | said shortly.

"But now you are the Lord Unhtred again,' she said, 'and | have your
possessions.' She signalled to one of the nuns, who left the room 'W kept
everything for you," Hld said brightly.

' Everything?' | asked.

' Except your horse,' she said ruefully. 'l couldn't bring the horse. \Wat was
he cal |l ed? Wtnere?

"Wtnere,' | said.

"I fear he was stolen.'

' Stol en?

The Lord lvarr took him

| said nothing because the nun had come back into the roomw th a cunbersone

arnful of weapons and mail. She had ny hel net, ny heavy coat of |eather and
mail, she had my armrings and she had Wasp-Sting and Serpent-Breath, and she
dropped themall at ny feet and there were tears in ny eyes as | |eaned

forward and touched Serpent-Breath's hilt. 'The mail coat was damaged,' Hild
said, 'so we had one of the king's arnmourers repair it.'

' Thank you,' | said.
"I have prayed,' Hild said, '"that you will not take revenge on King Guthred.'
'"He enslaved me,' | said harshly. | could not take my hand fromthe sword.

There had been so many nonents of despair in the |last two years, nonments when
| thought | would never touch a sword again, |let alone Serpent-Breath, yet
here she was, and ny hand slowy closed about the hilt.

"Quthred did what he felt was best for his kingdom' Hld said sternly, 'and
he is a Christian.'

'He enslaved ne,' | said again.

"And you nust forgive him' Hld said forcefully, "as | have forgiven the nen
who wronged me and as God has forgiven me. | was a sinner,' she went on, 'a
great sinner, but God has touched ne and poured his grace into ne and so
forgiven ne. So swear to ne that you will spare Guthred.'

"I will make no oaths.' | said harshly, still holding Serpent-Breath.

"You are not an unkind man,' Hild said. 'l know that. You were kinder to ne
than | ever deserved. So be kind to Guthred. He's a good nman.'

"I will remenber that when | nmeet him' | said evasively.

"And renenber that he regretted what he did,' Hild said, 'and that he did it
because he believed it would preserve his kingdom And renenber too that he
has given this house nobney as a penance. W have rmuch need of silver. There is
no shortage of poor, sick folk, but there is ever a shortage of alns.'

| smiled at her. Then | stood and | unbuckled the sword | had taken from one
of Sven's nen at Gyruum and | unpinned the brooch at ny neck, and | dropped

cl oak, brooch and sword onto the rushes. Those you can sell.' | said. Then
grunting with the effort, | pulled on ny old mail coat and | buckled on nmy old
swords and | picked up my wolf-crested helmet. The coat felt nonstrously heavy
because it had been so long since | had worn nail. It was also too big for ne
for | had becone thinner in those years of pulling Sverri's oar. | slipped the
armrings over ny hands, then |looked at Hild. "I will give you one oath,
Abbess Hil degyth,' | said. She | ooked up at me and she was seeing the old
Unhtred, the shining lord and sword-warrior. 'I will support your house.'

prom sed, 'and you will have noney fromne and you will thrive and you will

al ways have ny protection.’



She smiled at that, then reached into a purse that hung at her belt and held
out a small silver cross. '"And that is ny gift to you,'



she said, '"and | pray that you will revere it as | do and learn its | esson
Qur Lord died on that cross for the evil we all do, and I have no doubt, Lord
Unhtred, that some of the pain he felt at his death was for your sins.'

She gave ne the cross and our fingers touched and | | ooked into her eyes and
she snatched her hand away. She bl ushed, though, and she | ooked up at ne

t hrough half-lowered lids. For a heartbeat | saw the old Hld, the fragile,
beautiful H 1d, but then she conposed her face and tried to | ook stern. 'Now
you can go to G sela.' she said.

| had not mentioned G sela and now | pretended the name neant little. 'She
will be married by now,' | said carelessly, '"if she even lives.'

"She lived when | left Northunmbria,' Hild said, 'though that was eighteen
nmont hs ago. She woul d not speak to her brother then, not after what he did to

you. | spent hours conforting her. She was full of tears and anger. A strong
girl, that one.'

"And marriageable,' | said harshly.

Hld snmiled gently. 'She swore to wait for you.'

| touched Serpent-Breath's hilt. | was so full of hope and so racked by dread.

Gsela. In ny head | knew she could not match a slave's feverish dreanms, but |
could not rid my head of her

" And per haps she does wait for you,' Hild said, then she stepped back, brusque
suddenly. 'Now we have prayers to say, folk to feed and bodies to heal .’

And so | was dismissed and | ducked out of the door in the convent wall to
stand in the nuddy alleyway. The beggars were allowed inside, |eaving ne

| eani ng agai nst the wooden wall with tears in nmy eyes. Folk edged by on the
alley's far side, fearful of me for I was dressed for war with ny two swords.
G sela, | thought, G sela. Maybe she did wait, but | doubted it for she was
too val uabl e as a peace cow, but | knew | would go back north as soon as |
could. | would go for Gsela. | gripped the silver cross until | could fee

its edges hurting through the great callouses that Sverri's oar had nmade on ny
hand. Then | drew Serpent-Breath and | saw that H ld had | ooked after the

bl ade well. It shone with a light coating of lard or |anolin that had
prevented the patterned steel fromrusting. | raised the sword to ny |lips and
ki ssed her | ong blade. 'You have men to kill," | told her, 'and revenge to

take.' And so she had.

I found a swordsmth the next day and he told nme he was too busy and coul d not
do nmy work for many days and | told himthat he would do ny work that day or
el se he would do no work ever again, and in the end we cane to an agreenent.
He agreed to do ny work that day.

Serpent-Breath is a | ovely weapon. She was nmade by Ealdwulf the Smith in

Nort hunbria and her blade is a magical thing, flexible and strong, and when
she had been made | had wanted her plain iron hilt decorated with silver or
gilt-bronze, but Ealdwulf had refused. 'It's a tool,' he had told ne, 'just a
tool . Something to make your work easier.'’

She had handl es of ash wood, one either side of the sword' s tang, and over the
years the twin handl es had beconme polished and snooth. Such worn handl es are
dangerous. In battle they can slip in the hand, especially when blood is

spl ashed on them and so | told the swordsmth that | wanted new handl es
riveted onto the hilt, and that the handles nust give a good grip, and that
the small silver cross that Hild had given nme nust be enbedded in the hilt's

pomel .

"l shall do it, lord," he said.

Today.'

"I shall try, lord," he said weakly.

"You will succeed,' | said, '"and the work will be well done.' | drew

Serpent-Breath and her bl ade was bright in the shadowed roomas | held her
towards the smith's furnace and in the red firelight | saw the patterns on her
steel. She had been forged by beating three snmooth and four twi sted rods into
one netal blade. She had been heated and hammered, heated and hammered, and
when she



was done, and when the seven rods had beconme one single savage streak of
shining steel, the twists in the four rods were left in the blade as ghostly
patterns. That was how she got her nane, for the patterns |ooked Iike the
swirling breath of a dragon.

"She is a fine blade, lord,' the swordsm th said.

"She is the blade that killed Ubba by the sea,' | said, stroking the steel
"Yes, lord.' he said. He was terrified of ne now 'And you will do the work
today,' | stressed, and | put sword and scabbard on his fire-scarred bench. |
laid H1d s cross on the hilt, then added a silver coin. | was no | onger

weal t hy, but nor was | poor, and with the help of Serpent-Breath and
Wasp-Sting | knew I would be rich again.

It was a | ovely autum day. The sun shone, naking the new wood of Alfred's
church glow |li ke gold. Ragnar and | were waiting for the king and we sat on
the newl y-scythed grass in a courtyard and Ragnar watched a nonk carrying a
pile of parchnents to the royal scriptorium 'Everything's witten down here,"’
he said, 'everything! Can you read?

"l can read and wite.'

He was inpressed by that. '"Is it useful ?

"I't's never been useful for ne,' | admtted.

'So why do they do it?" he wondered.

"Their religion is witten down,"' | said, 'ours isnt.'

"Awitten religion? He was puzzled by that.

They' ve got a book,' | said, '"and it's all in there.'

"Way do they need it witten down?

"I don't know. They just do. And, of course, they wite down the laws. Alfred
| oves maki ng new |l aws, and they all have to be witten in books."'

"If a man can't renmenber the | aws,' Ragnar said, 'then he's got too nany of
them'

The shouts of children interrupted us, or rather the of fended screech of one
smal | boy and the nocking |laughter of a girl, and a heartbeat |later the girl
ran around the corner. She | ooked nine or ten years old, had golden hair as
bright as the sun and was carrying a carved wooden horse that was plainly the
property of the small boy who followed her. The girl, brandi shing the carved
horse like a trophy, ran across the grass. She was coltish, thin and happy,
whil e the boy, three or four years younger, was built nore solidly and | ooked
t horoughly m serable. He had no chance of catching the girl for she was mnuch
too quick, but she saw nme and her eyes w dened and she stopped in front of us.
The boy caught up with her, but was too overawed by Ragnar and ne to try to
retrieve his wooden horse. A nurse, red-faced and panting appeared around the
corner and shouted the children's nanes. 'Edward! Athel fl aed!’

"It's you!" AEhelflaed said, staring at me with a | ook of delight.

"It's me.' | said, and | stood because Athel fl aed was the daughter of a king
and Edward was the Aheling, the prince who mght well rule Wssex when

Al fred, his father, died.

'Where have you been?' Athel flaed demanded, as if she had only missed ne for a
week or two.

"I have been in the land of giants,' | said, 'and places where fire runs like
wat er and where the nmountains are nade of ice and where sisters are never,
ever unkind to their little brothers.'

'Never?' she asked, grinning.

"I want my horse!' Edward insisted and tried to snatch it from her, but
AEhelflaed held it out of reach

"Never use force to get froma girl,' Ragnar said to Edward, 'what you can
take by guile.’

"Quile? Edward frowned, evidently unfamliar with the word.

Ragnar frowned at Athelflaed. 'Is the horse hungry?

'"No.' She knew he was-playing a gane and she wanted to see if she could w n.
'But suppose | use nmmgic,' Ragnar suggested, 'and nake it eat grass?

"You can't.'

'How do you know?' he asked. '| have been to places where the wooden horses go



to pasture every norning, and every night the grass grows to touch the sky and
every day the wooden horses eat it back to nothing again.'
'"No they don't.' she said, grinning.



"And if | say the magic words,' Ragnar said, 'your horse will eat the grass.'
"It's nmy horse.' Edward insisted.

" Magi ¢ words?' Athel flaed was interested now

"You have to put the horse on the grass.' Ragnhar said.

She | ooked at me, wanting reassurance, but | just shrugged, and so she | ooked
back at Ragnar who was being very serious, and she deci ded she wanted to see
some magi ¢ and so she carefully placed the wooden horse beside a swat he of cut
grass. 'Now?' she asked expectantly.

"You have to shut your eyes,' Ragnar said, 'turn around three times very fast,
t hen shout Havacar very loudly.'

' Havacar ?'

"Careful!' he warned her, looking alarnmed. 'You can't say nagic words

carel essly."'

So she shut her eyes, turned around three tines, and while she did Ragnar

poi nted at the horse and nodded to Edward who snatched it up and ran off to
the nurse, and by the time Ahelflaed, staggering slightly fromdizziness, had
shout ed her nagic word the horse was gone.

"You cheated!' she accused Ragnar

"But you learned a lesson.' | said, squatting beside her as if | were going to
tell her a secret. | leaned forward and whi spered in her ear. 'Never trust a
Dane.

She smled at that. She had known ne well during the | ong wet w nter when her
fam |y had been fugitives in the narshes of Sunorsaete and in those disnal
nont hs she had learned to like nme and | had cone to |like her. She reached out
now and touched ny nose. 'How did that happen?

"A man broke my nose.' | said. It had been Hakka, striking me in Trader
because he thought | was shirking at the oar

"It's crooked.' she said.

"It lets me snmell crooked snells.'

"What happened to the man who broke it?

'"He's dead.' | said.
'Good,' she said. 'I'mgoing to be married."'
"You are?' | asked.

'"To Athelred of Mercia.' she said proudly, then frowned because a flicker of
di staste had crossed ny face.

'"To ny cousin? | asked, trying to |l ook pleased. 'Is Athelred your cousin?
she asked.

"Yes.'

"I"'mto be his wife,' she said, "and live in Mercia. Have you been

to Mercia?

"Yes.'
Is it nice?
"You will likeit." |I said, though | doubted she would, not married to ny

snotty-nosed, pompous cousin, but | could hardly say that.

She frowned. 'Does Athelred pick his nose?

"I don't think so." | said.

' Edwar d does,' she said, 'and then he eats it. Ugh.' She | eaned forward, gave
me an inpul sive kiss on ny broken nose, then ran off to the nurse.

"A pretty girl.' Ragnar said.

"Who is to be wasted on ny cousin.' | said.

' Wast ed?

'"He's a bunptious little shit called Ahelred.' | said. He had brought nmen to
Et handun, only a few, but enough to loft himinto Alfred s good graces. 'The

idea is," | went on, "that he'll be Eal dorman of Mercia when his father dies

and Alfred' s daughter will be his wife, and that will bind Mercia to Wssex.'

Ragnar shook his head. 'There are too nany Danes in Mercia. The Saxons won't
ever rule there again,"'

"Alfred wouldn't waste his daughter on Mercia,' | said, 'unless he thought
there was sonething to gain.'

To gain things,' Ragnar said, 'you have to be bold. You can't wite things



down and win, you have to take risks. Alfred s too cautious.'

| half smiled. 'You really think he's cautious?

'"OF course he is.' Ragnar said scornfully.

"Not always.' | said, then paused, wondering if | should say what | was

t hi nki ng.



My hesitation provoked Ragnar. He knew | was hiding sonething. 'Wat? he
dermanded.

| still hesitated, then decided no harmcould come froman old tale. 'Do you
renmenber that winter night in G ppanhamm?' | asked him 'Wen Gut hrum was
there and you all believed Wssex had fallen, and you and | drank in the
church?

"OfF course | renenber it, yes.'

It had been the winter when CGuthrum had i nvaded Wessex and it had seened that
@ut hrum rmust have won the war, for the Wst Saxon arny was scattered. Sone

t hegns fled abroad, many nade their own peace with Guthrum while Alfred had
been driven into hiding on the marshes of Sunorsaete. Yet Al fred, though he
was defeated, was not broken, and he had insisted on disguising hinmself as a
har pi st and going secretly to C ppanhammto spy on the Danes. That had al nost

ended in disaster, for Alfred did not possess the cunning to be a spy. | had
rescued himthat night, the same night that | had found Ragnar in the royal
church. 'And do you renenber,' | went on, 'that | had a servant with nme and he

sat at the back of the church with a hood over his head and | ordered himto
be silent?

Ragnar frowned, trying to recall that winter night, then he nodded. 'You did,
that's right.'

'He was no servant,' | said, 'that was A fred."’

Ragnar stared at nme. In his head he was working things out, realising that I
had lied to himon that distant night, and he was understanding that if he had
only known that the hooded servant had been Alfred then he could have wen al
Wessex for the Danes that sane night. For a nonent | regretted telling him
because | thought he would be angry with nme, but then he | aughed. 'That was
Al fred? Truly?

'"He went to spy on you,' | said, 'and | went to rescue him'
"It was Alfred? In @Quthrum s canp?
'"He takes risks,' | said, reverting to our talk of Mercia.

But Ragnar was still thinking of that far-off cold night. 'Way didn't you tel
nme?' he demanded

'Because |'d given himny oath.'

"W woul d have nade you richer than the richest king,' Ragnar said. 'We would
have gi ven you ships, nmen, horses, silver, wonen, anything! Al you had to do
was speak.'

"I had given himny oath,' | said again, and | renmenbered how close |I had cone
to betraying Alfred. | had been so tenpted to blurt out the truth. That night,
with a handful of words, | could have ensured that no Saxon ever ruled in

Engl and again. | could have made Wessex into a Dani sh ki ngdom | coul d have
done all that by betraying a man | did not nmuch like to a man | loved as a
brother, and yet | had kept silent. | had given an oath and honour binds us to
pat hs we might not choose. 'Wrd bid ful araed,' | said.

Fate is inexorable. It grips us like a harness. | thought | had escaped Wssex
and escaped Alfred, yet here | was, back in his palace, and he returned that
afternoon in a clatter of hooves and a noi sy rush of servants, nonks and
priests. Two nen carried the king' s bedding back to his chanber while a nonk
wheel ed a barrow piled with docunents which Al fred had evidently needed during
his single day's absence. A priest hurried by with an altar cloth and a
crucifix, while two nore brought home the relics that acconpanied Al fred on
all his travels. Then came a group of the king's bodyguards, the only nen
allowed to carry weapons in the royal precincts, and then nore priests, al
tal ki ng, among whom was Al fred hinself. He had not changed. He still had a
clerk's | ook about him |ean and pale and scholarly. A priest was talking
urgently to himand he nodded his head as he |listened. He was dressed sinply,
his black cl oak making himlook like a cleric. He wore no royal circlet, just
a wool l en cap. He was hol ding Ahelflaed s hand and Ahelflaed, | noticed, was
once agai n hol ding her brother's horse. She was hopping on one |eg rather than
wal ki ng whi ch nmeant that she kept tugging her father away fromthe priest, but
Al fred indul ged her for he was ever fond of his children. Then she tugged him



purposely, trying to draw himonto the grass where Ragnar and | had stood to
wel cone himand he yielded to her, letting her bring himto us.
Ragnar and | knelt. | kept ny head bowed.



"Uhtred has a broken nose,' Athelflaed told her father, 'and the man who did
it is dead now. '
A royal hand tipped nmy head up and | stared into that pale, narrow face with

its clever eyes. He | ooked drawn. | supposed that he was suffering another
bout of the bowel cranps that made his |life perpetual agony. He was | ooking at
me with his customary sternness, but then he nanaged a half-smile. 'I thought
never to see you again, Lord Uhtred.'

"I owe you thanks, lord," | said hunmbly, 'so I thank you.'

"Stand,' he said, and we both stood and Al fred | ooked at Ragnar. 'l shall free

you soon, Lord Ragnar.'

Thank you, lord."'

"But in a week's tinme we shall be holding a celebration here. W shall rejoice
that our new church is finished, and we shall fornmally betroth this young | ady

to Lord AZhelred. | have sumoned the Wtan, and | would ask you both to stay

until our deliberations are over.'

"Yes, lord," | said. In truth all | wanted was to go to Northunbria, but | was
behol den to Alfred and could wait a week or two.

"And at that tine,' he went on, 'l may have matters,' he paused, as if fearing
that he spoke too nmuch, 'matters,' he said vaguely, 'in which you m ght be of

service to ne.’

"Yes, lord,' | repeated, then he nodded and wal ked away.

And so we waited. The town, anticipating the celebrations, filled with folk.

It was a tine of reunions. Al the nen who had led Alfred' s arny at Ethandun
were there, and they greeted me with pleasure. Wglaf of Sunorsaete and Haral d
of Defnascir and Gsric of Wltunscir and Arnulf of Suth Seaxa all cane to

W nt anceaster. They were the powerful nen of the ki ngdom now, the great |ords,
the men who had stood by their king when he had seemed dooned. But Al fred did
not puni sh those who had fled Wessex. WIfrith was still Eal dorman of

Hampt onscir, even though he had run to Frankia to escape GQuthrum s attack, and
Alfred treated WIfrith with exaggerated courtesy, but there was still an
unspoken di vi de between those who had stayed to fight and those who had run
away.

The town also filled with entertainers. There were the usual jugglers and
stilt-wal kers, story-tellers and nusicians, but the nost successful was a dour
Mercian called Ofa who travelled with a pack of perform ng dogs. They were
only terriers, the kind nost men use to hunt rats, but Ofa could nmake t hem
dance, wal k on their hind I egs and junp through hoops. One of the dogs even
rode a pony, holding the reins inits teeth, and the other dogs followed wth
small | eather pails to collect the crowd's pennies. To ny surprise Ofa was
invited to the palace. | was surprised because Al fred was not fond of
frivolity. His idea of a good time was to discuss theol ogy, but he comranded

t he dogs he brought to the palace and | assuned it was because he thought they
woul d armuse his children. Ragnar and | both went to the perfornmance, and

Fat her Beocca found me there.

Poor Beocca. He was in tears because | lived. Hs hair, that had al ways been
red, was heavily touched by grey now. He was over forty, an old nman, and his
wanderi ng eye had gone mlky. He linped and had a palsied |left hand, for which
afflictions nen nocked him though none did in ny presence. Beocca had known
me since | was a child, for he had been ny father's mass-priest and ny early
tutor, and he veered between | oving ne and detesting nme, though he was ever ny
friend. He was al so a good priest, a clever man and one of Alfred' s chapl ains,
and he was happy in the king's service. He was delirious now, beam ng at ne
with tears in his eyes. 'You live,' he said, giving me a clunmsy enbrace.
"I"'ma hard man to kill, father.

'So you are, so you are,' he said, 'but you were a weakly child."'

The?

"The runt of the litter, your father always said. Then you began to grow.'
'Haven't stopped, have |?

"Isn't that clever!' Beocca said, watching two dogs walk on their hind | egs.

"I do like dogs,' he went on, 'and you should talk to Ofa."'



'"To O fa?" | asked, glancing at the Mercian who controlled his dogs by
clicking his fingers or whistling.

'"He was in Bebbanburg this sumrer,' Beocca said. 'He tells me your uncle has
rebuilt the hall. It's bigger than it was. And Gytha



i s dead. Poor Gytha,' he nmade the sign of the cross, 'she was a good woman.'
Gyt ha was ny stepnother and, after ny father was killed at Eoferwic, she

married nmy uncle and so was conmplicit in his usurpation of Bebbanburg. | said
not hi ng of her death, but after the performance, when Ofa and his two wonen
assistants were packing up the hoops and | eashing the dogs, | sought the
Mercian out and said | would talk with him

He was a strange man. He was tall |ike me, |ugubrious, know ng, and, oddest of
all, a Christian priest. He was really Father Offa. 'But | was bored with the
church,' he told me in the Two Cranes where | had bought him a pot of ale,
"and bored with my wife. | becane very bored with her.'

'So you wal ked away?'

"l danced away,' he said, 'l skipped away. | would have flown away if God had

given me w ngs.'

He had been travelling for a dozen years now, ranging throughout the Saxon and
Dani sh lands in Britain and wel cone everywhere because he provided | aughter,

t hough in conversation he was a gl oony man. But Beocca had been right. Ofa
had been in Northunbria and it was clear that he had kept a very sharp eye on
all that he saw. So sharp that | understood why Al fred had invited his dogs to
the palace. Ofa was plainly one of the spies who brought news of Britain to
the West Saxon court. 'So tell me what happens in Northunmbria.' | invited him
He grimaced and stared up at the ceiling beanms. It was the pleasure of the Two
Cranes for a man to cut a notch in the beamevery tinme he hired one of the
tavern's whores and O fa seened to be counting the cuts, a job that night take

alifetime, then he glanced at ne sourly. 'News, lord,' he said, 'is a
commodity like ale or hides or the service of whores. It is bought and sold.’
He waited until | laid a coin on the table between us, then all he did was

| ook at the coin and yawn, so | laid another shilling beside the first. 'Were
do you wi sh me to begin?' he asked.

The north.’

Scot | and was quiet, he said. King Aed had a fistula and that distracted him

t hough of course there were frequent cattle raids into Northunbria where ny
uncle, Afric the Usurper, now called hinself the Lord of Bernicia.

'"He wants to be king of Bernicia? | asked.

"He wants to be left in peace.' Ofa said. 'He offends no one, he anasses
nmoney, he acknow edges Guthred as king and he keeps his swords sharp. He is no
fool. He wel cones Dani sh settlers because they offer protection against the
Scots, but he allows no Danes to enter Bebbanburg unless he trusts them He
keeps that fortress safe.'

"But he wants to be king?' | insisted.
"I know what he does,' Ofa said tartly, 'but what he wants is between Afric
and his god.'

"His son lives?

'He has two sons now, both young, but his wife died."’

"l heard."'

"His eldest son liked ny dogs and wanted his father to buy them | said no.'
He had little other news of Bebbanburg, other than that the hall had been
enl arged and, nore om nously, the outer wall and the | ow gate rebuilt higher

and stronger. | asked if he and his dogs were wel cone at Dunhol m and he gave
me a very sharp | ook and nmade the sign of the cross. 'No man goes to Dunhol m
willingly." Ofa said. 'Your uncle gave ne an escort through Kjartan's |and

and | was glad of it.'

"So Kjartan thrives? | asked bitterly.

'"He spreads like a green bay tree." Ofa said and, when he saw ny puzzl enment,
enl arged the answer. 'He thrives and steals and rapes and kills and he |urks
in Dunholm But his influence is wider, nuch wi der. He has nobney and he uses
it to buy friends. If a Dane conplains about Guthred then you can be sure he
has taken Kjartan's noney.'

"I thought Kjartan agreed to pay a tribute to Guthred?

"It was paid for one year. Since then Good King Guthred has |l earned to do

wi t hout .



' Good King Guthred?' | asked.



"That is how he is known in Eoferwic," Ofa said, 'but only to the Christians.
The Danes consider hima gullible fool."'

' Because he's a Christian?

'"I's he a Christian?' Ofa asked hinself. 'He claims to be, and he goes to
church, but | suspect he still half believes in the old gods. No, the Danes
di sli ke hi mbecause he favours the Christians. He tried to levy a church tax
on the Danes. It was not a clever idea.’

'So how | ong does Good King Guthred have?' | asked.

"I charge nore for prophecy,' Ofa said, 'on the grounds that what is

wort hl ess nmust be made expensive.'

| kept nmy noney in its purse. 'Wat of lvarr? | asked.

"What of hin®

' Does he still acknow edge Guthred as king?

"For the noment,' Offa said carefully, '"but the Earl lvarr is once again the
strongest man in Northunbria. He took noney fromKjartan, | hear, and used it
to raise nmen.'

"Why rai se nen?'

"Why do you think? O fa asked sarcastically.

"To put his own man on the throne?

"It would seemlikely,'" Ofa said, 'but GQuthred has an arny too.'

" A Saxon arny?

"A Christian arny. Mostly Saxon.'

"So civil war is brew ng?

"In Northunbria,' Ofa said, '"civil war is always brew ng."'

"And lvarr will win," | said, 'because he's ruthless."'

'"He's nmore cautious than he was,' Ofa said. 'Aed taught himthat three years
ago. But in time, yes, he will attack. \Wen he's sure he can win.'

'"So Guthred,' | said, 'nust kill lvarr and Kjartan.'

'\What kings nust do, lord, is beyond ny hunbl e conmpetence. | teach dogs to
dance, not nen to rule. You wi sh to know about Mercia?'

"l wish to know about Guthred's sister.'

Ofa half smled. 'That one! She's a nun.'

"Aselal' | was shocked. 'A nun? She's becorme a Christian?'

"I doubt she's a Christian," Ofa said, 'but going into a nunnery protected
her.'

" Fr om whon?'

"Kjartan. He wanted the girl as a bride for his son.'

That did surprise me. 'But Kjartan hates Guthred.' | said.

"But even so Kjartan decided Guthred's sister would be a suitable bride for
his one-eyed son,' Ofa said. 'l suspect he wants the son to be king in

Eof erwi ¢ one day, and marrying GQuthred' s sister would help that anbition.

VWhat ever, he sent men to Eoferwi ¢ and offered Guthred noney, peace and a

prom se to stop nolesting Christians and | think Guthred was half tenpted.’

' How coul d he be?

' Because a desperate man needs allies. Perhaps, for a day or two, Guthred
dreaned of separating lvarr and Kjartan. He certainly needs noney, and CGuthred
has the fatal mind of a man who al ways believes the best in other people. Hs
sister isn't so burdened with charitable ideas, and she would have none of it.
She fled to a nunnery.'

"Wiaen was this?

'Last year. Kjartan took her rejection as another insult and has threatened to
I et his nen rape her one by one.’

"She's still in the nunnery?

'She was when | left Eoferwic. She's safe fromnarriage there, isn't she?

Per haps she doesn't like nmen. Lots of nuns don't. But | doubt her brother will
| eave her there for very nmuch longer. She's too useful as a peace cow.'

"To marry Kjartan's son?' | asked scornfully.

'That won't happen.' Ofa said. He poured hinmself nore ale. 'Father

Hr ot hweard, you know who he is?

A nasty man.' | said, renenbering how Hrot hweard had rai sed the nmob in



Eof erwic to nurder the Danes.

Hrot hweard i s an exceedi ngly unpl easant creature.' O fa agreed with rare

ent husiasm 'He was the one who suggested the church tax on the Danes. He's

al so suggested that Guthred' s sister beconmes Your uncle's new w fe, and that
noti on probably does have some appeal to Guthred. Afric needs a wife, and if
he were willing to



send his spearnen south then it would hugely increase Guthred's strength.'

"It would | eave Bebbanburg unprotected.' | said.

"Sixty nen can hol d Bebbanburg till Judgment Day,' O fa said disnissively.
"Quthred needs a larger arny, and two hundred nmen from Bebbanburg would be a
Codsend, and certainly worth a sister. Mnd you, lvarr would do anything to
stop that marriage. He doesn't want the Saxons of northern Northunbria uniting
with the Christians of Eoferwic. So, lord,' he pushed his bench back as if to
suggest that his survey was finished, 'Britain is at peace, except for
Nor t hunmbria, where GQuthred is in trouble.'

"No trouble in Mercia? | asked.

He shook his head. 'Nothing unusual."’

' East Anglia?

He paused. 'No trouble there.' he said after the hesitation, but | knew the
pause had been deliberate, a bait on a hook, and so | waited. Ofa just |ooked
i nnocently at me and so | sighed, took another coin fromny purse and pl aced
it onthe table. He rang it to make sure the silver was good. 'King

A hel stan,' he said, 'Guthrumas was, negotiates with AlIfred. Al fred doesn't
think I know, but | do. Together they will divide England."'

' They?' | asked. 'Divide England? It's not theirs to divide!'

' The Danes will be given Northunbria, East Anglia and the north-eastern parts

of Mercia. Wessex will gain the south-western part of Mercia.'

| stared at him "Alfred won't agree to that.' | said.

"He will.'

'He wants all England.' | protested.

'He wants Wessex to be safe.' Ofa said, spinning the coin on the table.
"So he'll agree to give up half England?' | asked in disbelief.

Ofa smiled. "Think of it this way, lord,' he said. 'In Wssex there are no

Danes, but where the Danes rule there are many Saxons. |f the Danes agree not
to attack Alfred then he can feel safe. But how can the Danes ever feel safe?

Even if Alfred agrees not to attack them they still have thousands of Saxons
on their land and those Saxons could rise against themat any time, especially
if they receive encouragenent from Wssex. King Athelstan will make his treaty
with Alfred, but it won't be worth the parchnment it's scribbled on.'

"You nmean Alfred will break the treaty?

"Not openly, no. But he will encourage Saxon revolt, he will support
Christians, he will forment trouble, and all the tine he will say his prayers

and swear eternal friendship with the eneny. You all think of Alfred as a
pi ous schol ar, but his anbition enbraces all the | and between here and

Scotl and. You see himpraying, | see himdreaning. He will send m ssionaries
to the Danes and you will think that's all he does, but whenever a Saxon kills
a Dane then Alfred will have supplied the bl ade.'

"No," | said, '"not Alfred. Hs god won't let himbe treacherous."

"What do you know of Alfred' s god?" O fa asked scornfully, then closed his
eyes. '"Then the Lord our God delivered the eneny to us,' he intoned, '"and we
struck him and his sons, and all his tribe. We took all his cities and
utterly destroyed the nmen, and the wonen, and the little children."' He opened

his eyes. 'Those are the actions of Alfred s god, Lord Uhtred. You want nore
fromthe holy scriptures? "The Lord thy God shall deliver all thy enemes to
thee and thou shall smite themand utterly destroy them'" O fa grimaced.
"Alfred believes in God's prom ses, and he dreans of a |land free of pagans, a
| and where the eneny is utterly destroyed and where only godly Christians
live. If there is one man in the island of Britain to fear, Lord Uhtred, that
man is King Alfred.' He stood. 'I nust make sure those stupid wonen have fed
ny dogs.'

| watched himgo and | thought he was a clever man who had m sunder st ood

Al fred.

Wii ch was, of course, what Alfred wanted me to think.



Seven

The Wtan was the royal council, fornmed by the | eading men of the kingdom and
it assenbled for the dedication of Alfred s new church and to cel ebrate

A helflaed s betrothal to my cousin. Ragnar and | had no business in their

di scussions so we drank in the town's taverns while they tal ked. Brida had
been allowed to join us and Ragnar was the happier for it. She was an East
Angl i an Saxon and had once been ny |over, but that had been years before when
we were both children. Now she was a woman and nore Dani sh than the Danes. She
and Ragnar had never formally married, but she was his friend, |over, adviser
and sorceress. He was fair and she was dark, he ate |like a boar while she

pi cked at her food, he was raucous and she was quietly wi se, but together they

wer e happi ness. | spent hours telling her about G sela, and Brida listened
patiently. "You really think she's waited for you?' she asked ne.

"I hope so,' | said and touched Thor's hammer.

"Poor girl,' Brida said, smling. 'So you're in |ove?

"Yes.'

' Agai n,' she said.
The three of us were in the Two Cranes on the day before Athel flaed' s fornal
betrot hal and Fat her Beocca found us there. Hs hands were filthy with ink

"You' ve been witing again,' | accused him

"W are making lists of the shire fyrds,' he explained. 'Every man between
twel ve and sixty has to take an oath to serve the king now |'mconpiling the
lists, but we've run out of ink.'

'"No wonder,' | said, '"it's all on you.'

"They're mixing a new pot,' he said, ignhoring me, 'and that will take time, so
I thought you'd like to see the new church.’

"I"ve been dreaming of little else,’ | said.

He insisted on taking us and the church was, indeed, a thing of utter

spl endour. It was bigger than any hall | had ever seen. It soared to a great

height, its roof held up by massive oak beams that had been carved with saints
and ki ngs. The carvings had been painted, while the crowns of the kings and
the hal oes and wings of the saints glinted with gold | eaf that Beocca said had
been applied by craftsmen brought from Frankia. The floor was stone-fl agged,
all of it, so that no rushes were needed and dogs were confused where to piss.
Al fred had nade a rule that no dogs were allowed in the church, but they got

i n anyway, so he had appointed a warden who was given a whip and charged wth
driving the aninmals out of the big nave, but the warden had lost a leg to a
Dani sh war axe at Ethandun and he could only nmove slowy, so the dogs had no
trouble avoiding him The | ower part of the church's walls were built of
dressed stone, but the upper parts and the roof were of tinber, and just bel ow
the roof were high windows that were filled with scraped horn so the rain
could not cone in. Every scrap of the walls was covered with stretched | eat her
panel s painted with pictures of heaven and hell. Heaven was popul ated wth
Saxons while hell seenmed to be the abode of Danes, though | noticed, with
surprise, that a couple of priests seened to have tunbled down to the devil's
flames. 'There are bad priests.' Beocca assured nme earnestly. 'Not many, of
course.'

"And there are good priests.' | said, pleasing Beocca, 'talking of which, do
you hear anything of Father Pyrlig? Pyrlig was a Briton who had fought beside
me at Ethandun and | was fond of him He spoke Dani sh and had been sent to be
one of Guthrums priests in East Anglia.

'He does the Lord's work.' Beocca said enthusiastically. 'He says the Danes
are being baptised in great numbers! | truly believe we are seeing the
conversion of the pagans.'

"Not this pagan.' Ragnar said.



Beocca shook his head. 'Christ will cone to you one day, Lord Ragnar, and you
wi Il be astonished by his grace.'

Ragnar said nothing. | could see, though, that he was as inpressed as | was by
Al fred' s new church. The tonb of Saint Swithun was railed in silver and lay in
front of the high altar that was covered with a red cloth as big as a
dragon-boat's sail. On the altar were a dozen fine wax candles in silver

hol ders that flanked a big silver cross inlaid with gold that Ragnar nuttered
woul d be worth a nmonth's voyaging to capture. Either side of the cross were
reliquaries; boxes and flasks of silver and gold, all studded with jewels, and
some had small crystal w ndows through which the relics could be glinpsed.
Mary Magdal ene's toe ring was there, and what remai ned of the feather fromthe
dove that Noah had rel eased fromthe ark. There was Saint Kenelm s horn spoon
a flask of dust from Saint Hedda's tonmb, and a hoof fromthe donkey that Jesus
rode into Jerusalem The cloth with which Mary Magdal ene had washed Jesus's
feet was encased in a great golden chest and next to it, and quite dwarfed by
the gold' s splendour, were Saint Gswald's teeth, the gift from Guthred. The
two teeth were still encased in their silver oyster pot which | ooked very
shabby conpared to the other vessels. Beocca showed us all the holy treasures,
but was nost proud of a scrap of bone displayed behind a shard of mlky

crystal. 'l found this one,' he said, '"and it's nost exciting!' He lifted the
lid of the box and took out the bone, which |ooked |ike sonething |eft over
froma bad stew 'It's Saint Cedd' s aestel!' Beocca said with awe in his

voi ce. He made the sign of the cross and peered at the yell owed bone sliver
with his one good eye as if the arrow head shaped relic had just dropped from
heaven.

"Saint Cedd's what?' | asked.

"His aestel.’
"What's an aestel ?' Ragnar asked. His English, after years of being a hostage,
was good, but some words still confused him

"An aestel is a device to help reading,' Beocca said. 'You use it to foll ow
the lines. It's a pointer.'

"What's wwong with a finger? Ragnar wanted to know.

"It can snmear the ink. An aestel is clean.'

"And that one really belonged to Saint Cedd?' | asked, pretending to be
amazed.

"It did, it did," Beocca said, alnmost delirious with wonder, 'the holy Cedd's
very own aestel. | discovered it! It was in a little church in Dornwaraceaster
and the priest there was an ignorant fellow and had no idea what it was. It
was in a horn box and Saint Cedd s nanme was scratched on the box and the

priest couldn't even read the witing! A priest! Illiterate! So | confiscated
it." 'So You nean you stole it?

"I took it into safekeeping!' he said, offended.

"And when you're a saint,' | said, 'someone will put one of those smelly shoes

of yours into a golden box and worship it.'

Beocca bl ushed. 'You tease ne, Untred, you tease ne.' He | aughed, but | saw
fromhis blush that | had touched on his secret anmbition. He wanted to be

decl ared a saint, and why not? He was a good man, far better than many | have
known who are now revered as saints.

Brida and | visited Hild that afternoon and | gave her nunnery thirty
shillings, alnost all the noney | had, but Ragnar was blithely confident that
Sverri's fortune would cone from Jutland and that Ragnar would share with ne,
and in that belief | pressed the noney on Hild who was delighted by the silver
cross in Serpent-Breath's hilt. 'You nust use the sword wi sely from now on,'
she told nme sternly.

"I always use it wsely.'

' You have harnessed the power of God to the blade,' she said, 'and it mnust do
nothing evil.'

| doubted | would obey that conmand, but it was good to see Hld. A fred had
given her a gift of some of the dust from Saint Hedda's tonmb and she told ne
that mxed with curds it nade a mracul ous nmedi cine that had pronpted at | east



a dozen cures anong the nunnery's sick. 'If you are ever ill," she said,
must conme here and we shall mx the dust with fresh curds and anoint you.'
| saw Hild again the next day when we were all sunmoned to

you



the church for its consecration and to witness Ahelflaed s betrothal. Hild,
with all the other nuns of Wntanceaster, was in the side aisle, while Ragnar
Brida and |, because we arrived late, had to stand at the very back of the
church. | was taller than nobst nen, but | could still see very little of the
cerenony which seened to |last for ever. Two bi shops said prayers, priests
scattered holy water and a choir of nonks chanted. Then the Archbi shop of
Cont war abur g preached a | ong sernmon which, bizarrely, said nothing about the
new church, nor about the betrothal, but instead berated the clergy of Wssex
for wearing short tunics instead of long robes. This bestial practice, the

ar chbi shop thundered, had offended the holy father in Rome and nust stop
forthwith on pain of exconmunication. A priest standing near us was wearing a
short tunic and tried to crouch so that he |ooked like a dwarf in a | ong robe.
The nonks sang again and then ny cousin, red-haired and cocksure, strutted to
the altar and little Ahelflaed was led to his side by her father. The

ar chbi shop munbl ed over them they were sprinkled with holy water, then the
new y betrothed couple were presented to the congregation and we all dutifully
cheer ed.

A hel fl aed was hurried away as the nen in the church congratul ated AEthelred.
He was twenty years old, eleven years older than Athel fl aed, and he was a
short, red-haired, bunptious young man who was convi nced of his own

i nportance. That inportance was that he was his father's son, and his father
was the chief ealdorman in southern Mercia which was the region of that
country least infested by Danes, and so one day Athelred woul d becone the

| eader of the free Mercian Saxons. Athelred, in short, could deliver a |large
part of Mercia to Wessex's rule, which was why he had been pronmised Al fred' s
daughter in nmarriage. He made his way down the nave, greeting the |ords of

Wessex, then saw ne and | ooked surprised. 'l heard you were captured in the
north,' he said.
"I was.'

"And here you are. And you're just the man | want.' He smiled, certain that |
liked him in which certainty he could not have been nore m staken, but

A helred assumed that everyone else in the whole world was envi ous of him and
want ed nothing nore than to be his friend. The king,' he said, 'has honoured
me with the command of his household guard.'

"Alfred has?' | asked, surprised.
"At least until | assume ny father's duties.'
"Your father's well, | trust? | asked drily.

"He's sick,' Athelred said, sounding pleased, 'so who knows how |l ong | shal
conmmand Al fred's guard. But you'd be of great use to nme if you would serve in
t he househol d troops."

"I'"d rather shovel shit,' | said, then held a hand towards Brida. 'Do you
renenmber Brida?' | asked. 'You tried to rape her ten years ago.'

He went bright red, said nothing, but just hurried away. Brida |aughed as he
retreated, then gave a very snall bow because Atswith, Alfred s wife, was
wal ki ng past us. Atswith ignored us, for she had never liked Brida or ne, but
Anfl aed smiled. She was AZswith's cl osest conpanion and | kissed ny hand
towards her. 'She was a tavern whore,' | told Brida, 'and now she rules the
ki ng' s househol d."

'CGood for her.' Brida said.

' Does Al fred know she was a whore?' Ragnar asked

'He pretends not to know,' | said.

Al fred came |last. He | ooked sick, but that was nothing unusual. He half
inclined his head to ne, but said nothing, though Beocca scuttled over to ne
as we waited for the crowmd at the door to thin. 'You're to see the king after

m dday prayers,' he told nme, 'and you too, Lord Ragnar. | shall sumon you.'
"W'll be inthe Two Cranes,' | told him

"I don't know why you like that tavern.'

'Because it's a brothel too, of course,' | said. "And if you go there, father

make sure you carve a notch in one of the beans to show you humped one of the
ladies. 1'd recommend Ethel. She's only got one hand, but it's a mracle what



she can do with it.'

' Ch, dear God, Unhtred, dear God. What an ugly cesspit you have for a mnd. If
| ever marry, and | pray God for that dear happiness, | shall go unstained to
ny bride.’



"I pray you do too, father.' | said, and | meant it. Poor Beocca. He was so
ugly and he dreaned of a wife, but he had never found one and | doubted he
ever would. There were plenty of women willing to marry him squint and all
for he was, after all, a privileged priest high in Alfred s estimation, but
Beocca was waiting for love to strike himlike a lightning bolt. He would
stare at beautiful wonen, dream his hopel ess dreans and say his prayers.

Per haps, | thought, his heaven would reward himwi th a gl orious bride, but
nothing | had ever heard about the Christian heaven suggested that such joys
were avail abl e.

Beocca fetched us fromthe Two Cranes that afternoon. | noted that he gl anced
at the beans and | ooked shocked at the nunber of notches, but he said nothing
of them |leading us instead to the pal ace where we surrendered our swords at

t he gat ehouse. Ragnar was conmanded to wait in the courtyard while Beocca took
me to Alfred who was in his study, a small roomthat had been part of the
Roman buil ding that was the heart of Wntanceaster's palace. | had been in the
room before, so | was not surprised by the scant furniture, nor by the piles
of parchments that spilled fromthe wi de wi ndow | edge. The walls were of
stone, and whitewashed, so it was a well-lit room though for some reason

Al fred had a score of candles burning in one corner. Each candl e had been
scored with deep lines about a thumb's width apart. The candles were certainly
not there for illum nation because an autummal sun streaned through the big
wi ndow, and | did not want to ask what purpose the candles served in case he
told me. | nerely assuned there was a candle for every saint he had prayed to
over the | ast few days and each of the scored lines was a sin that had to be
burned away. Alfred had a very acute conscience for sins, especially mne
Alfred was dressed in a brown robe so that he | ooked |ike a nonk. Hi s hands,
i ke Beocca's, were ink-stained. He appeared pale and sick. | had heard his
stomach troubl es were bad again and every now and then he flinched as a pain
stabbed at his belly. But he greeted me warmy enough. 'Lord Uhtred. | trust
you are in health?

"I am lord," | said, still kneeling, 'and hope the sanme for you.'

"CGod afflicts me. There is purpose in that, so I nmust be glad of it. Stand,

pl ease. Is Earl Ragnar with you?

"He is outside, lord.'

"Good.' he said. | stood in the only space left in the small room The
nmysteri ous candl es took up a |arge area, and Beocca was standi ng agai nst the
wal | next to Steapa who took up even nore. | was surprised to see Steapa.

Al fred favoured clever nmen and Steapa was hardly clever. He had been born a
sl ave, now he was a warrior, and in truth he was not much good for anything
beyond consuming al e and sl aughtering the king's enemes, tw tasks he did
with a brutal efficiency. Now he stood just beyond the king's high witing
desk with an awkward expression as though he were unsure why he had been
sunmoned.

| thought Alfred would ask about my ordeal, for he liked to hear stories of
di stant places and strange people, but he ignored it utterly, instead asking

for my opinion of Guthred and | said | |iked Guthred, which seemed to surprise
the king. 'You like him' Al fred asked, 'despite what he did to you?
"He had little choice, lord." | said. 'I told himthat a king nust be ruthless

in defence of his realm
'Even so.' Alfred watched nme with a dubi ous face.

"I'f we nere nen, lord, wanted gratitude fromkings,' | said with nmy nost
ear nest expression, 'then we should be forever disappointed.’
He | ooked at nme sternly then gave a rare burst of laughter. 'I've m ssed you,

Unhtred.' he said. 'You are the only man who is inpertinent with ne.'

"He did not nean it, lord.' Beocca said anxiously.

"OfF course he nmeant it,' Alfred said. He pushed sone parchnents aside on the
wi ndow | edge and sat down. 'Wat do you think of my candl es?' he asked ne.

"I find, lord," | said thoughtfully, "that they're nore effective at night.'
"I amtrying to develop a clock.' he said.

"A cl ock?



To mark the passing hours,"

"You | ook at the sun, lord," | said, 'and at night, the stars.'
"Not all of us can see through clouds,' he remarked tartly. 'Each mark is
supposed to represent one hour. | am endeavoring to find which markings are

nost accurate. If | can find a candle that burns twenty-four divisions between
m dday and mnidday then | shall always know the hour, won't [?

"Yes, lord," | said

"Qur tinme nust be properly spent,' he said, 'and to do that we nust first know
how nuch tinme we have.'

"Yes, lord," | said again, my boredom obvi ous.

Al fred sighed, then | ooked through the parchments and found one enbossed with
a huge seal of sickly-green wax. 'This is a nmessage fromKing Guthred,' he
said. 'He has asked for ny advice and | amminded to offer it. To which end
am sendi ng an enbassy to Eoferw c. Father Beocca has agreed to speak for ne.'
"You do me a privilege, lord," Beocca said happily, 'a great privilege.'

" And Fat her Beocca will be carrying precious gifts for King Guthred,' Al fred
went on, 'and those gifts nmust be protected, which neans an escort of

warriors. | thought, perhaps, you would provide that protection, Lord Untred?
You and St eapa?'
"Yes, lord," | said, enthusiastically this time, for all | dreaned of was

G sela and she was in Eoferw c.
"But you are to understand,' Alfred said, 'that Father Beocca is in charge. He

is my anbassador and you will take his orders. |Is that understood?
"Indeed, lord," | said, though in truth I had no need to accept Alfred's
instructions. | was no longer sworn to him | was not a West Saxon, but he was

asking ne to go where | wanted to go and so | did not rem nd himthat he

| acked ny oath.

He did not need reminding. 'You will all three return before Christnas to
report on your enbassy,' he said, 'and if you do not swear to that,' he was
| ooking at me now, 'and swear to be ny man, then | shall not let you go.'

"You want ny oath?' | asked him
"I insist onit, Lord Untred,' he said.
| hesitated. | did not want to be Alfred' s man again, but | sensed there was

far nore behind this so-called enbassy than the provision of advice. If Alfred
wanted to advise GQuthred why not do it in aletter? O send a hal f-dozen
priests to weary Quthred's ears? But Alfred was sending Steapa and nysel f and,
intruth, the two of us were only fit for one thing, fighting. And Beocca,

t hough undoubtedly a good man, was hardly an inpressive anbassador. Alfred, |

t hought, wanted Steapa and nme in the north, which nmeant he wanted viol ence
done, and that was encouraging, but still | hesitated and that annoyed the

ki ng.

"Must | remind you,' Alfred asked with sonme asperity, '"that | went to a dea

of trouble to free you fromyour slavery?

"Way did you do that, lord?" | asked.

Beocca hissed, angry that | had not yielded i mediately to the king' s w shes,
and Alfred | ooked affronted, but then he seened to accept that ny question
deserved an answer. He notioned Beocca to silence, then fidgeted with the sea
on Guthred's letter, shredding scraps of green wax. The Abbess Hil degyth
convinced ne,' he said at last. | waited. Alfred glanced at ne and saw

t hought there was nore to the answer than Hild' s entreaties. He shrugged. 'And
it seemed to ne,' he said awkwardly, 'that | owed you nmore than |I repaid you
for your services at Athelingaeg.’

It was hardly an apol ogy, but it was an acknow edgnment that five hides were no
reward for a kingdom | bowed my head. Thank you, lord," | said, 'and you
shall have ny oath.' | did not want to give it to him but what choice did
have? Thus are our lives decided. For years | had swayed between |ove of the
Danes and loyalty to the Saxons and there, beside the guttering candl e-cl ocks,
| gave ny services to a king | disliked. "But might | ask, lord," | went on
"why Quthred needs advice?

'Because lvarr Ivarson tires of him' Afred said, 'and Ivarr would have



anot her, nore conpliant, man on Northunbria's throne.'

'Or take the throne for hinself?" | suggested.

"Ivarr, | think, does not want a king's heavy responsibilities.' Alfred said.
'He wants power, he wants noney, he wants warriors,



and he wants another man to do the hard work of enforcing the laws on the
Saxons and raising taxes fromthe Saxons. And he will choose a Saxon to do
that.' That nade sense. It was how the Danes usually governed their conquered
Saxons. 'And lvarr,' Alfred went on, 'no longer wants Guthred.'

"Way not, |ord?

'Because King Guthred,' Alfred said, 'attenpts to inmpose his |aw equally on
Danes and Saxons alike."'

I remenbered Guthred's hope that he would be a just king. 'Is that bad?
asked.

"It is foolishness,' Alfred said, 'when he decrees that every man, whether
pagan or Christian, nmust donate his tithe to the church.’

O fa had nentioned that church tax and it was, indeed, a foolish inposition
The tithe was a tenth of everything a man grew, reared or made, and the pagan
Danes woul d never accept such a law. 'l thought you woul d approve, lord,’
sai d m schi evously.

"I approve of tithing, of course,' Afred said wearily, 'but a tithe should be

given with a willing heart.'

"Hilaremdatoremdiligit Deus,' Beocca put in unhelpfully. "It says so in the
gospel book.'

'"CGod approves a cheerful giver",' A fred provided the translation, 'but when

a land is half pagan and half Christian you do not encourage unity by

of fendi ng the nore powerful half. Guthred nust be a Dane to the Danes and a
Christian to the Christians. That is ny advice to him'

"If the Danes rebel,' | asked, 'does Guthred have the power to defeat thenf'
'He has the Saxon fyrd, what's left of it, and some Danish Christians, but too
few of those, alas. My estimate is that he can raise six hundred spears, but

fewer than half of those will be reliable in battle.'

"And lvarr? | asked.

"Nearer a thousand. And if Kjartan joins himthen he will have far nore. And
Kjartan is encouraging lvarr.'

"Kjartan,' | said 'doesn't |eave Dunholm'

'"He doesn't need to | eave Dunholm*' Alfred said, 'he needs only to send two
hundred nen to assist lvarr. And Kjartan, | amtold, has a particular hatred
of CQuthred.'

'That's because Gut hred pissed all over his son,' | said.

'"He did what?' The king stared at ne.

"Washed his hair with piss,' | said. 'l was there.'

'"Dear CGod,' Alfred said, plainly thinking that every man north of the Hunber
was a barbari an.

'So what Guthred nmust do now," | said, 'is destroy lvarr and Kjartan?

"That is Guthred's business,' Afred said distantly.

'He nust make peace with them' Beocca said, frowning at ne.

'Peace is always desirable,’ Alfred said, though w thout rmuch enthusi asm
"If we are to send nissionaries to the Northunbrian Danes, |ord,' Beocca
urged, 'then we nust have peace.’

"As | said,' Alfred retorted, 'peace is desirable.' Again he spoke w thout

fervour and that, | thought, was his real nmessage. He knew there could not be
peace.

| remenbered what Offa, the dog-dancing man, had told ne about marrying G sel a
to ny uncle. 'Guthred could persuade nmy uncle to support him' | suggested.

Al fred gave me a specul ative | ook. 'Wuld you approve of that, Lord Unhtred?
"AEfric is a usurper.' | said. 'He swore to recognise nme as heir to Bebbanburg
and broke that oath. No, lord, | would not approve.'

Al fred peered at his candles that guttered away, smearing the whitewashed wall
with their snoke. 'This one,' he said, '"burns too fast.' He licked his
fingers, pinched out the flanme, and put the dead candle in a basket with a
dozen other rejects. "It is greatly to be wished,’ he said, still exani ning
his candles, 'that a Christian king reigns in Northunbria. It is even
desirable that it should be Guthred. He is a Dane, and if we are to win the
Danes to a know edge and | ove of Christ then we need Dani sh ki ngs who are



Christians. What we do not need is Kjartan and Ivarr maki ng war on the
Christians. They woul d destroy the church if they could."’



"Kjartan certainly would.' | said.

"And | doubt your uncle is strong enough to defeat Kjartan and Ivarr,' Alfred
said, 'even if he were willing to ally hinself with Guthred. No,' he paused,
thinking, '"the only solution is for Guthred to make his peace with the pagans.
That is nmy advice to him' He spoke the last few words directly to Beocca.
Beocca | ooked pl eased. 'Wse advice, lord,' he said, 'praise be to God.'

" And speaki ng of pagans,' Alfred glanced at nme, '"what will the Earl Ragnar do
if I release hin®

"He won't fight for Ivarr.' | said firmy.

"You can be sure of that?

'Ragnar hates Kjartan,' | said, '"and if Kjartan is allied to lIvarr then Ragnar
will hate both nmen. Yes, lord, | can be sure of that.'

"So if | release Ragnar,' Alfred asked, 'and allow himto go north with you,
he will not turn agai nst Guthred?

"He'll fight Kjartan,' | said, 'but what he will think of Guthred I don't
know. '

Al fred considered that answer, then nodded. 'If he is opposed to Kjartan,' he
said, 'that should be sufficient.'" He turned and sniled at Beocca. ' Your
enbassy, father, is to preach peace to Guthred. You will advise himto be a

Dane anong the Danes and a Christian anong the Saxons.'

'Yes, of course, lord.' Beocca said, but it was plain he was thoroughly
confused. Alfred tal ked peace, but was sending warriors, for he knew there
could not be peace while Ivarr and Kjartan |lived. He dared not nake such a
pronouncenent publicly, or else the northern Danes woul d accuse Wessex of
interfering in Northunbrian affairs. They would resent that, and their
resentment would add strength to lvarr's cause. And Alfred wanted Guthred on
Northumbria's throne because Guthred was a Christian, and a Christian

Nort hunbria was nore likely to wel come a Saxon arny when it cane, if it cane.
Ivarr and Kjartan woul d make Northunbria into a pagan stronghold if they
could, and Alfred wanted to prevent that. Beocca, therefore, was to preach
peace and conciliation, but Steapa, Ragnar and | would carry swords.

W were his dogs of war and Alfred knew full well that Beocca coul d not
control wus.

He dreanmed, Alfred did, and his dreams enconpassed all the isle of Britain.
And | was once again to be his sworn man, and that was not what | had wanted
but he was sending nme north, to Gsela, and that | did want and so | knelt to
him placed ny hands between his, swore the oath and thus lost ny freedom
Then Ragnar was summoned and he al so knelt and was granted his freedom

And next day we all rode north.

G sela was already nmarri ed.

| heard that from Wil fhere, Archbishop of Eoferw c, and he shoul d have known
because he had perforned the cerenmony in his big church. It seermed | had
arrived five days too late and when | heard the news | felt a despair |ike

t hat whi ch had caused ny tears in Haithabu. G sela was narried.

It was autumm when we reached Northunbria. Peregrine falcons patrolled the
sky, stooping on the newy arrived woodcock or on the gulls that flocked in
the rain-drowned furrows. It had been a fine autum so far, but the rains
arrived fromthe west as we travelled north through Mercia. There were ten of
us; Ragnar and Brida, Steapa and nyself and Father Beocca who had charge of
three servants who | ed the packhorses carrying our shields, arnour, changes of
clothing and the gifts Alfred was sending to Guthred. Ragnar |ed two nmen who
had shared his exile. Al of us were nounted on fine horses that Al fred had
gi ven us and we shoul d have made good time, but Beocca sl owed us. He hated
bei ng on horseback and even though we padded his mare's saddle with two thick
fl eeces he was still crippled by soreness. He had spent the journey rehearsing
the speech with which he would greet Guthred, practising and practising the
words until we were all bored by them W had encountered no trouble in
Mercia, for Ragnar's presence ensured that we were wel cone in Danish halls.
There was still a



Saxon king in northern Mercia, Ceolwlf was his nane, but we did not neet him
and it was plain that the real power lay with the great Danish |ords. W
crossed the border into Northunmbria under a pelting rainstormand it was stil
raining as we rode into Eoferw c.

And there | learned that G sela was married. Not only married, but gone from
Eoferwic with her brother. 'l solemised the marriage,' Wl fhere, the

archbi shop, told us. He was spooning barley soup into his nouth and | ong

dri bbl es hung in glutinous loops in his white beard. The silly girl wept al

t hrough the cerenony, and she wouldn't take the mass, but it makes no
difference. She's still nmarried.’

I was horrified. Five days, that was all. Fate is inexorable. 'l thought she'd
gone to a nunnery,' | said, as if that nmade any difference.

"She lived in a nunnery,' Wil fhere said, 'but putting a cat into a stable
doesn't make it a horse, does it? She was hiding herself away! It was a waste
of a perfectly good wonb! She's been spoiled, that's her trouble. Allowed to
l[ive in a nunnery where she never said a prayer. She needed the strap, that
one. A good thrashing, that's what |1'd have given her. Still, she's not in the
nunnery now. Guthred pulled her out and married her off.’

' To whon?' Beocca asked.

"Lord Afric, of course.’

"Afric cane to Eoferwic? | asked, astonished, for ny uncle was as rel uctant
to | eave Bebbanburg as Kjartan was to quit the safety of Dunhol m

"He didn't conme,' Wilfhere said. 'He sent a score of nen and one of those
stood in for Lord Akfric. It was a proxy wedding. Qite legal.’

"It is," Beocca said.

'So where is she?" | asked.

'Gone north.' Wil fhere waved his horn spoon. 'They've all gone. Her brother's
taken her to Bebbanburg. Abbot Eadred's with them and he's taken Saint

Cut hbert's corpse, of course. And that awful man Hrot hweard went as well.
Can't stand Hrothweard. He was the idiot who persuaded Guthred to inpose the
tithe on the Danes. | told Guthred it was foolishness, but Hrothweard clai nmed
to have got his orders directly from Saint Cuthbert, so nothing |I could say
had the slightest effect. Now the Danes are probably gathering their forces,
so it's going to be war.'

"War?' | asked. 'Has Guthred declared war on the Danes?' It sounded unlikely.
'"OF course not! But they've got to stop him' Wil fhere used the sleeve of his
robe to nop up his beard

"Stop himfromdoi ng what ?" Ragnar asked.

' Reachi ng Bebbanburg, of course, what el se? The day Guthred delivers his
sister and Saint Cuthbert to Bebbanburg is the day Afric gives himtwo
hundred spearnen. But the Danes aren't going to stand for that! They nore or

| ess put up with GQuthred, but only because he's too weak to order them about,
but if he gets a couple of hundred prime spearnmen from AZfric, the Danes w ||
squash himlike a louse. | should think lvarr is already gathering troops to
stop the nonsense.'’

They' ve taken the bl essed Saint Cuthbert with then?' Beocca asked.

The archbi shop frowned at Beocca. 'You're an odd anbassador.' he said.

'Qdd, lord?

"Can't | ook straight, can you? Alfred nmust be hard up for nen if he sends an
ugly thing like you. There used to be a priest in Bebbanburg with a squint.
That was years ago, back in old Lord Untred' s day.'

That was ne.' Beocca said eagerly.

'"Don't be a fool, of course it wasn't. The fellow |I'mtal ki ng about was young
and red-haired. Take all the chairs, you brainless idiot!' he turned on a
servant, 'all six of them And bring me nore bread.' Wil fhere was planning to
escape before war broke out between Guthred and the Danes and his courtyard
was busy wi th wagons, oxen and packhorses because the treasures of his big
church were being packed up so they could be taken to some place that offered
safety. 'King GQuthred took Saint Cuthbert,' the archbi shop said, because
that's Atfric's price. He wants the corpse as well as the wonb. | just hope he



renmenbers whi ch one to poke.'



My uncle, | realised, was making his bid for power. Guthred was weak, but he
di d possess the great treasure of Cuthbert's corpse and if Atfric could gain
possessi on of the saint then he woul d becone the guardian of all Northunbria's
Christians. He would al so nmake a small fortune fromthe pennies of pilgrins.

"What he's doing,' | said, 'is remaking Bernicia. He'll call hinself king
before too | ong.'

Wil f here | ooked at me as though | was not a conplete fool. 'You're right,' he
said, 'and his two hundred spearmen will stay with Guthred for a nonth, that's
all. Then they'll go hone and the Danes will roast Guthred over a fire. |

warned him | told hima dead saint was worth nore than two hundred spearnen,
but he's desperate. And if you want to see him you' d best go north.' Wil fhere
had received us because we were Al fred' s anbassadors, but he had offered us
neither food nor shelter and he plainly wanted to see the back of us as soon
as decently possible. '"Go north,'" he reiterated, 'and you nmight find the silly
man alive.'

W went back to the tavern where Steapa and Brida waited and | cursed the

t hree spinners who had let me come so close, and then denied me. G sela had
been gone four days, which was nore than enough tine to reach Bebbanburg, and
her brother's desperate bid for Afric's support had probably stirred the
Danes to revolt. Not that | cared about the anger of the Danes. | was only

t hi nki ng of G sel a.

"W have to go north,' Beocca said, 'and find the king.'

"You step inside Bebbanburg,' | told him "'and Afric will kill you.' Beocca,
when he fl ed Bebbanburg, had taken all the parchnents that proved | was the
rightful lord, and Atfric knew and resented that.

"Afric won't kill a priest,' Beocca said, 'not if he cares for his soul. And
"' man anbassador! He can't kill an anmbassador."

'"So long as he's safe inside Bebbanburg,' Ragnar put in, 'he can do whatever
he |ikes.'

' Maybe Guthred didn't reach Bebbanburg,' Steapa said, and | was so surprised
that he had spoken at all that | did not really pay attention. Nor, it seemned,
di d anyone el se, for none of us responded. 'If they don't want the girl
married,' Steapa went on, 'they' |l stop him'

They?' Ragnar asked.

The Danes, lord.' Steapa said.

"And Guthred will be travelling slowy.' Brida added.

"He will?" | asked.

"You said he's taken Cuthbert's corpse with him'

Hope stirred in ne. Steapa and Brida were right. Guthred nmight be intent on
reachi ng Bebbanburg, but he could travel no faster than the corpse could be
carried, and the Danes would want to stop him 'He could be dead by now.' |
sai d.

"Only one way to find out.' Ragnar said.

W rode next dawn, taking the Roman road north, and we rode as fast we coul d.
So far we had coddled Alfred' s horses, but now we drove them hard, though we
were still slowed by Beocca. Then, as the norning wore on, the rains cane
again. Gentle at first, but soon hard enough to make the ground treacherous.
The wind rose, and it was in our faces. Thunder sounded far off and the rain
fell with a newintensity and we were all spattered by nud, we were all cold
and all soaked. The trees thrashed, shedding their last |eaves into the bitter
wind. It was a day to be inside a hall, beside a vast fire.

W found the first bodies beside the road. They were two nen who | ay naked

wi th their wounds washed bl oodl ess by the rain. One of the dead nmen had a

br oken sickle beside him Another three corpses were a half-mle to the north,
and two of them had wooden crosses about their necks which meant they were
Saxons. Beocca nade the sign of the cross over their bodies. Lightning whipped
the hills to the west, then Ragnar pointed ahead and | saw, through the
hanmrering rain, a settlenent beside the road. There were a few | ow houses,
what m ght have been a church, and a high-ridged hall w thin a wooden
pal i sade.



There was a score of horses tied to the hall's palisade and, as we appeared
fromthe storm a dozen nmen ran fromthe gate with swords and spears. They
mount ed and gal | oped down the road



towards us, but slowed when they saw the armrings Ragnar and | wore. 'Are you
Danes?' Ragnar shout ed.

'"We're Danes!' They lowered their swords and turned their horses to escort us.
'Have you seen any Saxons?' one of them asked Ragnar

'Only dead ones.'

W stabled the horses in one of the houses, pulling down part of the roof to
enl arge the door so the horses could be taken inside There was a Saxon famly
there and they shrank fromus. The woman whi npered and hel d her hands towards

us in mute prayer. 'My daughter's ill," she said.

The girl lay in a dark corner, shivering. She did not look ill so nuch as
terrified. "How old is she?" | asked.

'El even years, lord, | think,' the girl's nother answered.

' She was raped?' | asked.

"By four men, lord,' she said.

"She's safe now' | said, and | gave themcoins to pay for the damage to the

roof and we left Alfred' s servants and Ragnar's two nmen to guard the horses,
then joined the Danes in the big hall where a fire burned fierce in the
central hearth. The nen about the flanmes made room for us, though they were
confused that we travelled with a Christian priest. They | ooked at the
bedr aggl ed Beocca suspi ciously, but Ragnar was so obviously a Dane that they

said nothing, and his armrings, like mne, indicated that he was a Dane of
t he highest rank. The nen's | eader nmust have been inpressed by Ragnar for he
hal f bowed. 'I am Hakon,' he said, 'of Onhripum’

' Ragnhar Ragnarson,' Ragnar introduced hinmself. He introduced neither Steapa
nor nyself, though he did nod towards Brida. 'And this is nmy worman.'

Hakon knew of Ragnar, which was not surprising for Ragnhar's nane was fampus in
the hills to the west of Onhripum 'You were a hostage in Wessex, lord?" he
asked.

"No | onger,' Ragnar said shortly.

"Wl come hone, lord,' Hakon said.

Al e was brought to us, and bread and cheese and apples. 'The dead we saw on
the road,' Ragnar asked, 'that was your work?

' Saxons, lord. We're to stop themgathering.' 'You certainly stopped those nen
gat hering,' Ragnar said, revoking a snile from Hakon. 'Wose orders?' Ragnar
asked. 'The Earl lvarr, lord. He's summoned us. And if we find Saxons

weapons we're to kill them' Ragnar m schievously jerked his head at Steapa.
'He's a Saxon,

he's arned."'

Hakon and his nen | ooked at the huge, baleful Steapa. 'He's

with you, lord."'

'So why has Ivarr summoned you?' Ragnar denanded.

And so the story enmerged, or as nuch as Hakon knew. Guthred had travelled this
same road north, but Kjartan had sent nen to block his path. 'CGuthred has no
nore than a hundred and fifty spearmen,' Hakon told us, 'and Kjartan opposed
himwi th two hundred or nore. GQuthred did not try to fight.'

'So where is GQuthred?

'"He ran away, lord.'

'Where?' Ragnar asked sharply.

"W think west, lord, towards Cunbral and."'

"Kjartan didn't foll ow?

"Kjartan, lord, doesn't go far from Dunholm He fears Atfric of Bebbanburg
will attack Dunholmif he goes far away, so he stays close.’

"And you' re sumoned where?' Ragnar demanded

"We're to neet the Lord Ivarr at Thresk,' Hakon sai d.

Thresk?' Ragnar was puzzled. Thresk was a settlenment beside a | ake sonme miles
to the east. CQuthred, it appeared, had gone west, but Ivarr was raising his
banner to the east. Then Ragnar understood. 'lvarr will attack Eoferw c?
Hakon nodded. ' Take Guthred's hone, lord,' he said, 'and where can he go?

' Bebbanburg?' | suggest ed.

There are horsemen shadowi ng Guthred,' Hakon said, 'and if he tries to go



north Kjartan will march again.' He touched his sword's hilt. "W shall finish
t he Saxons for ever, lord. The Lord Ivarr will be glad of your return.’



"My famly,' Ragnar said harshly, 'does not fight al ongside Kjartan.'

"Not even for plunder?" Hakon asked. '| hear Eoferwic is full of

pl under.'

"It's been plundered before,' | said, 'how rmuch can be left?" 'Enough.' Hakon
said flatly.

Ivarr, | thought, had devised a clever strategy. Guthred, acconpanied by too

few spearnen and cunbered with priests, nonks and a dead saint, was wandering
in the wild Northunbrian weather, and nmeanwhile his enem es would capture his
pal ace and his city, and with themthe city's garrison that formed the heart
of Guthred's forces. Kjartan, meanwhile, was keeping Guthred fromreaching the
saf ety of Bebbanburg.

"Whose hall is this? Ragnar asked.

"It belonged to a Saxon, lord.' Hakon said.

' Bel onged?'

"He drew his sword,' Hakon explained, 'so he and all his folk are dead. Except
two daughters.' He jerked his head towards the back of the hall. They're in a
cattle byre if you want them

More Danes arrived as evening fell. They were all going to Thresk and the hal
was a good place to shelter fromthe weather that was now bl owi ng a ful

storm There was ale in the hall and inevitably men got drunk, but they were
happi | y drunk because Guthred had made a terrible mstake. He had marched
north with too fewnmen in the belief that the Danes would not interfere with
him and now t hese Danes had the prom se of an easy war and ruch pl under

W took one of the sleeping platforns at the side of the hall for our own use.
'What we have to do,' Ragnar said, 'is go to Synningthwait.'

"At dawn.' | agreed.

"Why Synni ngt hwai t ?' Beocca wanted to know.

'Because that's where ny nmen are,' Ragnar said, 'and that's what we need now.
Men. '

"W need to find Guthred!' Beocca insisted.

"W need nmen to find him' | said, 'and we need swords.'

Nort hunbria was falling into chaos and the best way to endure chaos was to be
surrounded by swords and spears.

Three drunken Danes had watched us tal king and they were intrigued, perhaps
of fended, that we included a Christian priest in our conversation. They
crossed to the platformand demanded to know who Beocca was and why we were
keepi ng hi m conmpany. 'We're keeping him' | said, 'in case we get hungry.

That satisfied them and the joke was passed about the hall to nmore | aughter.
The storm passed in the night. Thunder growl ed ever nore faintly, and the
intensity of the rain on the wi nd-tossed thatch slowy dimnished so that by
dawn there was only a light drizzle and water dripping fromthe noss-covered
roof . We dressed in nail and helnmets and, as Hakon and the other Danes went
east towards Thresk, we rode west into the hills.

I was thinking of Gsela, |ost sonewhere in the hills and a victim of her
brother's desperation. Guthred nmust have thought that it was too late in the
year for armies to assenble, and that he could slip past Dunhol mto Bebbanburg
wi t hout the Danes trying to oppose him Now he was on the edge of |o0sing
everything. 'If we find him' Beocca asked me as we rode, 'can we take him
south to Al fred?

' Take himsouth to Al fred?" | asked, 'Wiy would we do that?' 'To keep him

alive. If he's a Christian then he'll be welcome in Wssex.'

"Alfred wants himto be king here.' | said.

'"It's too late.' Beocca said gloomly

"No," | said, '"it's not too |ate.' Beocca stared at ne as though | were mad,

and perhaps | was, but in the chaos that darkened Northunbria there was one
thing Ivarr had not thought of. He nmust have believed he had already won. His
forces were assenbling and Kjartan was driving Guthred into the wild centre of
the country where no army could survive for long in cold and wi nd and rain.
But lvarr had forgotten Ragnar. Ragnhar had been away so long, yet he held a
stretch of land in the hills and that |and supported nmen, and those nen were



sworn to Ragnar's service. And so we rode to Synningthwait and | had a lunp in
nmy throat



as we cantered into the valley for it had been near Synningthwait that | had
lived as a child, where | had been raised by Ragnar's father, where | had

| earned to fight, where | had been | oved, where | had been happy, and where
had wat ched Kjartan burn Ragnar's hall and nurder its inhabitants. This was
the first time | had returned since that foul night.

Ragnar's men lived in the settlenent or in the nearby hills, though the first
person | saw was Ethne, the Scottish slave we had freed at Gyruum She was
carrying two pails of water and she did not recognise ne till | called her
nane. Then she dropped the pails and ran towards the houses, shouting, and

Fi nan enmerged froma | ow doorway. He shouted with delight, and nore folk
appear ed, and suddenly there was a crowd cheering because Ragnar had cone back
to his people.

Fi nan could not wait for nme to dismount. He wal ked beside nmy horse, grinning.
"You want to know how Sverri died? he asked ne.

"Slow y?" | guessed.

"And loudly.' He grinned. 'And we took his noney.'

' Much noney?'

'More than you can dreamof!' he said exultantly. 'And we burned his house
Left his wonan and chil dren weeping.'

"You let themlive?

He | ooked enbarrassed. 'Ethne felt sorry for them But killing himwas

pl easure enough.' He grinned up at ne again. 'So are we going to war?

"W're going to war.'

"W're to fight that bastard Guthred, eh?'" Finan said.

"You want to do that?

He sent a priest to say we had to pay the church noney! W chased hi m away."'
"I thought you were a Christian,' | said.

"I am' Finan said defensively, "but 1'll be dammed before | give a priest a
tenth of nmy noney.'

The nmen of Synningthwait expected to fight for lvarr. They were Danes, and
they saw the i mm nent war as one between Danes

and upstart Saxons, though none had nuch ent husiasm for the fight because
Ivarr was not liked. Ivarr's sumons had reached Synningthwait five days
before and Roll o, who conmanded in Raenar's absence, had deliberately dallied.
Now t he deci si on bel onged to Ragnar and that night, in front of his hall where
a great fire burned beneath the clouds, he invited his nen to speak their

m nds. Ragnar could have ordered themto do whatever he wanted, but he had not

seen nost of themin three years and he wanted to know their tenper. 'l let
t hem speak,' he told nme, 'then I'll tell themwhat we'll do.'

"What will we do?" | asked.

Ragnar grinned. 'I don't know yet.'

Rol Il o spoke first. He did not dislike Guthred, he said, but he wondered if
GQut hred was the best king for Northunbria. 'A land needs a king,' he said,
"and that king should be fair and just and generous and strong. Guthred is
neither just nor strong. He favours the Christians.' Men nurnmured support.
Beocca was sitting beside me and understood enough of what was being said to
become upset. 'Alfred supports Guthred!' he hissed to ne.

"Be quiet,' | warned him

"Quthred,' Rollo went on, 'demanded that we pay a tax to the Christian
priests.'

"Did you?' Ragnar asked.

" No.

"If Guthred is not king,' Ragnar demanded, 'who should be?" No one spoke.
"Ivarr?' Raghar suggested, and a shudder went through the crowd. No one I|iked
Ivarr, and no one spoke except Beocca and he only managed one word before
choked off his protest with a sharp dig into his bony ribs. 'Wat about Earl
U f?'" Ragnar asked.

"Too old now," Rollo said. 'Besides he's gone back to Cair Ligualid and wants
to stay there.'

Is there a Saxon who woul d | eave us Danes al one?' Ragnar asked, and again no



one answered. 'Another Dane, then?' Ragnar suggested.



"It nust be Guthred!' Beocca snapped |ike a dog.

Rol l o took a pace forward as if what he was about to say was inportant. 'We
woul d foll ow you, lord," he said to Ragnar, 'for you are fair and just and
generous and strong.' That provoked wild appl ause fromthe crowd gathered
about the fire.

This is treason!' Beocca hissed.

"Be quiet," | told him
"But Alfred told us . . .'
"Alfred is not here,' | said, 'and we are, so be quiet.'

Ragnar gazed into the fire. He was such a good-1ooking man, so strong-faced,
so open-faced and cheerful, yet at that nmoment he was troubl ed. He | ooked at
nme. 'You could be king,' he said.

"I could," | agreed.
"W are here to support Guthred!' Beocca yapped.
"Finan,' | said, 'beside me is a squint-eyed, club-footed, palsied priest who

isirritating me. If he speaks again, cut his throat.'

"Uhtred!' Beocca squeaked.

"I shall allow himthat one utterance,' | told Finan, 'but the next time he
speaks you will send himto his forefathers.'

Fi nan grinned and drew his sword. Beocca went silent.

"You could be king,' Ragnar said to ne again, and | was aware of Brida's dark
eyes resting on ne.

"My ancestors were kings,' | said, 'and their blood is in ne. It is the bl ood
of Ain.'" My father, though a Christian, had al ways been proud that our fanily
was descended fromthe god Cdin.

"And you woul d be a good king.' Ragnar said. 'It is better that a Saxon rules,
and you are a Saxon who | oves the Danes. You could be King Unhtred of

Nort hunmbria, and why not?' Brida still watched nme. | knew she was renenbering
t he night when Ragnar's father had died, and when Kjartan and his yelling crew
had cut down the nmen and wonmen stunbling fromthe burning hall. 'Wll? Ragnar
pronpted ne.

| was tenpted. | confess | was very tenpted. In their day ny famly had been

ki ngs of Bernicia and now the throne of Northunbria was there for the taking.
Wth Ragnar beside me |I could be sure of Danish support, and the Saxons woul d
do what they were told. lvarr would resist, of course, as would Kjartan and
uncl e, but that was nothing new and | was certain | was a better soldier than
Qut hr ed.

And yet | knew it was not ny fate to be king. | have known nany ki ngs and
their lives are not all silver, feasting and wonen. Alfred | ooked worn out by
his duties, though part of that was his constant sickness and another part an
inability to take his duties lightly. Yet Alfred was right in that dedication
to duty. A king has to rule, he has to keep a bal ance between the great thegns
of his kingdom he has to fend off rivals, he has to keep the treasury full

he has to nmaintain roads and fortresses and armies. | thought of all that
whi | e Ragnar and Brida stared at nme and whil e Beocca held his breath beside
me, and | knew | did not want the responsibility. | wanted the silver, the
feasting and the wonen, but those | could have without a throne. 'It is not ny
fate,' | said.

' Maybe you don't know your fate.' Ragnar suggested.

The snmoke whirled into the cold sky that was bright with sparks. 'M fate,’
said, 'is to be the ruler of Bebbanburg. |I know that. And | know Nort hunbria
cannot be rul ed from Bebbanburg. But perhaps it is your fate.' | said to
Ragnar .

He shook his head. 'My father,' he said, 'and his father, and his father
before him were all Vikings. W sailed to where we could take wealth. W grew
rich. We had | aughter, ale, silver and battle. If | were to be king then

woul d have to protect what | have fromthe nen who would take it from ne.
Instead of being a Viking | would be a shepherd. | want to be free. | have
been a hostage too long, and | want ny freedom | want ny sails in the w nd
and ny swords in the sun. | do not wish to be heaped with duties.' He had been



t hi nki ng what | had been thinking, though he had said it far nore el oquently.
He grinned suddenly, as if released froma burden. 'I wish to be richer than
any king,' he declared to his men, "and | will nake you all rich with ne.’
'So who is to be king?' Rollo asked.



"CQuthred,' Ragnar said.

"Prai se God.' Beocca said.

"Quiet.' | hissed.

Ragnar's men were not happy with his choice. Rollo, gaunt and bearded and

| oyal, spoke for them 'Quthred favours the Christians.' he said. 'He is nore
Saxon than Dane. He would nake us all worship their nailed god.'

"He will do what he's told to do," | said firmy, "and the first thing we tell
himis that no Dane will pay a tithe to their church. He will be a king Iike
Egbert was ki ng, obedient to Danish wi shes.' Beocca was spluttering, but I
ignored him 'Wat matters,' | went on, 'is which Dane gives himhis orders.
Is it to be lvarr? Kjartan? O Ragnar?'

"Ragnar!' nen shout ed.

"And my wi sh,' Ragnar had noved closer to the fire so that the flanes

illum nated himand made hi m| ook bigger and stronger, 'ny wish,' he said
again, 'is to see Kjartan defeated. If Ivarr beats Guthred then Kjartan wll
grow stronger, and Kjartan is nmy eneny. He is our eneny. There is a bl oodf eud
between his famly and mne, and | would end that feud now. W march to help
GQut hred, but if Quthred does not assist us in taking Dunholmthen | swear to
you that | shall kill Guthred and all his folk and take the throne. But |
woul d rather stand in Kjartan's bl ood than be king of all the Danes. | would
rather be the slayer of Kjartan than be king of all the earth. My quarrel is
not with Guthred. It is not with the Saxons. It is not with the Christians. My
quarrel is with Kjartan the Cruel .’

"And in Dunholm' | said, '"there is a hoard of silver worthy of the gods.'
"So we will find Guthred,' Ragnar announced, 'and we shall fight for him’

A moment before, the crowd had wanted Ragnar to | ead them agai nst Cut hred, but
now t hey cheered the news that they were to fight for the king. There were
seventy warriors there, not many, but they were anong the best in Northunbria
and they thunped swords agai nst shields and shouted Ragnar's nane.

'You can speak now,' | told Beocca.

But he had nothing to say.

And next dawn, under a clear sky, we rode to find Guthred.

And G sel a.



PART THREE
Shadow Wl ker

Ei ght

W were seventy-six warriors, including Steapa and nyself. Al of us were on
hor seback and all had weapons, mail or good |l eather, and helnmets. Two score of
servants on smaller horses carried the shields and | ed our spare stallions,
but those servants were not fighting nen and were not counted anong the
seventy-six. There had been a time when Ragnar coul d raise over two hundred
warriors, but many had died at Ethandun and others had found new lords in the
| ong nont hs whil e Ragnar was a hostage, but seventy-six was still a good
nunber. 'And they're form dable nen,' he told ne proudly.

He rode under his banner of an eagle's wing. It was a real eagle's wing nailed
to the top of a high pole, and his hel net was decorated with two nore such
wings. 'I dreaned of this,' he told me as we rode eastwards, 'l dreamed of
riding to war. Al that tine | was a hostage | wanted to be riding to war.
There's nothing in life like it, Uhtred, nothing!’

"Wonen?' | asked.

"Winren and war!' he said, 'wonmen and war!' He whooped for joy and his stallion
pricked back its ears and took a few short, high steps as if it shared its
master's happi ness. W rode at the front of the colum, though Ragnar had a
dozen men nmounted on light ponies ranging far ahead of us. The dozen nen
signalled to each other and back to Ragnar, and they spoke to shepherds and
listened to rumour and snelt the wind. They were |ike hounds seeking scent,
and they | ooked for Guthred's trail, which we



expected to find | eadi ng west towards Cunbral and, but as the norning wore on
the scouts kept tending eastwards. Qur progress was slow, which frustrated
Fat her Beocca, but before we could ride fast we had to know where we were

goi ng. Then, at last, the scouts seened confident that the trail |ed east and
spurred their ponies across the hills and we followed. 'CGuthred's trying to go
back to Eoferwic,' Ragnar guessed. 'He's too late for that,' | said.

'"Or el se he's panicking,' Ragnar suggested cheerfully, 'and doesn't know what
he's doing.'

' That sounds nore likely,' | said.

Brida and some twenty other wonen rode with us. Brida was in | eather arnour
and had a bl ack cloak held at her neck with a fine brooch of silver and jet.
Her hair was twisted high and held in place with a black ribbon, and at her
side was a long sword. She had grown into an el egant woman who possessed an
air of authority and that, | think, offended Father Beocca who had known her
since she was a child. She had been raised a Christian, but had escaped the
faith and Beocca was upset by that, though | think he found her beauty nore

di sturbing. 'She's a sorceress,' Beocca hissed at ne. 'If she's a sorceress,’
| said, 'then she's a good person to have on your side.'

"God will punish us,' he warned

"This isn't your god's country,' | told him 'This is Thor's land.' He made

the sign of the cross to protect hinself fromthe evil of my words. 'And what
were you doing last night? he asked indignantly. 'How could you even think of
bei ng ki ng here?

"Basily," | said. 'I am descended from kings. Unlike you, father. You're
descended from sw neherds, aren't you?

He ignored that. 'The king is the Lord' s anointed,' he insisted. 'The king is
chosen by God and by all the throng of holy saints. Saint Cuthbert |ed

Nort hunbria to GQuthred, so how could you even think of replacing hinf How
could you?'" 'We can turn around and go honme then,' | said. 'Turn around and go
hone?' Beocca was appal |l ed. 'Why?' 'Because if Cuthbert chose him' | said,
"then Cuthbert can defend him Guthred doesn't need us. He can go into battle
with his dead saint. Or maybe he already has,' | said, 'have you thought of

t hat ?'

Thought of what ?'

'That Guthred might already be defeated. He could be dead. O he could be
wearing Kjartan's chains.'

' God preserve us,' Beocca said, making the sign of the cross again.

"It hasn't happened,’ | assured him
' How do you know?'
' Because we'd have net his fugitives by now,' | said, though | could not be

certain of that. Perhaps Guthred was fighting even as we spoke, but | had a
feeling he was alive and not too far away. It is hard to describe that
feeling. It is an instinct, as hard to read as a god's message in the fall of
a wen's feather, but I had learned to trust the feeling.

And nmy instinct was right, for late in the norning one of the scouts cane
raci ng back across the noorland with his pony's nmane tossing in the wind. He
sl ewed around in a burst of turf and bracken to tell Ragnar that there was a
| arge band of men and horses in the valley of the River Swale. 'They're at
Cetreht, lord,' he said.

"On our side of the river? Ragnar asked.

"On our side, lord," the scout said, '"in the old fort. Trapped there.'

" Trapped?'

There's anot her war-band outside the fort, lord," the scout said. He had not
ri dden cl ose enough to see any banners, but two other scouts had ridden down
into the valley while this first galloped back to bring us the news that

Gut hred was probably very near

W qui ckened our pace. Clouds raced in the wind and at nidday a sharp rain
fell briefly, and just after it ended we net the two scouts who had ridden
down to the fields outside the fort and spoken to the war-band. 'CGuthred's in
the fort,' one of themreported.



'So who's outside?
"Kjartan's nmen, lord.' the man said. He grinned, know ng that



if any of Kjartan's nmen were close then there would be a fight. There are
sixty of them lord. Only sixty.'

"I's Kjartan there? O Sven?

"No, lord. They're led by a man called Rolf.'

' You spoke to hin?

' Spoke to himand drank his ale, lord. They're watching Guthred. Mking sure

he doesn't run away. They're keeping himthere until Ivarr cones north.'
"Till lvarr comes?" Ragnhar asked. 'Not Kjartan?

"Kjartan stays at Dunholm lord," the man said, 'that's what they said, and
that lvarr will come north once he's garrisoned Eoferw c.

"There are sixty of Kjartan's men in the valley.' Ragnar shouted back to his
warriors, and his hand instinctively went to the hilt of Heart-Breaker. That
was his sword, given the sane nane as his father's blade as a rem nder of his
duty to revenge Ragnar the Elder's death. 'There are sixty men to kill!' he
added, then called for a servant to bring his shield. He | ooked back to the
scouts. 'Who did they think you were?

"W claimed to serve Hakon, lord. W said we were | ooking for him'

Ragnar gave the nen silver coins. 'You did well,' he said. 'So how nany nen
does Guthred have in the fort?

"Rolf says he's got at |east a hundred, lord."'

"A hundred? And he hasn't tried to drive off sixty nmen?

"No, lord.'

' Some king,' Ragnar said scornfully.

"If he fights them' | said, '"then at the end of the day he'll have fewer than
fifty men.’

'So what's he doing instead?” Ragnar wanted to know.

' Prayi ng, probably."'

Quthred, as we later |earned, had panicked. Thwarted in his efforts to reach
Bebbanburg he had turned west towards Cunbral and, thinking that in that
famliar country he would find friends, but the weather had sl owed him and
there were eneny horsenen always in sight and he feared anbush in the steep
hills ahead. So he had changed his nmind and decided to return to Eoferw c, but
had got no father than the Roman fort that had once guarded the crossings of
the Swal e at Cetreht. He was desperate by then. Some of his spearnen had
deserted, reckoning that only death waited for themif they stayed with the
king, so Guthred had sent nessengers to sumon help from Northunbria's
Christian thegns, but we had already seen the corpses and knew no hel p woul d
cone. Now he was trapped. The sixty nen would hold himin Cetreht until Ilvarr
came to kill him

"If Guthred is praying,' Beocca said sternly, 'then those prayers are being
answered. "'

"You mean the Christian god sent us?' | asked.
"Who el se?" he responded indignantly as he brushed down his black robe. 'Wen
we neet Guthred.' he told nme, 'you will let nme speak first.'

"You think this is a tine for cerenony?

"I"man anbassador!' he protested, 'you forget that.' Hi s indignation suddenly
burst |ike a rain-sodden streamoverflow ng its banks. 'You have no conception
of dignity! I am an anmbassador! Last night, Uhtred, when you told that Irish
savage to cut ny throat, what were you thinking of?

"I was thinking of keeping you quiet, father.'

"I shall tell Alfred of your insolence. You can be sure of that. | shall tel
him"

He went on conplaining, but I was not listening for we had ridden across the
skyline and there was Cetreht and the curving River Swal e beneath us. The
Roman fort was a short distance fromthe Swal e's southern bank and the old
earth walls nade a w de square which enclosed a village which had a church at
its centre. Beyond the fort was the stone bridge the Romans had nade to carry
their great road which led fromEoferwic to the wild north, and half of the
old arch still stood.

As we rode closer | could see that the fort was full of horses and people. A



standard flew fromthe church's gable and | assumed that nust be Guthred's
flag showi ng Saint Cuthbert. A few horsenmen were north of the river, bl ocking
Qut hred' s escape across



the ford, while Rolf's sixty riders were in the fields south of the fort. They
were |ike hounds stopping up a fox's earth.

Ragnar had checked his horse. His men were readying for a fight. They were
pushing their arnms into shield | oops, |oosening swords in scabbards and
waiting for Ragnar's orders. | gazed into the valley. The fort was a hopel ess
refuge. Its walls had |Iong eroded into the ditch and there was no palisade, so
that a man could stroll over the ranparts w thout even breaking stride. The
sixty horsenen, if they had w shed, could have ridden into the village, but
they preferred to ride close to the old wall and shout insults. Guthred s nen
watched fromthe fort's edge. More nen were clustered about the church. They
had seen us on the hill and rmust have thought we were new enenies, for they
were hurrying towards the remmants of the southern ranmpart. | stared at the
village. Was G sela there? | remenbered the flick of her head and how her eyes
had been shadowed by her black hair, and | unconsciously spurred my horse a

few paces forward. | had spent over two years of hell at Sverri's oar, but
this was the noment | had dreaned of through all that time, and so | did not
wait for Ragnar. | touched spurs to my horse again and rode alone into the

val l ey of the Swal e.
Beocca, of course, followed me, squawking that as Alfred' s anbassador he nust

lead the way into Guthred' s presence, but | ignored him and, hal fway down the
hill he tunbled fromhis horse. He gave a despairing cry and | left him
linping in the grass as he tried to retrieve his mare.

The I ate autum sun was bright on the |and that was still wet fromrain.
carried a shield with a polished boss, | was in mail and helnmet, nmy armrings
shone, | glittered like a lord of war. | twisted in ny saddle to see that
Ragnar had started down the hill, but he was slanting eastwards, plainly

intent on cutting off the retreat of Kjartan's nen, whose best escape woul d
l[ie in the eastern river neadows.

| reached the hill's foot and spurred across the flat river plain to join the
Roman road. | passed a Christian cenetery, the ground |unpy and scattered with
smal | wooden crosses | ooking towards the one |larger cross which would show the
resurrected dead the direction of Jerusalemon the day the Christians believed
their corpses would rise fromthe earth. The road | ed strai ght past the graves
to the fort's southern entrance, where a crowd of Cuthred' s nen watched ne.
Kjartan's men spurred to intercept ne, barring the road, but they showed no
appr ehensi on. Why should they? | appeared to be a Dane, | was one nan and they
were many, and ny sword was still in its scabbard. 'Wich of you is Rolf?
shouted as | drew near them

"I am' a bl ack-bearded man urged his horse towards me. 'Wio are you?

"Your death, Rolf,' | said, and | drew Serpent-Breath and touched ny heels to
the stallion's flanks and he went into the full gallop and Rolf was stil
drawi ng his sword when | pounded past himand swung Serpent-Breath and the

bl ade sliced through his neck so that his head and hel met flew back, bounced
on the road and rolled under nmy horse's hooves. | was |aughi ng because the
battle-joy had come. Three nmen were ahead of ne and none had yet drawn a
sword. They just stared at me, aghast, and at Rolf's headl ess trunk that
swayed in the saddle. |I charged the centre man, letting nmy horse barge into
his and striking himhard with Serpent-Breath, and then | was through
Kjartan's horsenmen and the fort was in front of ne.

Fifty or sixty men were standing at the fort's entrance. Only a handful were
mount ed, but nearly all had swords or spears. And | could see Guthred there,
his fair curly hair bright in the sun, and next to himwas Gsela. | had tried
so often to sumon her face in those long nmonths at Sverri's oar, and | had

al ways failed, yet suddenly the wide mouth and the defiant eyes seenmed so

fam liar. She was dressed in a white linen robe, belted at her waist with a
silver chain, and she had a |inen bonnet on her hair which, because she was
married, was bound into a knot. She was hol ding her brother's arm and Cuthred
was just staring at the strange events unfol di ng outside his refuge.



Two of Kjartan's nen had followed me while the rest were mlling around, torn
bet ween the shock of Rolf's death and the sudden appearance of Ragnar's
war-band. | turned on the two nen follow ng nme, wenching the stallion about
so sharply that his hooves scrabbled in the wet nud, but ny sudden turn drove
nmy pursuers back. | spurred after them One was too fast, the second was on a
| unberi ng horse and he heard ny hoofbeats and swung his sword back in a
desperate attenpt to drive nme off. | took the blade on ny shield, then |unged
Serpent-Breath into the man's spine so that his back arched and he screaned.
tugged Serpent-Breath free and back-swung her into the man's face. He fel
fromthe saddle and | rode around him sword red, and took off my helnet as |
spurred again towards the fort.

I was showing off. O course | was showing off. One man agai nst sixty? But

G sela was watching. In truth | was in no real danger. The sixty men had not
been ready for a fight, and if they pursued me now | could take refuge with
GQuthred's nmen. But Kjartan's men were not pursuing. They were too nervous of

Ragnar's approach and so | ignored them riding close to Guthred and his nen
i nst ead.

'Have you forgotten howto fight? | shouted at them | ignored Guthred.
even ignored G sela, though I had taken off ny hel net so she woul d recogni se
me. | knew she was watching me. | could sense those dark eyes and sense her
astoni shment and | hoped it was a joyful astonishment. They've all got to
die!" | shouted, pointing ny sword at Kjartan's nmen. 'Every |ast one of the
bastards has to die, so go out and kill them’

Ragnar struck then and there was the hamer of shield on shield, the clangour
of swords and the scream of nen and horses. Kjartan's men were scattering and
some, despairing of making an escape eastwards, were galloping to the west. |

| ooked at the men in the gateway, 'Rypere! Clapa! | want those nmen stopped!’
Cl apa and Rypere were staring at ne as though | were a ghost, which I suppose
I was in a way. | was glad Capa was still with Guthred, for C apa was a Dane
and that suggested GQuthred could still command some Dani sh all egi ance. ' C apa!
You earsling!' | yelled. 'Stop dawdling like a boiled egg. Get on a horse and
fight!'

"Yes, lord!"

| rode closer still until | was staring down at Guthred. There was a fight

goi ng on behind me and Guthred's nmen, stirred fromtheir torpor, were hurrying
to join the slaughter, but Guthred had no eyes for the battle. He just stared
up at me. There were priests behind himand G sela was beside him but |

| ooked only into GQuthred's eyes and saw the fear there. 'Renenber ne?' | asked
col dly.

He had no words.

"You would do well," | said, '"to set a kingly exanple and kill a few nen right
now. You have a horse?

He nodded and still could not speak

Then get on your horse,' | said curtly, '"and fight.'

Gut hred nodded and took one backwards pace, but though his servant |led a horse
forward Guthred did not nmount. | |ooked at G sela then and she | ooked back and
I thought her eyes could light a fire. | wanted to speak, but it was my turn

to have no words. A priest plucked at her shoulder as if sumoning her away
fromthe fighting, but | tw tched Serpent-Breath's bl oody bl ade towards the
man and he went very still. | |ooked back at Gsela and it seemed as if | had
no breath, as if the world stood still. A gust of wind lifted a wisp of black
hai r showi ng beneath her bonnet. She brushed it away, then smiled. 'Unhtred,"’
she said, as though saying the nane for the very first tine.

"G sela,’ | managed to speak

"I knew you'd cone back,' she said.

"I thought you were going to fight,' | snarled at GQuthred and he ran off |ike
a whi pped dog.

'Do you have a horse?' | asked G sel a.

" No.

"You!' | shouted at a boy gawping at me. 'Fetch nme that horse!' | pointed to



the stallion of the man | had injured in the face. That man was now dead,
killed by Guthred's nmen as they joined the fight.
The boy brought me the stallion and G sela scranbled into its



saddl e, hoisting her skirts inelegantly around her thighs. She pushed her
muddy shoes into the stirrups then held out a hand to touch ny cheek. 'You're
thinner.' she said.

'So are you.'

"I have not been happy,' she said, 'since the nonment you left.' She kept her
hand on ny cheek for a heartbeat, then inpulsively took it away and tore off
the I'inen bonnet and unpinned her black hair so that it fell around her

shoul ders like the hair of an unwed girl. '"I"'mnot married,' she said, 'not
properly married."'

"Not yet.' | said, and ny heart was so full of joy. I could not take ny eyes
fromher. I was with her again and the nonths of slavery dropped away as

t hough t hey had never happened.
'Have you killed enough men yet?' she asked m schievously.

" No.
So we rode towards the slaughter
You cannot kill everyone in an eneny arny. O rarely. Wenever the poets sing

a tale of battle they always insist that no eneny escapes unl ess the poet

hi nsel f happens to be part of the fight when he al one escapes. It is strange
that. Poets always live while everyone el se dies, but what do poets know? |
have never seen a poet in a shield wall. Yet, outside Cetreht, we nust have
killed over fifty of Kjartan's men, and then everything becanme chaotic because
GQuthred's nmen could not tell the difference between Kjartan's foll owers and
Ragnar's Danes, and so sone of the eneny escaped as we pulled warriors apart.
Fi nan, attacked by two of Guthred's household troops, had killed both of them
and, when | found him he was about to attack a third. 'He's on our side.'
shouted to Finan.

"He | ooks like a rat.' Finan snarl ed.

"His nane,"' | said, 'is Sihtric, and he once swore me an oath of loyalty.'
"Still looks like a rat, he does.'

"Are you on our side? | called to Sihtric, 'or did you rejoin your father's
troops?

"Lord, lord!" Sihtric came running to nme and fell to his knees in the tranpled
mud beside ny horse. 'I'mstill your man, lord.'

"You didn't take an oath to Cuthred?

'He never asked ne, lord."'

"But you served hin®? You didn't run back to Dunhol n?'

"No, lord! | stayed with the king.'

'"He did," G sela confirned.

| gave Serpent-Breath to G sela, then reached down and took Sihtric's hand.

"So you're still my man?

"OF course, lord.' He was clutching ny hand, gazing at ne wi th disbelief.
"You're not nuch use, are you,' | said, 'if you can't beat a skinny Irishman
i ke hin®

"He's quick, lord," Sihtric said.

'So teach himyour tricks.' | told Finan, then | patted Sihtric's cheek. '"It's

good to see you, Sihtric.'

Ragnar had two prisoners and Sihtric recognised the taller of the two. "His
nane i s Hogga.' he told ne.

'"He's a dead Hogga now.' | said. | knew Ragnar would not let any of Kjartan's
men survive while Kjartan hinmself lived. This was the bl oodfeud. This was
hatred. This was the start of Ragnar's revenge for his father's death, but for
t he nmonent Hogga and his shorter conpanion evidently believed they would I|ive.
They were tal king avidly, describing how Kjartan had close to tw hundred nen
in Dunhol m They said Kjartan had sent a |arge war-band to support lvarr
while the rest of his nen had followed Rolf to this bloody field by Cetreht.
"Way didn't Kjartan bring all his nen here?" Ragnar wanted to know.

'"He won't | eave Dunholm lord, in case Afric of Bebbanburg attacks when he's
gone.'

"Has Atfric threatened to do that?' | asked.

"I don't know, lord.' Hogga said.



It would be unlike ny uncle to risk an attack on Dunhol m though perhaps he
woul d I ead nen to rescue GQuthred if he knew where Guthred was. My uncl e want ed
the saint's corpse and he



wanted G sela, but ny guess was that he would risk little to get those two
things. He would certainly not risk Bebbanburg itself, any nore than Kjartan
woul d ri sk Dunhol m

" And Thyra Ragnarsdottir?' Ragnar resumed his questioning. 'Does she live?
"Yes, lord.'

' Does she live happily? Ragnar asked harshly.

They hesitated, then Hogga grinaced. 'She is mad, lord.' He spoke in a | ow
voice. 'She is quite mad.'’

Ragnar stared at the two nmen. They became unconfortable under his gaze, but

t hen Ragnar | ooked up at the sky where a buzzard fl oated down fromthe western
hills. 'Tell ne,' he said, and his voice was suddenly | ow, alnost easy, 'how
| ong have you served Kjartan?

'Eight years, lord,'" Hogga said.

' Seven years, lord,' the other man said.

'So you both served him' Ragnar said, still speaking softly, 'before he
fortified Dunhol n?'

"Yes, lord.'

"And you both served him' Ragnar went on, his voice harsh now, 'when he took
men to Synningthwait and burned ny father's hall. \Wen he took ny sister as

his son's whore. Wen he killed ny nother and ny father.'’

Nei t her man answered. The shorter of the two was shaki ng. Hogga | ooked around
as if to find a way to escape, but he was surrounded by mounted sword- Danes,
then he flinched as Ragnar drew Heart - Breaker

'"No, lord," Hogga said.

'Yes,' Ragnar said and his face twi sted with anger as he chopped down. He had
to disnount to finish the job. He killed both nen, and he hacked at their

fallen bodies in fury. | watched, then turned to see Gsela's face. It showed
not hi ng, then she became consci ous of my gaze and turned towards me with a
smal |l | ook of triunmph as if she knew | had half expected her to be horrified
by the sight of nmen being di sembowel |l ed. They deserved it?' she asked.

' They deserved it,' | said.

' Good. '

Her brother, | noted, had not watched. He was nervous of nme, for which I did

not blanme him and doubtless terrified of Ragnar who was bl oodied |like a

but cher, and so Guthred had gone back to the village, leaving us with the
dead. Father Beocca had managed to find sone of GQuthred's priests and, alter
talking with them he linped to us. 'It is agreed,' he said, 'that we shal
present ourselves to the king in the church.' He suddenly became aware of the
two severed heads and the sword-slashed bodies. 'Dear CGod, who did that?

' Ragnar .

Beocca made the sign of the cross. 'The church,' he said, '"we're to neet in
the church. Do try to wipe that blood off your mail, Untred. We're an
enbassy!"’

| turned to see a handful of fugitives crossing the hilltops to the west. They
woul d doubtl ess cross the river higher up and join the horsemen on the far
bank, and those horsenen would be wary now. They woul d send word to Dunhol m

t hat enem es had cone, and Kjartan would hear of the eagl e-w ng banner and
know t hat Ragnar was returned from Wssex.

And perhaps, on his high crag, behind his high walls, he would be frightened.

| rode to the church, taking Gsela with me. Beocca hurried after on foot, but
he was slow. 'Wait for ne!'he shouted, "wait for ne!’

| did not wait. Instead | spurred the stallion faster and | eft Beocca far

behi nd.

It was dark in the church. The only illum nation cane froma snall w ndow
above the door and from sone feeble rushlights burning on the altar that was a
trestle table covered by a black cloth. Saint Cuthbert's coffin, together with
the other two chests of relics, stood in front of the altar where Guthred sat
on a mlking stool flanked by two nen and a worman. The Abbot Eadred was one of
the men and Fat her Hrothweard was the other. The wonman



was young, had a plunply pretty face, and a pregnant belly. | learned later
she was Gsburh, CGuthred's Saxon queen. She glanced fromme to her husband,
evidently expecting Guthred to speak, but he was silent. A score of warriors
stood on the left side of the church and a | arger nunber of priests and nonks
on the right. They had been arguing, but all went quiet when | entered.

G sela held ny left arm Together we wal ked down the church until we faced

Gut hred, who seemed i ncapabl e of |ooking at me or speaking to me. He opened
his mouth once, but no words canme, and he | ooked past me as if hoping that
someone | ess bal eful would come through the church door. 'I'mgoing to nmarry
your sister,' | told him

He opened his nouth and closed it again.

A monk noved as if to protest ny words and was pulled back by a conpani on and
| saw that the gods had been especially good to ne that day, for the pair were
Jaenberht and Ida, the nonks who had negotiated ny slavery. Then, fromthe
other side of the church, a man did protest. 'The Lady G sela,' he said, '
already married.’

| saw that the speaker was an ol der man, grey-haired and stout. He was dressed
in a short brown tunic with a silver chain about his neck and he jerked his
head up belligerently as | wal ked towards him 'You're Aidan,' | said. It had
been fourteen years since | had been in Bebbanburg, but | recognised A dan. He
had been one of ny father's doorkeepers, charged with keepi ng unwanted fol k

is

out of the great hall, but the silver chain nmade it clear that he had risen in
rank since then. | flicked the chain with ny hand. 'Wat are you now, Aidan?'
| denmanded.

"Steward to the Lord of Bebbanburg,' he said gruffly. He did not recognise ne.
How coul d he? | had been nine years old when he | ast saw ne.

'So that makes you my steward,' | said.

" Your steward?' he asked, then he realised who | was | and he stepped back to
join two young warriors. That step was involuntary, though Aidan was no
coward. He had been a good soldier in his day, but neeting me had shocked him

He recovered though, and faced me defiantly. 'The Lady G sela,' he said, 'is
married.’

"Are you married? | asked G sela.

"No," she said.

"She's not nmarried,' | told A dan

Quthred cleared his throat as if to speak, but then fell silent as Ragnar and
his nen filed into the church

"The lady is married,' a voice called fromanong the priests and nonks. |
turned to see that it was Brother Jaenberht who had spoken. 'She is married to
the Lord Afric,' Jaenberht insisted.

"She's nmarried to Afric," ?' | asked as if | had not heard that news, 'she's
married to that whore-born piece of lice-shit?

Ai dan gave one of the warriors beside hima hard nudge, and the nan drew his
sword. The other did the sane, and | snmiled at them then very slowy drew

Ser pent - Br eat h.

"This is a house of God!' Abbot Eadred protested. 'Put your swords away!'

The two young nen hesitated, but when | kept Serpent-Breath drawn they kept
their own bl ades ready, though neither noved to attack me. They knew ny
reputati on and, besides, Serpent-Breath was still sticky with the bl ood of
Kjartan's nen.

"Uhtred!" This tine it was Beocca who interrupted ne. He burst into the church
and pushed past Ragnar's men. 'Unhtred!' he called again.

| turned on him "'This is nmy business, father,' | said, 'and you will |eave ne
to it. You renmenber Aidan?' Beocca | ooked confused, then he recognised the
steward who had been at Bebbanburg during all the years that Beocca had been
my father's priest. 'Aidan wants these two boys to kill ne," | said, 'but
before they oblige him' | was |ooking at the steward again, 'tell nme how

G sela can be married to a man she's never net?

Ai dan gl anced across at Guthred as if expecting help fromthe king, but
Quthred was still notionless, so Aidan had to confront nme alone. '|l stood



beside her in Lord Afric's place,' he said, 'so in the eyes of the church she
is married.’



"Did you hunp her as well?" | demanded, and the priests and nonks hissed their
di sapproval

'"OfF course not.' Aidan said, offended.

"If no one's ridden her,' | said, 'then she's not married. A mare isn't broken
until she's saddled and ridden. Have you been ridden?' | asked G sela

"Not yet.' she said.

"She is married.' Aidan insisted.

"You stood at the altar in nmy uncle's place,' | said, 'and you call that a
marri age?

"It is.' Beocca said quietly.

"So if I kill you,' | suggested to Aidan, ignoring Beocca, 'she'll be a

wi dow?"

Ai dan pushed one of the warriors towards nme and, like a fool, the man cane,

and Serpent-Breath sl ashed once, very hard, and his sword was knocked away and
nmy bl ade was at his belly. 'You want your guts strewn across the floor?

asked himgently. 'l amuUntred,' | said, ny voice hard and boastful now, 'l am
the Lord of Bebbanburg and the man who kill ed Ubba Lot hbrokson beside the
sea.' | prodded ny blade, driving himback. 'l have killed nore nmen than I
could count," | told him '"but don't let that stop you fighting nme. You want
to boast that you killed ne? That piece of toad-snot, Afric, will be pleased
if you did. He'll reward you.' | jabbed again. 'Go on,' | said, ny anger
rising, "try.' He did nothing of the sort. Instead he took another faltering
backwards step and the other warrior did the same. That was hardly surprising,
for Ragnar and Steapa had joined ne, and behind themwas a bunch of war-Danes
who were dressed in mail and carrying axes and swords. | | ooked at Aidan. 'You
can crawl back to ny uncle,’" | said, "and tell himhe has lost his bride.’
"Uhtred!' GQuthred had at |ast managed to speak

| ignored him Instead | wal ked across the church to where the priests and

nmonks huddl ed. G sela cane with ne, still holding ny armand | gave her
Serpent-Breath to hold, then stopped in front of Jaenberht. 'You think G sela
is married? | asked him 'She is.' he said defiantly. 'The bride-price is
paid and the uni on sol emni sed."

"Bride-price? | |ooked at G sela. 'What did they pay you?

"W paid them' she said. 'They were given one thousand shillings and Saint
Cswald's arm'

"Saint Gswald's arn?' | al nost |aughed.

' Abbot Eadred found it.' Gsela said drily. 'Dug it out of a pauper's
graveyard, nore like.' | said.

Jaenberht bristled. 'Al has been done,' he said, 'according to the | aws of
man and of the holy church. The woman,' he | ooked sneeringly at Gsela, 'is
married.’

There was sonet hi ng about his narrow, supercilious face that irritated ne, so
| reached out and grasped his tonsured hair. He tried to resist, but he was
feeble and | jerked his head forward and down, then brought ny right knee up
hard so that his face was smashed into the nmail of ny thigh

| haul ed hi mupright and | ooked into his bloody face. 'Is she nmarried?

"She is married," he said, his voice thickened by the blood in his nouth, and
| jerked his head down again and this tine | felt his teeth break agai nst ny
knee.

'"I's she married?' | asked. He said nothing this tine, so | yanked his head
down again and felt his nose being crunched on ny mail-clad knee. '| asked you
a question,' | said.

"She is married.' Jaenberht insisted. He was shaking with anger, wincing with
pain, and the priests were protesting at what | was doing, but I was lost in
my own abrupt rage. This was ny uncle's tane nonk, the man who had negoti at ed
with Guthred to nake ne a slave. He had conspired against me. He had tried to
destroy me and that realisation made ny fury ungovernable. It was a sudden

bl ood-red anger, fed by the menmory of the humiliations | had suffered on
Sverri's Trader, so | pulled Jaenberht's head towards me again, but this tine,
i nstead of kneeing his face, | drew Wasp-Sting, ny short-sword, and cut his



throat. One slash. It took a heartbeat to draw the sword, and in that instant
| saw the nmonk's eyes widen in disbelief, and | confess that | half
di sbel i eved what



| was doing myself. But |I did it anyway. | cut his throat and Wasp-Sting's
steel scraped against tendon and gristle, then sliced through their resistance
so that bl ood sheeted down nmy mail coat. Jaenberht, shuddering and bubbli ng,
col | apsed onto the wet rushes.

The nonks and priests shrieked |ike wonen. They had been appall ed when | had
hanmrered Jaenberht's face, but none had expected outright nmurder. Even | was
surprised by what nmy anger had done, but | felt no regret, nor did | see it as
murder. | saw it as revenge and there was an exquisite pleasure in it. Every
pull on Sverri's oar and every blow | had taken from Sverri's crewren had been
in that sword-cut. | |ooked down at Jaenberht's dying twitches, then up at his
conpani on, Brother lda. Is Gsela nmarried? | demanded of him

"Under church law,' |da began, stammering slightly, then he paused and | ooked
at Wasp-Sting's blade. 'She is not married, lord,' he went on hurriedly,

‘until the marriage is consummated."'

"Are you married? | asked G sel a.

"Of course not,' she said.

| stooped and wi ped Wasp-Sting clean on the skirts of Jaenberht's robe. He was
dead now, his eyes still showing the surprise of it. One priest, braver than
the rest, knelt to pray over the nonk's corpse, but the other churchnmen | ooked
i ke sheep confronted by a wolf. They gaped at me, too horrified to protest.
Beocca was openi ng and cl osing his nouth, saying nothing. | sheathed

Wasp- Sting, took Serpent-Breath from G sela and together we turned towards her
brother. He was staring at Jaenberht's corpse and at the blood that had

spl ashed across the floor and onto his sister's skirts, and he nust have

t hought | was about to do the same to him for he put a hand to his own sword.
But then | pointed Serpent-Breath at Ragnar. This is the Earl Ragnar,' | said
to Guthred, '"and he's here to fight for you. You don't deserve his help. If it
were up to ne you'd go back to wearing slave shackles and enptying King
Eochaid's shit-pail.’

'"He is the Lord's anointed!' Father Hrothweard protested. 'Show respect!’

| hefted Wasp-Sting. '| never liked you either.' | said.

Beocca, appalled at my behavi our, thrust nme aside and offered Guthred a bow.
Beocca | ooked pal e, and no wonder, for he had just seen a nonk murdered, but
not even that could put himoff his glorious task of being the Wst Saxon

anbassador. 'I| bring you greetings,' he said, 'fromA fred of Wssex who
"Later, father.' | said.

"I bring you Christian greetings from. .' Beocca tried again, then squeal ed
because | dragged hi m backwards. The priests and nonks evidently thought | was
going to kill him for some of them covered their eyes.

"Later, father.' | said, letting go of him then | |ooked at Guthred. 'So what
do you do now?' | asked him

" Do?"

"What do you do? We've taken away the men guarding you, so you're free to go.
So what do you do?'

"What we do,' it was Hrothweard who answered, 'is punish you!' He pointed at
me and the anger canme on him He shouted that | was a nurderer, a pagan and a
sinner and that God woul d take his vengeance on Guthred if | were allowed to
remai n unpuni shed. Queen OGsburh | ooked terrified as Hrothweard screaned his
threats. He was all energy and wild hair and spluttering passion as he shouted
that | had killed a holy brother. 'The only hope for Haliwerfol kland,"' he
ranted, 'is our alliance with Afric of Bebbanburg. Send the Lady G sela to
Lord Afric and kill the pagan!' He pointed at me. G sela was still beside ne,
her hand clutching mne. | said nothing.

Abbot Eadred, who now | ooked as old as the dead Saint Cuthbert, tried to bring
calmto the church. He held his hands aloft till there was silence, then he

t hanked Ragnar for killing Kjartan's nmen. 'Wat we nmust do now, lord King,'
Eadred turned to GQuthred, 'is carry the saint northwards. To Bebbanburg.'

"W nust punish the nmurderer!' Hrothweard intervened.

"Nothing is nore precious to our country than the body of the holy Cuthbert,’



Eadred said, ignoring Hrothweard's anger, 'and we nust take it to a place of
safety. W should ride tonorrow, ride north, ride to the sanctuary of
Bebbanburg.'



Ai dan, Afric's steward, sought perm ssion to speak. He had cone south, he
said, at sone risk and in good faith, and | had insulted him his master and
t he peace of Northunbria, but he would ignore the insults if Guthred were to
take Saint Cuthbert and G sela north to Bebbanburg. 'It is only in

Bebbanburg,' Aidan said, 'that the saint will be safe.’

"He nust die,' Hrothweard insisted, thrusting a wooden cross towards ne.
GQut hred was nervous. 'If we ride north,' he said, 'Kjartan will oppose us.'
Eadred was ready for that objection. 'If the Earl Ragnar will ride with us,
lord, then we shall survive. The church will pay Earl Ragnar for that
service.'

"But there will be no safety for any of us,' Hrothweard shouted, 'if a

murderer is permitted to live.' He pointed the wooden cross at me again. 'He
is a nurderer! A nmurderer! Brother Jaenberht is a martyr!' The nonks and
priests shouted their support, and Guthred only stopped their clamour by
renenbering that Father Beocca was an anbassador. CGuthred demanded sil ence and
then invited Beocca to speak

Poor Beocca. He had been practising for days, polishing his words, saying them
al oud, changing them and t hen changi ng them back. He had asked advice on his
speech, rejected the advice, declainmed the words endl essly, and now he
delivered his formal greeting fromA fred and | doubt Guthred heard a word of
it, for he was just looking at me and at G sela, while Hothweard was stil

hi ssing poison in his ear. But Beocca droned on, praising Guthred and Queen
Gsburh, declaring that they were a godly light in the north and generally
bori ng anyone who m ght have been |istening. Some of Guthred' s warriors nocked
hi s speech by making faces or pretending to squint until Steapa, tired of
their cruelty, went to stand besi de Beocca and put a hand on his sword hilt.
Steapa was a kind man, but he | ooked inplacably violent. He was huge, for a
start, and his skin seenmed to have been stretched too tight across his skull,
so | eavi ng hi mincapabl e of nmaki ng any expressions other than pure hatred and
wol fi sh hunger. He glared around the room daring any nan to belittle Beocca,
and they all stayed silent and awed.

Beocca, of course, believed it was his el oquence that stilled them He
finished his speech with a | ow bow to Guthred, then presented the gifts Alfred
had sent. There was a book which Alfred claimed to have translated from Latin
into English, and nmaybe he had. It was full of Christian honilies, Beocca
said, and he bowed as he presented the heavy vol une that was enclosed in
jewel l ed covers. Quthred turned the book this way and that, worked out how to
uncl asp the cover and then | ooked at a page upside down and declared it was
the nost valuable gift he had ever received. He said the same of the second
gift, which was a sword. It was a Frankish blade and the hilt was of silver
and the pommel was a chunk of bright crystal. The last gift was undoubtedly
the nost precious, for it was a reliquary of the finest gold studded wth
bright garnets, and inside were hairs fromthe beard of Saint Augustine of
Cont war aburg. Even Abbot Eadred, the guardian of Northunbria's holiest corpse,
was i npressed and | eaned forward to touch the glittering gold. 'The king neans
a nmessage by these gifts,' Beocca said.

"Keep it short,' | muttered, and G sela pressed ny hand

"I would be delighted to hear his nessage,' Guthred said politely.

The book represents learning,' Beocca said, 'for without |earning a kingdomis
a nere husk of ignorant barbarism The sword is the instrunent by which we
defend | earning and protect God's earthly kingdom and its crystal stands for
the inner eye which permts us to discover our Saviour's will. And the hairs
of the holy Augustine's beard, lord King, remind us that wi thout God we are
not hi ng, and that wi thout the holy church we are as chaff in the wind. And

Al fred of Wssex wishes you a long and learned life, a Godly rule and a safe
ki ngdom ' He bowed.

Gut hred made a speech of thanks, but it ended plaintively. Wuld A fred of
Wessex send Northunbria hel p?

' Hel p?' Beocca asked, not sure how el se to respond.

"l need spears.' Quthred said, though how he thought he could | ast |ong enough



for any West Saxon troops to reach himwas a mystery.



'"He sent nme.' | said in answer.

"Murderer!' Hrothweard spat. He would not give up

"He sent ne.' | said again, and | let go of Gsela' s hand and went to join
Beocca and Steapa in the nave's centre. Beocca was making small fl apping
motions as if to tell me to go away and keep quiet, but Guthred wanted to hear

me. 'Over two years ago,' | rem nded Guthred, 'Afric becane your ally and ny
freedomwas the price for that alliance. He prom sed you he woul d destroy
Dunhol m yet | hear Dunholmstill stands and that Kjartan still lives. So much

for "Afric's promise. And yet you would put your faith in himagain? You
think that if you give himyour sister and a dead saint that ' Afric wl

fight for you?

"Murderer!' Hrothweard hissed

' Bebbanburg is still two days' march away,' | said, 'and to get there you need
the Earl Ragnar's help. But the Earl Ragnar is nmy friend, not yours. He has
never betrayed me.'

Quthred's face jerked at the nention of betrayal

"W don't need pagan Danes.' Hrothweard hissed at Guthred. 'We nust rededicate
ourselves to God, lord King, here in the River Jordan, and God will see us
safe through Kjartan's | and!"’

The Jordan?' Ragnar asked behind nme. 'Were's that?

| thought the River Jordan was in the Christians' holy land, but it seened it
was here, in Northunbria. The River Swale,' Hrothweard was shouting as if he
addressed a congregati on of hundreds, 'was where the blessed Saint Paulinus
bapti sed Edwi n, our country's first Christian king. Thousands of folk were
bapti sed here. This is our holy river! Qur Jordan! If we dip our swords and

spears in the Swale, then God will bless them W cannot be defeated!'’

'"Wthout Earl Ragnar,' | told Hrothweard scornfully, "Kjartan will tear you to
pi eces. And Earl Ragnar,' | |ooked at GQuthred again, 'is my friend, not

yours.'

GQuthred took his wife's hand, then sumoned the courage to | ook me in the eye.
"What woul d you do, Lord Uhtred?

My enenies, and there were plenty of those in that church, noted that he
called ne Lord Untred and there was a shudder of distaste. | stepped forward.
"It's easy, lord.' | said, and | had not known what | was going to say, but
suddenly it cane to ne. The three spinners were either playing a joke, or else
they had given me a fate as golden as Guthred's, for suddenly it did all seem

easy.
'Easy?' @uthred asked.

"Ivarr has gone to Eoferwic, lord,' | said, 'and Kjartan has sent nen to stop
you reachi ng Bebbanburg. Wat they are trying to do, lord, is to keep you a
fugitive. They will take your fortresses, capture your pal ace, destroy your
Saxon supporters and when you have nowhere to hide they will take you and they
will kill you.'

'So?' Quthred asked plaintively. 'Wat do we do?

"W place ourselves, lord, in a fortress, of course. In a place of safety.'
"Where?' he asked.

"Dunholm' | said, 'where else?

He just stared at me. No one el se spoke. Even the churchnen, who only a noment
bef ore had been howing for ny death, were silent. And | was thinking of
Alfred, and how, in that dreadful wi nter when all Wssex seened dooned, he had
not thought of mere survival, but of victory.

"I'f we march at dawn,' | said, 'and march fast, then in two days we shall take
Dunhol m'

"You can do that?" Cuthred asked.

"No, lord," |I said, 'we can do it." Though how, | had not the slightest idea.
Al 1 knew was that we were few and the eneny nunmerous, and that so far

Gut hred had been like a nmouse in that eneny's paws, and it was tinme that we
fought back. And Dunhol m because Kjartan had sent so many nmen to guard the
Bebbanbur g approaches, was as weak as it was ever likely to be.

"W can do it.' Ragnar said. He cane to stand beside ne.



Then we shall.' Guthred said, and that was how it was deci ded.

The priests did not Iike the notion that |I would |ive unpuni shed, and they
liked it even | ess when Quthred brushed their conplaints away and asked ne to
go with himto the small house



that were his quarters. G sela cane too and she sat against the wall and
wat ched the two of us. A small fire burned. It was cold that afternoon, the
first cold of the com ng w nter

GQut hred was enmbarrassed to find hinself with me. He half snmiled. 'I amsorry.
he said haltingly.

"You're a bastard.' | said.

"Uhtred.' he began, but could find nothing nore to say.

"You're a piece of weasel-shit!' | said, 'you're an earsling.'

"I"'ma king.' he said, trying to regain his dignity.
'"So you're a royal piece of weasel-shit. An earsling on a throne.'

he said and still could find nothing nore to say, so instead he sat on the
only chair in the roomand gave a shrug.
"But you did the right thing." | told him

"I did?" he brightened.

"But it didn't work, did it? You were supposed to sacrifice me to get Atfric's
troops on your side. You were supposed to crush Kjartan like a | ouse, but he's
still there, and Citric calls hinmself Lord of Bernicia, and you've got a

Dani sh rebellion on your hands. And for that | slaved at an oar for over two
years?' He said nothing. | unbuckled nmy sword belt and then tugged the heavy
mai |l coat over ny head and let it collapse on the floor. Guthred was puzzled
as he watched nme pull the tunic off ny left shoulder, then | showed himthe

sl ave scar that Hakka had carved into ny upper arm 'You know what that is?
asked. He shook his head. 'A slave mark, lord King. You don't have one?

"No." he said.

"I took it for you,'" | said. 'l took it so you could be king here, but instead
you're a priest-ridden fugitive. | told you to kill Ivarr |ong ago.'

"l should have done.' he admitted.

"And you let that niserable piece of hairy gristle, Hothweard, inpose a tithe
on the Danes?

"It was for the shrine,' he said. 'Hothweard had a dream He said Saint

Cut hbert spoke to him

"Cuthbert's talkative for a dead man, isn't he? Wiy don't you renmenber that
you rule this land, not Saint Cuthbert?

He | ooked miserable. 'The Christian magi c has al ways worked for me.' he said.
"It hasn't worked,' | said scornfully. 'Kartan lives, Ivarr lives, and you
face a revolt of the Danes. Forget your Christian magic. You' ve got ne now,
and you've got Earl Ragnar. He's the best man in your kingdom Look after

him'

"And you,' he said, 'l shall |ook after you. | pronmise.' 'l am' G sela said.

' Because you're going to be ny brother-in-law.' | told Guthred.

He nodded at that, then gave me a wan smile. 'She always said you' d cone
back. "'

"And you thought | was dead?'

"l hoped you were not.' he said. Then he stood and smled. 'Wuld you believe

me,' he asked, 'if | said | mssed you?

"Yes, lord," | said, 'because | m ssed you.'

"You did?" he asked in hope.

"Yes, lord," | said, 'l did.' And oddly enough, that was true. | had thought I
woul d hate hi mwhen | saw himagain, but | had forgotten his infectious charm
| liked himstill. W enbraced. Guthred picked up his helnet and went to the
door that was a piece of cloth hooked onto nails. 'l shall |eave you my house
tonight.' he said, snmling. The two of you.' he added.

And he did.

G sela. These days, when | amold, | sonetinmes see a girl who rem nds nme of

G sela and there conmes a catch into ny throat. | see a girl with a |ong
stride, see the black hair, the slimwaist, the grace of her novenents and the
defiant upward tilt of her head. And when | see such a girl | think | am

seeing G sel a again, and often, because | have becone a sentinmental fool in ny
dotage, | find nyself with tears in ny eyes.
"I already have a wife.' | told her that night.



"You're married? G sela asked ne.
"Her nane is MIldrith," | said, "and | married her a long tine



ago because Alfred ordered it, and she hates nme, and so she's gone into a
nunnery.'

"Al'l your wonen do that,' Gsela said. '"Mldrith, H1ld, and ne.’

That's true,' | said, amused. | had not thought of it before,

"Hild told me to go into a nunnery if | was threatened.' Gsela told ne.
"Hild did?

'She said |I'd be safe there. So when Kjartan said he wanted ne to marry his
son, | went to the nunnery.'

"Quthred woul d never have nmarried you to Sven,' | said.

"My brother thought about it,' she said. 'He needed nobney. He needed hel p and
I was all he had to offer.’

The peace cow.'

That's ne.' she said.

"Did you like the nunnery?

"I hated it all the time you were away. Are you going to kill Kjartan?'
"Yes.'

" How?"

"I don't know,' | said. 'Or perhaps Ragnar will kill him Ragnar has nore

cause than ne.'

"Wen | refused to marry Sven,' G sela said, 'Kjartan said he'd capture nme and
et his nmen rape nme. He said he'd stake ne on the ground and |l et his nen use
me, and when they were done he'd let his dogs have me. Did you and MIldrith
have chil dren?

"One,' | said, 'a son. He died.’

"Mne won't die. My sons will be warriors, and ny daughter will be the nother
of warriors.'

| smled, then ran ny hand down her | ong spine so that she shivered on top of
me. W were covered by three cloaks and her hair was wet because the thatch
was | eaking. The floor-rushes were rotted and danp beneath ne, but we were
happy. 'Did you becone a Christian in your nunnery?' | asked her.

"OfF course not.' she said scornfully.

They didn't mnd?'

"I gave themsilver.'

"Then they didn't mnd.' | said.

"I don't think any Dane is a real Christian.' she told ne.

'Not even your brother?

"W have many gods,' she said, 'and the Christian god is just another one. |I'm
sure that's what Guthred thinks. Wat's the Christian god's name? A nun did
tell me, but 1've forgotten.'

' Jehovah."

There you are, then. Qdin, Thor and Jehovah. Does he have a wife?

"No.

' Poor Jehovah.' she said.

Poor Jehovah, | thought, and was still thinking it when, in a persistent rain
that sl ashed on the stony remmants of the Roman road and turned the fields to
mud, we crossed the Swale and rode north to take the fortress that could not
be taken. W rode to capture Dunhol m



N ne

It seened sinple when | suggested it. We should ride to Dunhol m nake a
surprise attack, and thus provide Guthred with a safe refuge and Ragnhar with
revenge, but Hrot hweard had been determned to thwart us and, before we rode,
t here had been another bitter argument. 'What happens,' Hrothweard had
demanded of Guthred, 'to the blessed saint? If you ride away, who guards

Cut hbert ?'

Hr ot hweard had passion. It was fed by anger, | suppose. | have known other nen
like him nen who could work thenselves into a welter of fury over the
smal l est insult to the one thing they hold nost dear. For Hrothweard that one
thing was the church, and anyone who was not a Christian was an eneny to his
church. He had beconme CGuthred's chief counsellor, and it was his passion that
gai ned himthat position. Quthred still saw Christianity as a superior kind of
sorcery, and in Hrothweard he thought he had found a man capabl e of working
the magic. Hrothweard certainly |ooked |ike a sorcerer. His hair was wild, his
beard jutted, he had vivid eyes and boasted the | oudest voice of any nan |
have ever net. He was unnmarried, devoted only to his beloved religion, and nen
reckoned he woul d beconme the archbi shop in Eoferwic when Wil f here died.

Gut hred had no passion. He was reasonable, gentle nostly, wanting those about
himto be happy, and Hrothweard bullied him In Eoferwi c, where nost of the
citizens were Christians, Hrothweard had the power to summon a nob into the
streets, and CQuthred, to keep the city fromriots, had deferred to Hrothweard.
And Hrothweard had also learned to threaten Guthred with Saint Cuthbert's

di spl easure, and that was the weapon he used on the eve of our ride to
Dunhol m Qur only chance of capturing the fortress was surprise, and that
meant nmoving fast, and in turn that required that Cuthbert's corpse and

OGswal d's head and the precious gospel book rust be left in Cetreht along with
all the priests, nonks and wonmen. Father Hrothweard insisted that our first
duty was to protect Saint Cuthbert. 'If the saint falls into the hands of the
pagans,' he shouted at Guthred, 'then he will be desecrated!' He was right, of
course. Saint Cuthbert would be stripped of his pectoral cross and his fine
ring, then fed to the pigs, while the precious gospel book from Lindi sfarena
woul d have its jewelled cover ripped off and its pages used to light fires or
wi pe Dani sh arses. 'Your first duty is to protect the saint,' Hrothweard
bel | owed at Cut hred.

"Qur first duty,' | retorted, 'is to preserve the king.'
The priests, of course, supported Hothweard, and once | intervened he turned
hi s passion against me. | was a nurderer, a pagan, a heretic, a sinner, a

defiler, and all Guthred needed to do to preserve his throne was bring ne to
justice. Beocca al one anmong the churchmen tried to cal mthe wld-haired
priest, but Beocca was shouted down. Priests and nonks decl ared that Guthred
woul d be cursed by God if he abandoned Cut hbert, and CGuthred | ooked confused
and it was Ragnar who ended the silliness. 'H de the saint,' he suggested. He
had to say it three times before anyone heard him

' Hi de hin®?'" Abbot Eadred asked.

"\Where?' Hrothweard demanded scornfully.

"There is a graveyard here,' Ragnar said. 'Bury him Wuo would ever search for
a corpse in a graveyard?' The clerics just stared at him Abbot Eadred opened
his mouth to protest, but the suggestion was so sensible that the words died
on his lips. "Bury him' Ragnar went on, 'then go west into the hills and wait
for us.'

Hrot hweard tried to protest, but Guthred supported Raghar. He naned ten
warriors who would stay to protect the priests, and in



the norning, as we rode, those men were digging a tenporary grave in the
cenetery where the saint's corpse and the other relics would be hidden. The
men from Bebbanburg al so stayed at Cetreht. That was on ny insistence. Aidan
wanted to ride with us, but | did not trust him He could easily cause ny
death by riding ahead and betrayi ng our approach to Kjartan and so we took al
hi s horses, which forced Aidan and his men to stay with the churchnmen. Gsburh,
Gut hred' s pregnant queen, also remai ned. Abbot Eadred saw her as a hostage
agai nst GQuthred's return, and though Guthred made a great fuss of the girl |
sensed that he had no great regrets at |eaving her. Gsburh was an anxi ous
woman, as prone to tears as my wife MIdrith and, also like MIdrith, a great
| over of priests. Hrothweard was her confessor and | supposed that she
preached the wild man's nessage in Quthred' s bed. Guthred assured her that no
rovi ng Danes woul d cone near Cetreht once we had left, but he could not be
certain of that. There was al ways a chance that we would return to find them
all slaughtered or taken prisoner, but if we stood any hope of taking Dunhol m
then we had to nove fast.

Was t here any hope? Dunhol mwas a place where a man could grow old and defy
his enemies in safety. And we were fewer than two hundred nmen, along with a

score of wonmen who insisted on com ng. G sela was one of those, and she, like
t he ot her wonen, wore breeches and a | eather jerkin. Father Beocca al so joined
us. | told himhe could not ride fast enough and that, if he fell behind, we

woul d abandon him but he would not hear of staying in Cetreht. 'As
anbassador,' he announced grandly, 'ny place is with Guthred."'

"Your place is with the other priests,' | said.

"I shall come,' he said stubbornly and would not be di ssuaded. He nade us tie
his legs to his saddle-girth so he could not fall off and then he endured the
hard pace. He was in agony, but he never conplained. | suspect he really
wanted to see the excitenent. He m ght have been a squint-eyed cripple and a
club-footed priest and an ink-spattered clerk and a pedantic schol ar, but
Beocca had the heart of a warrior.

W left Cetreht in a msted |ate auturmm dawn that was | aced rain, and
Kjartan's remaining riders, who had returned to the river's northern bank
closed in behind us. There were eighteen of themnow, and we let themfollow
us and, to confuse them W did not stay on the Roman road which | ed straight
across the flatter land towards Dunholm but after a few niles turned north
and west onto a smaller track which clinbed into gentle hills. The sun broke
t hrough the cl ouds before mdday, but it was lowin the sky so that the
shadows were | ong. Redw ngs fl ocked beneath the fal con-haunted clouds. This
was the time of year that men culled their livestock. Cattle were being
pol e- axed, and pigs, fattened on the autum's plentiful acorns, were being

sl aughtered so their nmeat could be salted into barrels or hung to dry over
snoky fires. The tanning pits stank of dung and urine. The sheep were com ng
down fromthe high pastures to be folded close to steadings, while in the

val leys the trees rang with the noise of axes as nen lay in their wnter
supply of firewood.

The few vill ages we passed were enpty. Fol k nust have been warned t hat

hor senen were coning and so they fled before we arrived. They hid in woodl ands
till we were past, and prayed we did not stay to plunder. W rode on, stil
clinmbing, and | had no doubt that the nmen followi ng us woul d have sent
nmessengers up the Roman road to tell Kjartan that we were slanting to the west
in an attenpt to circle Dunholm Kjartan had to believe that Guthred was
maki ng a desperate attenpt to reach Bebbanburg, and if we deceived himinto
that belief then I hoped he would send yet nmore nmen out of the fortress, nen
who woul d bar the crossings of the Wire in the western hills.

W spent that night in those hills. It rained again. W had some small shelter
froma wood which grew on a south-facing slope and there was a shepherd's hut
where the wormen coul d sleep, but the rest of us crouched about fires. | knew
Kjartan's scouts were watching us fromacross the valley, but | hoped they
were now convinced we were going west. The rain hissed in the fire as Ragnar
GQuthred and | talked with Sihtric, making himrenmenber everything about the



pl ace where he had been raised. | doubt | |earned anything new Sihtric had
told me all he knew | ong before



and | had often thought of it as | rowed Sverri's boat, but | listened again
as he expl ai ned that Dunhol m s palisade went clear around the crag's sunmit
and was broken only at the southern end where the rock was too steep for a man
to clinb. The water cane froma well on the eastern side. 'The well is outside
the palisade,' he told us, 'down the slope a bit."

"But the well has its own wall?

"Yes, lord.'
' How steep a sl ope?" Ragnhar asked.
"Very steep, lord," Sihtric said. 'I renenber a boy falling down there and he

hit his head on a tree and becane stupid. And there's a second well to the
west,' he added, 'but that's not used nuch. The water's nurky.'

'So he's got food and water,' Quthred said bitterly.

"W can't besiege him' | said, 'we don't have the nmen. The eastern well,' |
turned back to Sihtric, 'is among trees. How many?

"Thick trees, lord," he said, 'hornbeans and sycanore.'

"And there has to be a gate in the palisade to let men reach the well?

"To |l et wonen go there, lord, yes.'

"Can the river be crossed?

"Not really, lord.' Sihtric was trying to be hel pful, but he sounded
despondent as he described howthe Wire flowed fast as it circled Dunholms
crag. The river was shall ow enough for a man to wade, he said, but it was
treacherous with sudden deep pools, swirling currents and w || ow braided fish
traps. 'A careful man can cross it in daytime, lord,' he said, 'but not at

ni ght.'

| tried to recall what | had seen when, dressed as the dead swordsman, | had
stood so long outside the fortress. The ground fell steeply to the east,
renenbered, and it was ragged ground, full of tree stunmps and boul ders, but
even at night a man should be able to cl anber down that slope to the river's
bank. But | also renmenbered a steep shoul der of rock hiding the view
downriver, and | just hoped that shoul der was not so steep as the picture

lingering in ny head. 'What we rmust do,' | said, 'is reach Dunhol mtonorrow
eveni ng. Just before dark. Then attack in the dawn.'

"If we arrive before dark,' Ragnar pointed out, 'they'll see us, and be ready
for us.'

"W can't get there after dark,' | suggested, 'because we'll never find the
way. Besides, | want themto be ready for us.'

' You do?' QGuthred sounded surprised.

"If they see men to their north they'Il pack their ranmparts. They'll have the
whol e garrison guarding the gate. But that isn't where we'll attack.' | |ooked
across the fire at Steapa. 'You're frightened of the dark, aren't you?'

The big face stared back at ne across the flames. He did not want to admit
that he was frightened of anything, but honesty overcane his reluctance. 'Yes,
lord.’

"But tonorrow night,"' | said, '"you'll trust ne to | ead you through the

dar kness?'

"Il trust you, lord.'" he said.

"You and ten other nmen.' | said, and | thought |I knew how we coul d capture the

i mpregnabl e Dunholm Fate woul d have to be on our side, but | believed, as we
sat in that wet cold darkness, that the three spinners had started weaving a
new gol den thread into ny destiny. And | had always believed Guthred's fate
was gol den.

"Just a dozen men?' Ragnar asked.

' A dozen sceadugengan.' | said, because it would be the shadow wal kers who
woul d take Dunholm It was time for the strange things that haunt the night,
t he shape-shifters and horrors of the dark, to cone to our help.

And once Dunhol mwas taken, if it could be taken, we still had to kill Ivarr
W knew Kj artan woul d have nmen guarding the Wire's upstream crossings. He
woul d al so know that the farther west we went the easier the crossing would
be, and | hoped that belief would persuade himto send his troops a | ong way
upriver. |If he planned to light and stop us he had to send his warriors now,



bef ore we



reached the Wire, and to nmake it seemeven nore likely that we were going
deep into the hills we did not head directly for the river next norning, but

i nstead rode north and west onto the noors. Ragnar and |, pausing on a |long

wi ndswept crest, saw six of Kjartan's scouts break fromthe pursuing group and
spur hard eastwards. 'They've gone to tell himwhere we're going,' Ragnar

sai d.

"Time to go sonewhere el se then,' | suggested

' Soon,' Ragnar said, 'but not yet.'

Sihtric's horse had cast a shoe and we waited while he saddl ed one of the
spare horses, then we kept going northwest for another hour. W went slowy,
foll owi ng sheep tracks down into a valley where trees grew thick. Once in the
valley we sent Quthred and nost of the riders ahead, still follow ng the
tracks west, while twenty of us waited in the trees. K artan's scouts, seeing
GQut hred and the others clinb onto the farther nmoors, followed carelessly. Qur
pursuers were only nine nen now, the rest had been sent with nessages to
Dunhol m and the nine who remai ned were nounted on |ight horses, ideal for
scranbling away fromus if we turned on them but they cane unsuspecting into
the trees. They were hal fway through the wood when they saw Ragnar waiting
ahead and then they turned to spur away, but we had four groups of nmen waiting
to anbush them Ragnar was in front of them | was noving to bar their

retreat, Steapa was on their left and Rollo on their right, and the nine nen
suddenly realised they were surrounded. They charged at nmy group in an attenpt
to break free of the thick wood, but the five of us bl ocked their path and our
horses were heavier and two of the scouts died quickly, one of themgutted by
Serpent-Breath, and the other seven tried to scatter, but they were obstructed
by branbles and trees, and our nmen closed on them Steapa disnounted to pursue
the last eneny into a branble thicket. | saw his axe rise and chop down, then
heard a screamthat went on and on. | thought it nust stop, but on it went and
St eapa paused to sneeze, then his axe rose and fell again and there was sudden
si | ence.

"Are you catching a cold?" | asked him

"No, lord," he said, forcing his way out of the branmbles and dragging the
corpse behind him 'H s stink got up ny nose.'

Kjartan was blind now. He did not know it, but he had lost his scouts, and as
soon as the nine men were dead we sounded a horn to summon Cut hred back, and,
as we waited for him we stripped the corpses of anything valuable. W took
their horses, armrings, weapons, a few coins, sone danp bread and two flasks
of birch ale. One of the dead nmen had been wearing a fine mail coat, so fine
that | suspected it had been made in Frankia, but the man had been so thin
that the coat fitted none of us until Gsela took it for herself. 'You don't
need mail,' her brother said scornfully.

G sela ignored him She seemed astoni shed that so fine a coat of mail could
wei gh so much, but she pulled it over her head, freed her hair fromthe |inks
at her neck and buckl ed one of the dead men's swords about her waist. She put
on her black cloak and stared defiantly at Guthred. 'Well?

"You frighten me,' he said with a snile

' Good,' she said, then pushed her horse against mne so the mare would stay

still as she nmounted, but she had not reckoned with the weight of the mail and
had to struggle into the saddle.
"It suits you,' | said, and it did. She |ooked |ike a Valkyrie, those warrior

mai dens of Odin who rode the sky in shining arnour.

W turned east then, going faster now. W rode through the trees, ducking
continually to keep the branches from whi ppi ng our eyes, and we went downhill,
following a rain-swollen streamthat nust lead to the Wire. By the early

aft ernoon we were close to Dunholm probably no nore than five or six mles
away, and Sihtric now |l ed us, for he reckoned he knew a pl ace where we could
cross the river. The Wire, he told us, turned south once it had passed
Dunholm and it widened as it flowed through pasture-land and there were fords
in those gentler valleys. He knew the country well for his nother's parents
had lived there and as a child he had often driven cattle through the river.



Better still those fords were on Dunholm s eastern side, the flank Kjartan
woul d



not be guarding, but there was a risk that the rain, which started to pour
again in the afternoon, would so fill the Wire that the fords would be

i mpassabl e.

At least the rain hid us as we left the hills and rode into the river valley.
W were now very close to Dunholm that lay just to the north, but we were

hi dden by a wooded spur of high ground at the foot of which was a huddl e of

cottages. 'Hocchale,' Sihtric told me nodding at the settlenment, 'it's where
nmy not her was born.'
"Your grandparents are still there? | asked.

"Kjartan had themkilled, [ord, when he fed ny nother to his dogs.'

' How many dogs does he have?'

There were forty or fifty when | was there, lord. Big things. They only obeyed
Kjartan and his huntsmen. And the Lady Thyra.'

' They obeyed her?' 1 asked.

"My father wanted to puni sh her once,' Sihtric said, 'and he set the dogs on
her. | don't think he was going to let themeat her, |I think he just wanted to
frighten her, but she sang to them

' She sang to then?' Ragnar asked. He had hardly mentioned Thyra in the | ast
weeks. It was as if he felt guilty that he had left her so long in Kjartan's
power. | knew he had tried to find her in the early days of her di sappearance,
he had even faced Kjartan once when anot her Dane had arranged a truce between
them but Kjartan had vehenmently denied that Thyra was even at Dunhol m and
after that Ragnar had joined the Geat Arny that had i nvaded Wessex and then
he had become a hostage, and all that while Thyra had been in Kjartan's power.
Now Ragnar | ooked at Sihtric. 'She sang to then?' he asked again.

'She sang to them lord," Sihtric confirmed, 'and they just |lay down. M
father was angry with them' Ragnar frowned at Sihtric as though he did not
bel i eve what he heard. Sihtric shrugged. 'They say she's a sorcerer, lord,' he
expl ai ned hunbly.

"Thyra's no sorcerer,' Ragnar said angrily. 'All she ever wanted was to marry
and have children.'

"But she sang to the dogs, lord," Sihtric insisted, 'and they |lay down.'

'They won't |ie down when they see us,' | said. "Kjartan will |oose themon us
as soon as he sees us.'

-He will lord," Sihtric said, and | could see his nervousness.

-So we'll just have to sing to them' | said cheerfully.

W foll owed a sodden track beside a flooded ditch to find the Wire swirling
fast and high. The ford | ooked inpassable. The rain was getting harder
pounding the river that fretted at the top of its steep banks. There was a
high hill on the far bank and the cl ouds were | ow enough to scrape the bl ack
bare branches at its long sutmmt. 'We'Il never cross here,' Ragnar said.

Fat her Beocca, tied to his saddle and with his priest's robes sodden

shivered. The horsenmen mlled in the nmud, watching the river that threatened
to spill over its banks, but then Steapa, who was mounted on a huge bl ack
stallion, gave a grunt and sinply rode down the track into the water. Hi s
horse baul ked at the river's hard current, but he forced it onwards until the
wat er was seething over his stirrups, and then he stopped and beckoned that |
shoul d fol |l ow.

H s idea was that the biggest horses would nake a barrier to break the river's
force. | pushed ny horse up against Steapa's, then nore men came and we held
onto each other, making a wall of horseflesh that slowy reached across the
Wire, that was sonme thirty or forty paces wide. W only needed to make our
damat the river's centre where the current was strongest, and once we had a
hundred nmen struggling to keep their horses still, Ragnar urged the rest

t hrough the cal mer water provided by our nakeshift dam Beocca was terrified,
poor man, but G sela took his reins and spurred her own nare into the water. |
hardly dared watch: |If her horse had been swept away then the mail coat would
have dragged her under, but she and Beocca made it safe to the far bank, and
two by two the others foll owed. One wonman and one warrior were swept away, but
both scranbl ed safely across and their horses found footing downstream and



reached the bank. Once the smaller horses were across we slowy unmade our

wal I and inched through the rising river to safety.
It was already getting dark. It was only md afternoon, but the clouds were

thick. It was a black, wet, nmiserable day, and now we



had to clinb the escarprment through the dripping trees, and in places the

sl ope was so steep that we were forced to dismount and | ead the horses. Once
at the summit we turned north, and |I could see Dunhol mwhen the | ow cl oud
allowed it. The fortress showed as a dark snmear on its high rock and above it

| could see the smoke fromthe garrison fires mingling with the rain clouds.

It was possible that men on the southern ranparts could see us now, except
that we were riding through trees and our mail was sneared with nmud, but even
if they could see us they would surely not suspect we were enenies. The | ast
they had heard of Guthred was -that he and his desperate nen were riding
westwards, |ooking for a place to cross the Wire, and now we were to the east
of the fortress and already across the river

Sihtric still led us. W dropped east off the hill's sunmt, hiding ourselves
fromthe fortress, then rode into a valley where a stream foamed westward. W
forded it easily enough, clinbed again, and all the tinme we pounded past

nm serabl e hovel s where frightened fol k peered from | ow doorways. They were
Kjartan's own slaves, Sihtric told ne, their job to raise pigs and cut
firewood and grow crops for Dunhol m

Qur horses were tiring. They had been ridden hard across soft ground and they
carried men in mail with heavy shields, but our journey was al nost done. It
did not matter now if the garrison saw us, because we had cone to the hill on
whi ch the fortress stood and no one could | eave Dunhol mwi thout fighting their
way past us. If Kjartan had sent warriors west to find us then he could no

| onger send a messenger to sunmon those nen back because we now controlled the
only road that led to his fastness.

And so we came to the neck where the ridge dropped slightly and the road
turned south before clinbing to the nassive gatehouse, and we stopped there
and our horses spread al ong the higher ground and, to the nen on Dunhol m s
wal I, we must have | ooked like a dark arny. Al of us were nuddy, our horses
were filthy, but Kjartan's nen could see our spears and shields and swords and
axes. By now they woul d know we were the eneny and that we had cut their only
road, and they probably | aughed at us. W were so few and their fortress was
so high and their wall was so big and the rain still crashed on us and the
drenchi ng dark crept along the valleys on either side of us as a slither of

I ightning crackled wi cked and sharp across the northern sky.

W picketed the horses in a waterlogged field. We did our best to rid the
beasts of nud and pick their hooves clean, then we made a score of fires in
the I ee of a blackthorn hedge. It took forever to light the first fire. Many
of our nen carried dry kindling in | eather pouches, but as soon as the

ki ndl i ng was exposed to the rain it becane soggy. Eventually two nmen nade a
crude tent with their cloaks and | heard the click of steel on flint and saw
the first trace of snoke. They protected that small fire as though it were
made of gold, and at last the flames took hold and we could pile the wet
firewood on top. The | ogs seethed and hi ssed and crackl ed, but the flanes gave
us sone small warnmth and the fires told Kjartan that his enemes were still on
the hill. | doubt he thought Guthred had the courage to make such an attack
but he nust have known Ragnar was returned from Wssex and he knew | had cone
back fromthe dead and perhaps, in that [ong wet night of rain and thunder, he
felt a shiver of fear.

And while he shivered, the sceadugengan slithered in the dark.

As night fell | stared at the route | had to take in the darkness, and it was
not good. | would have to go down to the river, then southwards al ong the
water's edge, but just beneath the fortress wall, where the river vani shed

about Dunholm s crag, a massive boul der bl ocked the way. It was a nonstrous
boul der, bigger than Alfred's new church at Wntanceaster, and if | could not
find a way around it then | would have to clinb over its wide, flat top which
lay less than a spear's throw fromKjartan's ranparts. | sheltered ny eyes
fromthe rain and stared hard, and decided there m ght be a way past the giant
stone at the river's edge.

"Can it be done?" Ragnar asked ne.

"It has to be done,' | said.



| wanted Steapa with me, and | chose ten other men to accompany us. Both

Gut hred and Ragnar wanted to cone, but | refused them Ragnhar was needed to

| ead the assault on the high gate, and Guthred was sinply not warrior enough
Besi des, he was one of the reasons we fought this battle and to | eave hi m dead
on Dunhol m s sl opes woul d nake a nonsense of the whole ganble. | took Beocca
to one side. 'Do you renmenber,' | asked him 'how nmy father nade you stay by
nmy side during the assault on Eoferw c?

'"OF course | do!' he said indighantly. 'And you didn't stay with nme, did you?
You kept trying to join the fight! It was all your fault that you were

captured.' | had been ten years old and desperate to see a battle. '"If you
hadn't run away fromne,' he said, still sounding indignant, 'you would never
have been caught by the Danes! You'd be a Christian now. | blame nyself. |
shoul d have tied your reins to mne.'

' Then you' d have been captured as well,' | said, '"but I want you to do the
same for Quthred tonmorrow. Stay by himand don't let himrisk his life.'
Beocca | ooked alarnmed. 'He's a king! He's a grown man. | can't tell himwhat
to do.'

"Tell himA fred wants himto live.'

"Alfred might want himto live,' he said gloomly, '"but put a sword into a
man's hand and he loses his wits. |'ve seen it happen!’

"Then tell himyou had a dream and Sai nt Cuthbert says he's to stay out of
trouble.’

'"He won't believe ne!l’

"He will." | prom sed

"I"ll try." Beocca said, then |looked at me with his one good eye. 'Can you do
this thing, Uhtred?

"I don't know.' | told himhonestly.

"I shall pray for you.'

" Thank you, father.' | said. | would be praying to every god | could think of,
and addi ng another could not hurt. In the end, | decided, it was all up to

fate. The spinners already knew what we planned and knew how t hose plans woul d
turn out and | could only hope they were not readying the shears to cut ny
life's threads.

Per haps, above everything else, it was the nadness of ny idea that m ght give
it wings and so let it succeed. There had been madness in Northunbria's air
ever since | had first returned. There had been a sl aughterous nmadness in
Eoferwic, a holy insanity in Cair Ligualid, and now this desperate idea.

| had chosen Steapa, for he was worth three or four other men. | took Sihtric
because, if we got inside Dunholm he would know the ground. | took Finan
because the Irishman had a fury in his soul that | reckoned would turn to
savagery in battle. | took O apa because he was strong and fearless, and

Rypere because he was cunning and lithe. The other six were from Ragnar's nmen,
all of themstrong, all young, and all good with weapons, and | told them what
we were going to do, and then nade sure that each man had a bl ack cl oak that
swat hed himfromhead to foot. W sneared a mixture of nud and ash on our
hands, faces and helnets. 'No shields.' | told them That was a hard deci sion
to make, for a shield is a great confort in battle, but shields were heavy
and, if they banged on stones or trees, would rmake a noise like a drunbeat. 'I

go first," | told them 'and we'll be going slowly. Very slowy. W have al
ni ght.'
W tied ourselves together with leather reins. | knew how easy it was for nen

to get lost in the dark, and on that night the darkness was absolute. If there
was any noon it was hidden by thick clouds fromwhich the rain fell steadily,
but we had three things to guide us. First there was the slope itself. So |ong
as | kept the uphill side to my right then | knew we were on the eastern side
of Dunholm and second there was the rushing hiss of the river as it curled
about the crag, and last there were the fires of Dunholmitself. Kjartan
feared an assault in the night and so he had his nen hurl flamng | ogs from
the high gate's rampart. Those logs |it the track, but to produce them he had
to keep a great fire burning in his courtyard and that blaze outlined the top



of the ranparts and glowed red on the belly of the | ow rushing clouds. That
raw light did not illumnate the slope, but it was there, beyond the black
shadows, a livid guide in our wet darkness.

| had Serpent-Breath and Wasp-Sting hanging fromny belt



and, like the others, | carried a spear with its blade wapped in a scrap of
cloth so that no stray light could reflect fromthe metal The spears would
serve as staffs on the uneven ground and as probes to feel the way. W did not
| eave until it was utterly dark, for |I dared not risk a sharp-eyed sentry
seeing us scranble towards the river, but even in the dark our journey was
easy enough at first, for our own fires showed us a way down the slope. W
headed away fromthe fortress so that no one on its ramparts would see us

| eave the firelit canp, and then we worked our way down to the river and there
turned southwards. Qur route now | ed across the base of the slope where trees
had been felled and | had to feel ny way between the stunps. The ground was
thick with branbles and with the litter of tree-felling. There were small
branches left to rot and we made a | ot of noise tranpling them underfoot, but
the sound of the rain was |ouder still and the river seethed and roared to our
left. My cloak kept catching on twigs or stunps and | tore its hemragged
dragging it free. Every now and then a great crack of |ightning whipped

eart hwards and we froze each time and, in the blue-white dazzle, | could see
the fort outlined high above nme. | could even see the spears of the sentries
like thorny sparks against the sky, and | thought those sentries nmust be cold,
soaked and mi serabl e. The thunder cane a heartbeat later and it was al ways

cl ose, banging above us as if Thor were beating his war hanmer against a giant
iron shield. The gods were watching us. | knew that. That is what the gods do
in their sky-halls. They watch us and they reward us for our daring or punish
us for our insolence, and | clutched Thor's hammer to tell himthat | wanted
his hel p, and Thor cracked the sky with his thunder and | took it as a sign of
hi s approval

The sl ope grew steeper. Rain was running off the soil which, in places, was
not hing but slick nud. W all fell repeatedly as we edged sout hwards. The tree
stunps becane sparser, but now there were boul ders enbedded in the slope and
the wet stones were slick, so slick that in sone places we were forced to
craw . It was getting darker too, for the sl ope bul ged above us to hide the
fire-edged ranparts and we slid and scranbl ed and cursed our way into a

soul -scaring bl ackness. The river seenmed very close and | feared sliding off a
slab of rock and falling into the hurrying water. Then ny gropi ng spear
cracked against stone and | realised we had conme to the huge boul der which, in
the dark, felt Iike a nonstrous cliff. | thought I had seen a way past on the
river's edge and | explored that way, going slowy, always thrusting the spear
shaft ahead, but if | had seen a route in the twilight | could riot find it
now. The boul der appeared to overhang the water and there was no choice but to
climb back up the slope beside the great rock and then slither over its doned
top, and so we inched our way upwards, clinging to saplings and kicking
footholds in the sopping earth, and every foot we clinmbed took us closer to
the ranparts. The | eather ropes joining us kept catching on snags and it
seened to take for ever to reach a spot where the firelight gl owi ng above the
pal i sade showed a way onto the rock's sumit

That summit was a stretch of open stone, pitched |ike a shallow roof and about
fifteen paces wide. The western end rose to the ranmparts while the eastern
edge ended in a sheer drop to the river, and all that, | sawin a flicker of
far-off lightning that ripped across the northern clouds. The centre of the
boul der's top, where we woul d have to cross, was no nore than twenty paces
fromKjartan's wall and there was a sentry there, his spear bl ade reveal ed by
the lightning as a flash of white fire. W huddl ed beside the stone and | made
every man untie the |leather rope fromhis belt. W would retie the reins into
one rope and | would craw across first, letting the rope out behind nme, and

then each man nust follow. 'One at a tinme,' | said, 'and wait till | tug the
rope. I'Il tug it three tines. That's the signal for the next man to cross.'
had to half shout to nake nyself heard over the pounding rain and gusting
wind. "Craw on your bellies.” | told them If lightning struck, then a prone
man covered by a nuddy cloak would be far |less visible than a crouching
warrior. 'Rypere goes last,' | said, 'and he brings the rope with him'

It seened to ne that it took half the night just to cross that short stretch



of open rock. | went first, and | crawed blind in the dark and had to grope
with the spear to find a place where | could



slither down the boulder's far side. Then | tugged the rope and after an
interm nable wait | heard a man crawing on the stone. It was one of Ragnar's
Danes who followed the rope to join me. Then one by one the others cane. |
counted themin. W hel ped each man down, and | prayed there would be no
[ightning, but then, just as Steapa was hal fway across, there was a crackling
bl ue-white fork that slashed clear across the hilltop and lit us |ike worns
trapped by the fire of the gods. In that noment of brightness | could see

St eapa shaking, and then the thunder bell owed over us and the rain seenmed to
grow even nore nal evolent. 'Steapa!' | called, 'cone on!' but he was so shaken
that he could not nove and | had to wiggle back onto the boul der, take his
hand and coax hi m onwards, and while doing that | somehow | ost count of the
nunber of nen who had al ready crossed so that, when | thought the |last had
arrived | discovered Rypere was still on the far side. He scranbl ed over

qui ckly, coiling the rope as he cane, and then we untied the reins and again
joined ourselves belt to belt. W were all chilled and wet, but fate had been
with us and no chal | engi ng shout had come fromthe ranparts.

W slid and half fell back down the sl ope, seeking the river bank. The
hillside was nuch steeper here, but sycanores and hornbeamnms grew thick and
they made the journey easier. W went on south, the ranparts high to our right
and the river omnous and loud to our left. There were nore boul ders, none the
size of the giant that had bl ocked us before, but all difficult to negotiate,
and each one took tine, so nmuch tinme, and then, as we skirted the uphill side
of one great rock, O apa dropped his spear, and it clattered down the stone
and banged on a tree.

It did not seem possible that the noise could have been heard up at the
ranparts. The rain was seething onto the trees and the wind was loud at the
pal i sade, but sonmeone in the fort heard sonething or suspected sonething, for
suddenly a burning | og was thrown over the wall to crash through the wet
branches. It was thrown twenty paces north of us, and we happened to be
stopped at the tine while | found a way past yet another rock, and the Iight
of the flanmes was feeble. W were nothing but black shadows anobng the shadows
of the trees. The flickering fire was swiftly extinguished by the rain and

hi ssed at ny nen to crouch. | expected nore fire to be thrown, and it was,
this time a big twisted brand of oil-soaked straw that burned nmuch brighter
than the log. Again it was thrown in the wong place, but its light reached
us, and | prayed to Surtur, the god of fire, that he extinguish the flanmes. W

huddl ed, still as death, just above the river, and then | heard what | feared
to hear.

Dogs.

Kj artan, or whoever guarded this stretch of the wall, had sent the war dogs
out through the small gate which led to the well. | could hear the huntsnen

calling to themw th the sing-song voices that drove hounds into undergrow h,
and | could hear the dogs baying and | knew there was no escape fromthis
steep, slippery slope. W had no chance of scranbling back up the hill and
across the big boul der before the dogs would be on us. | pulled the cloth off
t he spearhead, thinking that at least | could drive the blade into one beast
before the rest trapped, maul ed and savaged us, and just then another splinter
of lightning slithered across the night and the thunder cracked |like the sound
of the world's ending. The noi se pounded us and echoed |ike drunbeats in the
river valley.

Hounds hate thunder, and thunder was Thor's gift to us. A second peal booned
in the sky and the hounds were whi npering now. The rain becane vicious,
driving at the slope like arrows, its sound suddenly drowning the noise of the
frightened dogs. They won't hunt,' Finan shouted into ny ear

" No?

"Not in this rain.'

The huntsnen called again, nore urgently, and as the rain slackened slightly I
heard the dogs coming down the slope. They were not racing down, but slinking
reluctantly. They were terrified by the thunder, dazzled by the |ightning and
benused by the rain's mal evol ence. They had no appetite for prey. One beast



cane close to us and | thought | sawthe glint of its eyes, though how that
was possible in that darkness, when the hound was only a



shape in the sodden bl ackness, | do not know. The beast turned back towards
the hilltop and the rain still slashed down. There was silence now fromthe
hunt snen. None of the hounds had given tongue so the huntsmen nust have
assuned no quarry had been found and still we waited, crouching in the awful
rain, waiting and waiting, until at last | decided the hounds were back in the
fortress and we stunbl ed on.

Now we had to find the well, and that proved the nost difficult task of all
First we renade the rope fromthe reins and Finan held one end while | prow ed
uphill. 1 groped through trees, slipped on the nud, and continually m stook

tree trunks for the well's palisade. The rope snagged on fallen branches, and
twice | had to go back, nmove everyone sone yards sout hwards and start ny

search again. | was very close to despair when | tripped and ny left hand slid
down a lichen-covered tinber. A splinter drove into ny palm 1 fell hard

agai nst the tinmber and di scovered it was a wall, not sone discarded branch,
and then realised | had found the palisade protecting the well. | yanked on

the rope so that the others could clanber up to join ne.

Now we waited again. The thunder noved farther north and the rain subsided to
a hard, steady fall. We crouched, shivering, waiting for the first grey hint
of dawn, and | worried that Kjartan, in this rain, would not need to send
anyone to the well, but could survive on the water collected in rain barrels.
Yet everywhere, | assunme in all the world, folk fetch water in the dawn. It is
the way we greet the day. We need water to cook and shave and wash and brew,
and in all the aching hours at Sverri's oar | had often renenbered Sihtric
telling me that Dunholms wells were beyond its palisades, and that neant that
Kjartan nust open a gate every norning. And if he opened a gate then we could
get into the inpregnable fortress. That was ny plan, the only plan | had, and

if it failed we would be dead. 'How many wonen fetch water?' | asked Sihtric
softly.

Ten, lord?" he guessed.

| peered around the palisade's edge. | could just see the glow of firelight
above the ranparts and | guessed the well was twenty paces fromthe high wall.
Not far, but twenty paces of steep uphill clinmbing. There are guards on the
gate?' | asked, know ng the answer because | had asked the question before,
but in the dark and with the killing ahead, it was conforting to speak

There were only two or three guards when | was there, lord.' And those guards
woul d be dozy, | thought, yawning after a night of broken sleep. They would

open the gate, watch the wonmen go through, then |l ean on the wall and dream of
ot her wormen. Yet only one of the guards had to be alert, and even if the gate
guards were dreami ng, then one alert sentinel on the wall would be sufficient
to thwart us. | knew the wall on this eastern side had no fighting platform
but it did have smaller |edges where a man could stand and keep watch. And so
| worried, imagining all that could go wong, and beside nme Cl apa snhored in a
nmonent's snatched sleep and | was amazed that he could sleep at all when he
was so drenched and cold, and then he snored again and | nudged hi m awake.

It seened as though dawn woul d never conme, and if it did we would be so cold
and wet that we would be unable to nove, but at |ast, on the heights across
the river, there was a hint of grey in the night. The grey spread like a
stain. We huddl ed cl oser together so that the well's palisade would hide us
fromany sentry on the wall. The grey became |ighter and cocks crowed in the
fortress. The rain was still steady. Beneath me | could see white flurries
where the river foaned on rocks. The trees bel ow us were visible now, though
still shadowed. A badger wal ked ten paces fromus, then turned and hurried
clumsily downhill. A rent of red showed in a thinner patch of the eastern
clouds and it was suddenly daylight, though a gl oony daylight that was shot
through with the silver threads of rain. Ragnar woul d be naking his shield

wal | now, lining men on the path to keep the defenders' attention. If the
worren were to cone for water, | thought, then it nust be soon, and | eased ny
way down the slope so | could see all of nmy nmen. 'Wien we go,' | hissed, 'we
go fast! Up to the gate, kill the guard, then stay close to ne! And once we're

i nside, we go slowy. Just wal k! Look as if you belong there."’



Twel ve of us could not hope to attack all Kjartan's nen. If we were to win
this day we had to sneak into the fortress. Sihtric had told me that behind
the well's gate was a tangle of buildings. If we could kill the guards
quickly, and if no one saw their deaths, then | hoped we could hide in that
tangl e and then, once we were certain that no one had di scovered us, just wal k
towards the north wall. We were all in mail or l|eather, we all had hel nets,
and if the garrison was watchi ng Ragnar approach then they m ght not notice us
at all, and if they did, they would assume we were defenders. Once at the wall
| wanted to capture a part of the fighting platform If we could reach that
platformand kill the men guarding it, then we could hold a stretch of the
wal I |1 ong enough for Ragnar to join us. His ninbler men would clinb the
pal i sade by driving axes into the tinbers and using the enbedded weapons as
steps, and Rypere was carrying our |leather rope to help themup. As nore nen
cane we could fight our way down the wall to the high gate and open it to the
rest of Ragnar's force.

It had seemed a good idea when | described it to Ragnar and Guthred, but in
that cold wet dawn it seened forlorn and desperate and | was suddenly struck
by a sense of hopel essness. | touched my hammer amulet. 'Pray to your gods,' |
said, 'pray no one sees us. Pray we can reach the wall." It was the wong
thing to say. | should have sounded confident, but instead | had betrayed ny
fears and this was no time to pray to any gods. W were already in their hands
and they would help us or hurt us according to how they |Iiked what we did.
renmenmber blind Ravn, Ragnar's grandfather, telling ne that the gods |ike
bravery, and they |ove defiance, and they hate cowardi ce and | oat he
uncertainty. 'We are here to amuse them' Ravn had said, 'that is all, and if
we do it well then we feast with themtill tinme ends.' Ravn had been a warrior
before his sight went, and afterwards he becane a skald, a maker of poens, and
the poens he nmade cel ebrated battle and bravery. And if we did this right,

t hought, then we woul d keep a dozen skal ds busy.

A voi ce sounded up the slope and | held up a hand to say we should all be
silent. Then | heard wonen's voices and the thunp of a wooden pail agai nst

ti mber. The voices cane closer. | could hear a wonan conpl ai ni ng, but the
words were indistinct, then another woman answered, much clearer. 'They can't
get in, that's all They can't.' They spoke English, so they were either slaves
or the wives of Kjartan's nen. | heard a splash as a bucket fell down the
well. | still held up ny hand, cautioning the eleven men to stay still. It
woul d take tine to fill the buckets and the nore tinme the better because it
woul d all ow the guards to becone bored. | |ooked along the dirty faces,

| ooking for any sign of uncertainty that would offend the gods, and | suddenly
realised we were not twelve nen, but thirteen. The thirteenth man had his head
bowed so | could not see his face, so | poked his booted leg with ny spear and
he | ooked up at ne.

She | ooked up at nme. It was G sel a.

She | ooked defiant and pl eading, and I was horrified. There is no nunmber so
unlucky as thirteen. Once, in Valhalla, there was a feast for twelve gods, but
Loki, the trickster god, went uninvited and he played his evil ganes,
persuading Hod the Blind to throw a sprig of nmistletoe at his brother, Bal dur
Bal dur was the favourite god, the good one, but he could be killed by

m stletoe and so his blind brother threw the sprig and Bal dur died and Lok

| aughed, and ever since we have known that thirteen is the evil nunber.
Thirteen birds in the sky are an omen of disaster, thirteen pebbles in a
cooking pot will poison any food placed in the pot, while thirteen at a neal
is an invitation to death. Thirteen spears against a fortress could only nean
defeat. Even the Christians know thirteen is unlucky. Father Beocca told ne
that was because there were thirteen nmen at Christ's last nmeal, and the
thirteenth was Judas. So | just stared in horror at G sela and, to show what
she had done, | put down ny spear and held up ten fingers, then two, then

poi nted at her and held up one nore. She gave a shake of her head as if to
deny what | was telling her, but | pointed at her a second tinme and then at
the ground, telling her she nust stay where she was. Twelve would go to



Dunhol m not thirteen.
"I'f the babe won't suck,' a woman was sayi ng beyond the wall, '"then rub its
lips with cowslip juice. It always works.'



"Rub your tits with it, too.' another voice said.

"And put a mix of soot and honey on its back.' a third woman advi sed.

"Two nmore buckets,' the first voice said, 'then we can get out of this rain.’
It was time to go. | pointed at G sela again, gesturing angrily that she mnust
stay where she was, then | picked up the spear in nmy |left hand and drew
Serpent-Breath. | kissed her blade and stood. It felt unnatural to stand and
nove again, to be in the daylight, to start wal king around the well's

pali sade. | felt naked under the ranmparts and | waited for a shout froma
wat chful sentinel, but none cane. Ahead, not far ahead, | could see the gate
and there was no guard standing in the open doorway. Sihtric was on ny left,
hurrying. The path was made of rough stone, slick and wet. | heard a woman
gasp behind us, but still no one shouted the alarmfromthe ranparts, then
was through the gate and | saw a man to ny right and | swept Serpent-Breath
and she bit into his throat and | sawed her backwards so that the bl ood was
bright in that grey norning. He fell back against the palisade and | drove the
spear into his ruined throat. A second gate guard watched the killing froma
dozen yards away. His armour was a blacksmith's |long | eather apron and his
weapon a woodcutter's axe which he seened unable to raise. He was standing

wi th astoni shment on his face and did not nove as Finan approached him His
eyes grew wi der, then he understood the danger and turned to run and Finan's
spear tangled his legs and then the Irishman was standi ng over himand the

sword stabbed down into his spine. | held up my hand to keep everyone stil

and silent. W waited. No enemny shouted. Rain dripped fromthe thatch of the
buil dings. | counted ny nen and saw ten, then Steapa canme through the gate,
closing it behind him W were twelve, not thirteen

The wonen will stay at the well.' Steapa told ne.

"You're sure?

"They'll stay at the well.' he growed. | had told Steapa to talk to the wonen

drawi ng water, and doubtless his size alone had quell ed any ideas they m ght
have of soundi ng an al arm

"And G sel a?

"She'll stay at the well too.' he said.

And thus we were inside Dunholm W had cone to a dark corner of the fortress,
a place where two big dung-heaps lay beside a long, |ow building. 'Stables.'
Sihtric told me in a whisper, though no one alive was in sight to hear us. The
rain fell hard and steady. | edged about the end of the stables and could see
not hi ng except for nore wooden walls, great heaps of firewood and thatched
roofs thick with noss. A woman drove a goat between two of the huts, beating
the animal to make it hurry through the rain.

| wiped Serpent-Breath clean on the threadbare cloak of the man | had kill ed,
then gave O apa ny spear and picked up the dead man's shield. 'Sheathe
swords.' | told everyone. If we wal ked through the fortress with drawn swords
we would attract attention. We rnust | ook Iike nen newy woken who were
reluctantly going to a wet, cold duty. 'Wich way?' | asked Sihtric.

He | ed us al ongside the palisade. Once past the stables |I could see three
large halls that bl ocked our view of the northern ranparts. 'Kjartan's hall.’
Si htric whispered, pointing to the right-hand buil ding.

"Talk naturally.' | told him

He had pointed to the largest hall, the only one with snmoke conming fromthe
roof-hole. It was built with its |long sides east and west, and one gable end
was hard up against the ranmparts so we would be forced to go deep into the
fortress centre to skirt the big hall. | could see folk now, and they could
see us, but no one thought us strange. We were just armed nmen wal ki ng through
the mud, and they were wet and cold and hurryi ng between the buil dings, much
too intent on reaching warnth and dryness to worry about a dozen bedraggl ed
warriors. An ash tree grewin front of Kjartan's hall and a | one sentry
guardi ng the hall door crouched under the ash's | eafless branches in a vain
effort to shelter fromthe wind and rain. | could hear shouting now It was
faint, but as we neared the gap between the halls | could see nen on the
ranparts. They were gazing north, some of them brandi shing defiant spears. So



Ragnar was comi ng. He woul d be visible even



in the half-light for his nen were carrying flamng torches. Ragnar had
ordered his attackers to carry the fire so that the defenders would watch him
i nstead of guarding Dunholms rear. So fire and steel were com ng to Dunhol m
but the defenders were jeering Ragnhar's nen as they struggled up the slippery
track. They jeered because they knew their walls were high and the attackers
few, but the sceadugengan were already behind them and none of them had
noticed us, and ny fears of the cold dawn began to ebb away. | touched the
hamrer anmul et and said a silent thank-you to Thor

W were just yards fromthe ash tree that grew a few paces fromthe door to
Kjartan's hall. The sapling had been planted as a symbol of Yggdrasil, the
Tree of Life about which fate withes, though this tree | ooked sickly, scarce
nore than a sapling that struggled to find space for its roots in Dunholms
thin soil. The sentry glanced at us once, noticed nothing odd about our
appear ance, then turned and | ooked across Dunholms flat summit towards the
gat ehouse. Men were crowded on the gatehouse ranpart, while other warriors
stood on the wall's fighting platforns built to left and right. A large group
of mounted nmen waited behind the gate, doubtless ready to pursue the beaten
attackers when they were repulsed fromthe palisade. | tried to count the

def enders, but they were too many, so | |ooked to the right and saw a stout

| adder clinbing to the fighting platformon the western stretch of ranparts.
That, | thought, is where we should go. dinb that |adder, capture the western
wal | and we could |l et Ragnar inside and so revenge his father and free Thyra
and astoni sh all Northunbri a.

| grinned, suddenly elated at the realisation that we were inside Dunholm |

t hought of Hild and inmagi ned her praying in her sinple chapel with the beggars
al ready huddl ed outside her nunnery's gate. Alfred would be working, ruining
his eyes by reading manuscripts in the dawmn's thin [ight. Men would be
stirring on every fortification in Britain, yawning and stretching. Oxen were
bei ng harnessed. Hounds woul d be excited, knowi ng a day's hunting was ahead,
and here we were, inside Kjartan's stronghold and no one suspected our
presence. W were wet, we were cold,

we were stiff and we were outnunbered by at |east twenty to one, but the gods
were with us and I knew we were going to win and | felt a sudden exultation.
The battle-joy was coming and | knew the skal ds woul d have a great feat to
cel ebrate.

O perhaps the skalds would be naking a | anent. For then, quite suddenly,
everyt hing went di sastrously w ong.



Ten

The sentry beneath the ash tree turned and spoke to us. 'They're wasting their
time,' he said, obviously referring to Ragnar's forces. The sentry had no
suspi ci ons, he even yawned as we approached him but then sonething al arnmed
him Perhaps it was Steapa, for there could surely be no man in Dunhol m who
was as tall as the West Saxon. Whatever, the man suddenly realised we were
strangers and he reacted qui ckly by backing away and drawi ng his sword. He was
about to yell a warning when Steapa hurled his spear that struck hard in the
sentry's right shoul der, pitching hi mbackwards and Rypere followed fast,
running his spear into the man's belly with such force that he pinned the man
to the feeble ash tree. Rypere silenced himw th his sword, and just as that

bl ood fl owed, two nen appeared around the corner of the smaller hall to our
left and they i medi ately began shouting that enemies were in the conmpound.
One turned and ran, the other drew his sword, and that was a m stake for Finan
feinted low with his spear and the man | owered his blade to parry and the
spear flashed up to take himin the soft flesh beneath his jaw. The nman's
nmout h bubbl ed bl ood onto his beard as Finan stepped cl ose and brought his
short-sword up into the man's belly.

Two nore corpses. It was raining harder again, the drops hamering onto the
mud to dilute the fresh blood and | wondered if we had tine to dash across the
wi de open space to reach the ranpart |adder, and just then, to make things
worse, the door to Kjartan's hall opened and three nen jostled in the doorway
and | shouted at Steapa to drive them back. He used his axe, killing the first
wi th an upwards bl ow of ghastly efficiency and thrusting the gutted man back
into the second who took the axe-head straight in the face, then Steapa ki cked
the two nmen aside to pursue the third who was now inside the hall. | sent
Clapa to help Steapa. 'And get himout of there fast,' | told O apa because

t he horsenen by the gate had heard the conmmoti on now and they could see the
dead men and see our drawn swords and they were already turning their horses.
And | knew then that we had | ost. Everything had depended on surprise, and now
that we had been di scovered we had no chance of reaching the northern wall.
The nmen on the fighting platfornms had turned to watch us and sone had been
ordered off the ranparts and they were naking a shield wall just behind the
gate. The horsenen, there were about thirty riders, were spurring towards us.
Not only had we failed, but I knew we would be lucky to survive. 'Back,"' |
shout ed, 'back!' Al we could hope now was to retreat into the narrow all eys
and sormehow hol d the horsenen off and reach the well gate. G sela nust be
rescued and then there would be a frantic retreat downhill in front of a
vengeful pursuit. Maybe, | thought, we could cross the river. If we could just
wade through the swollen Wire we mght be safe frompursuit, but it was a
tremul ous hope at best. 'Steapa!' | shouted, 'Steapa! Capa!' and the two cane
fromthe hall, Steapa with a bl ood-soaked axe. 'Stay together,' | shouted. The
horsenen were coning fast, but we ran back towards the stables and the

hor senen seemed wary of the dark, shadowed spaces between the buildings for
they reined in beside the ash tree with its dead nan still pinned to the trunk
and | thought their caution would | et us survive just |ong enough to get
outside the fortress. Hope revived, not of victory, but of life, and then
heard the noi se.

It was the sound of hounds baying. The horsenen had not

stopped for fear of attacking us, but because Kjartan had rel eased

is dogs and | stared, appalled, as the hounds poured around the

Side of the smaller hall and cane towards us. How many? Fifty?

east fifty. They were inpossible to count. A huntsnman drove



themon with yel ping shouts and they were nore |ike wol ves than hounds. They
wer e rough-pelted, huge, howing, and | involuntarily stepped backwards. This
was the hellish pack of the wild hunt, the ghost-hounds that harry the

dar kness and pursue their prey across the shadow world when night falls. There
was no time now to reach the gate. The hounds woul d surround us, they would
drag us down, they would savage us, and | thought this nust be ny punishment
for killing the defencel ess Brother Jaenberht in Cetreht, and I felt the cold,
unmanni ng shudder of abject fear. Die well, | told nyself, die well, but how
could one die well beneath the teeth of hounds? Qur nmail coats woul d sl ow
their savagery for a nonment, but not for |long. And the hounds could snell our
fear. They wanted bl ood and they cane in a howing scrabble of mud and fangs,
and | lowered Serpent-Breath to take the first snarling bitch in the face and
just then a new voice called to them

It was the voice of a huntress. It called clear and | oud, saying no words,
just chanting a weird, shrieking call that pierced the nmorning like a sounding
horn, and the hounds stopped abruptly, tw sted about and whined in distress.
The cl osest was just three or four paces fromnme, a bitch with a nud-clotted
pelt, and she withed and how ed as the unseen huntress called again. There
was sonething sad in that wordless call that was a wavering, dying shriek, and
the bitch whined in synpathy. The huntsman who had rel eased the hounds tried
to whip them back towards us, but again the weird, ululating voice came clear
t hrough the rain, but sharper this time, as if the huntress were yelping in
sudden anger, and three of the hounds | eaped at the huntsman. He screaned,
then was overwhel ned by a mass of pelts and teeth. The riders spurred at the
dogs to drive themoff the dying man, but the huntress was making a wild
screechi ng now that drove the whol e pack towards the horses, and the norning
was filled with the seethe of rain and the unearthly cries and the how of
hounds, and the horsenen turned in panic and spurred back towards the

gat ehouse. The huntress called again, gentler now, and the hounds obediently
mlled around the feeble ash tree, letting the riders go.

| had just stared. | still stared. The hounds were crouching, teeth bared,

wat chi ng the door of Kjartan's hall and it was there that the huntress
appeared. She stepped over the gutted corpse Steapa had left in the doorway
and she crooned at the hounds and they flattened thensel ves as she stared at
us.

It was Thyra.

| did not recognise her at first. It had been years since | saw Ragnar's
sister, and | only renmenbered her as a fair child, happy and healthy, with her
sensible mnd set on marrying her Danish warrior. Then her father's hall had
been burned, her Danish warrior was killed and she had been taken by Kjartan
and given to Sven. Now | saw her again and she had becone a thing froma

ni ght mar e

She wore a long cloak of deerskin, held by a bone brooch at her throat, but
beneat h the cl oak she was naked. As she wal ked anbng the hounds the cl oak kept
bei ng dragged away from her body that was painfully thin and foully dirty. Her
| egs and arnms were covered with scars as though soneone had sl ashed her
repeatedly with a knife, and where there were no scars there were sores. Her
gol den hair was |ank, matted and greasy, and she had woven strands of dead ivy
into the tangle. The ivy hung about her shoul ders. Finan, seeing her, made the
sign of the cross. Steapa did the sane and | clutched at ny hamer anul et.
Thyra's curled fingernails were as long as a gelder's knives, and she waved

t hose sorceress's hands in the air and suddenly screamed at the hounds who

whi ned and withed as if in pain. She glanced towards us and | saw her nad
eyes and | felt a pul se of fear because she was suddenly crouching and
pointing directly at ne, and those eyes were bright as lightning and filled
with hate. 'Ragnar!' she shouted, 'Ragnar!' The nanme sounded |like a curse and
the hounds twisted to stare where she pointed and | knew they would | eap at ne
as soon as Thyra spoke agai n.

I"'muUntred!" | called to her, "Unhtred!' | took off ny helnet so she could see
nmy face. 1'm Uhtred!’



"Uhtred?' she asked, still looking at me, and in that brief noment she | ooked
sane, even confused. 'Unhtred,' she said again, this tine as if she were trying
to renmenber the nane, but the tone turned



t he hounds away fromus and then Thyra screaned. It was not a scream at the
hounds, but a wailing, howing screech ainmed at the clouds, and suddenly she
turned her fury on the dogs. She stooped and cl utched handfuls of nmud that she
hurled at them She still used no words, but spoke sone tongue that the hounds
under st ood and they obeyed her, stream ng across Dunholm s rocky sunmit to
attack the newy made shield wall behind the gate. Thyra foll owed t hem
calling to them spitting and shuddering, filling the hell pack with frenzy,
and the fear that had rooted me to the cold ground passed and | shouted at ny
men to go with her.

They were terrible things, those hounds. They were beasts fromthe world's
chaos, trained only to kill, and Thyra drove themon w th her high, wailing
cries, and the shield wall broke long before the dogs arrived. The men ran
scattering across Dunholms wide summit and the dogs followed them A handful
braver than the rest, stayed at the gate and that was where | now wanted to
go. The gate!' | shouted at Thyra, Thyra! Take themto the gate!' She began to
make a barki ng sound, shrill and quick, and the hounds obeyed her by running
towar ds the gatehouse. | have seen other hunters direct hounds as deftly as a
horseman guides a stallion with knees and reins, but it is not a skill | have
ever learned. Thyra had it.

Kjartan's men guarding the gate died hard. The dogs swarnmed over them teeth
ripping, and | heard screans. | had still not seen Kjartan or Sven, but nor
did | look for them | only wanted to reach the big gate and open it for
Ragnar, and so we followed the hounds, but then one of the horsenen recovered
his wits and shouted at the frightened nmen to circle behind us. The horseman
was a big man, his mail half covered by a dirty white cloak. H s hel met had
gilt-bronze eyeholes that hid his face, but | was certain it was Kjartan. He
spurred his stallion and a score of nen followed him but Thyra how ed sone
short, falling cadences, and a score of hounds turned to head the horsenen
off. One rider, desperate to avoid the beasts, turned his horse too quickly
and it fell, sprawling and kicking in the nud and a hal f-dozen hounds attacked
t he

fallen beast's belly while others | eaped across to savage the unsaddl ed ri der
| heard the man wail and saw a dog stagger away with a | eg broken by a
flailing hoof. The horse was scream ng. | kept running through the streamn ng
rain and saw a spear cone flashing down fromthe ranparts. The nmen on the

gat ehouse roof were trying to stop us with their spears. They hurled t hem at

t he pack which still tore at the fallen shield wall remant, but there were
too many hounds. W were close to the gate now, only twenty or thirty paces
away. Thyra and her hounds had brought us safe across Dunholms sunmt, and
the enemy was in utter confusion, but then the white-cl oaked horseman, beard
thi ck beneath his arnoured eyes, disnobunted and shouted at his nen to

sl aught er

t he dogs.

They made a shield wall and charged. They held their shields lowto fend off
t he dogs and used spears and swords to kill them 'Steapa!' | shouted, and he

under st ood what was wanted and bell owed at the other nen to go with him He
and Cl apa were first anmong the dogs and | saw Steapa's axe thud down into a
hel meted face as Thyra hurled the dogs at the new shield wall. Men were

cl ambering down fromthe fighting platforms to join the wild fight and |I knew
we had to nove fast before Kjartan's men slaughtered the pack and then cane to
sl aughter us. | saw a hound leap high and sink its teeth into a man's face,
and the man screaned and the dog howed with a sword in its belly, and Thyra
was screeching at the hounds and Steapa was hol ding the centre of the eneny
shield wall, but it was lengthening as nmen joined its flanks and in a
heartbeat or two the wings of the wall would fold about nen and dogs and cut
them down. So |I ran for the gatehouse archway. That archway was undefended on
the ground, but the warriors on the ranpart above still had spears. Al | had
was the dead man's shield and | prayed it was a good one. | hoisted it over ny
hel met, sheathed Serpent-Breath, and ran

The heavy spears crashed down. They banged into the shield and splashed into



the nmud, and at least two pierced through the shield s |Iinewod boards. | felt
a blowon ny left forearm and the shield becane heavier and heavier as the
spears wei ghed it



down, but then | was under the arch, and safe. The dogs were how i ng and
fighting. Steapa was bellow ng at the eneny to cone and fight him but nen
avoided him | could see the wings of Kjartan's wall closing and knew we woul d
die if | could not open the gate. | saw | would need two hands to lift the
huge | ocki ng bar, but one of the spears hanging fromthe shield had penetrated
the mail of ny left forearmand | could not pull it free, so | had to use
Wasp-Sting to cut the | eather shield-handl es away. Then | could wench the
spear-point out of ny mail and arm There was bl ood on the mail -sl eeve, but
the armwas not broken and | lifted the huge | ocking bar and dragged it away
fromthe gates.

Then | pulled the gates inward and Ragnar and his nmen were fifty paces away
and they shouted when they saw ne and ran with raised shields to protect

t hensel ves fromthe spears and axes thrown fromthe ranmparts, and they joined
the shield wall, lengthening it and carrying their blades and fury agai nst

Kj artan's astoni shed nen.

And that was how Dunholm the rocky fortress in its river-loop, was taken
Years later | was flattered by a lord in Mercia whose skald chanted a song of
how Uhtred of Bebbanburg scaled the fortress crag al one and fought his way

t hrough two hundred nen to open the dragon-guarded high gate. It was a fine
song, full of sword-work and courage, but it was all nonsense. There were
twel ve of us, not one, and the dogs did nost of the fighting, and Steapa did
much of the rest, and if Thyra had not come fromthe hall then Dunhol m m ght
be ruled by Kjartan's descendants to this day. Nor was the fight over when the
gate was opened, for we were still outnunbered, but we had the remnaining dogs
and Kjartan did not, and Ragnar brought his shield wall into the conpound and
there we fought the defenders.

It was shield wall against shield wall. It was the horror of two shield walls
fighting. It was the thunder of shields crashing together and the grunts of
men stabbing with short-swords or twisting spears into eneny bellies. It was
bl ood and shit and guts spilled in the nud. The shield wall is where nen die
and where nen earn the praise of skalds. | joined Ragnar's wall and Steapa,
who had taken a shield froma hound-ripped horseman, bulled in beside ne with
his great war axe. We stepped over dead and dyi ng dogs as we drove forward.
The shield becomes a weapon, its great iron boss a club to drive nen back, and
when the eneny falters you close up fast and ramthe blade forward, then step
over the wounded and | et the nen behind you kill them It rarely lasts |ong
before one wall breaks, and Kjartan's line broke first. He had tried to

outfl ank us and send nmen around our rear, but the surviving hounds guarded our
flanks, and Steapa was flailing with his axe |like a madman, and he was so huge
and strong that he hacked into the eneny line and nade it | ook easy. 'Wssex!"'
he kept shouting, 'Wssex!' as though he fought for Alfred, and | was on his
right and Ragnar on his left and the rain crashed on us as we foll owed Steapa
through Kjartan's shield wall. W went clean through so that there was no
eneny in front of us, and the broken wall collapsed as nen ran back towards

t he buil di ngs.

Kjartan was the man in the dirty white cloak. He was a big man, alnost as tal
as Steapa, and he was strong, but he saw his fortress fall and he shouted at
his men to make a new shield wall, but some of his warriors were already
surrendering. Danes did not give up readily, but they had di scovered they were
fighting fell ow Danes, and there was no shame in yielding to such an eneny.

O hers were fleeing, going through the well gate, and | had a terror that

G sel a woul d be di scovered there and taken, but the women who had gone to draw
wat er protected her. They all huddled inside the well's small palisade and the
pani cked nmen fl ed past themtowards the river

Not all panicked or surrendered. A few gathered about Kjartan and | ocked their
shields and waited for death. Kjartan m ght have been cruel, but he was brave.
H s son, Sven, was not brave. He had commanded the nen on the gatehouse
ranparts, and alnost all those men fled northwards, |eaving Sven with just two
conmpani ons. Quthred, Finan and Rollo clinbed to deal with them but only Finan
was needed. The Irishman hated fighting in the shield wall. He was too |ight,



he reckoned, to be part of such weight-driven killing, but in the open he was
a fiend. Finan



the Agile, he had been called, and | watched, astonished, as he | eaped ahead
of both GQuthred and Rollo and took on the three nen alone, and his two swords
were as fast as a viper's strike. He carried no shield. He dazzled Sven's
defenders with feints, twi sted past their attacks, and killed themboth with a
grin on his face, and then turned on Sven, but Sven was a coward. He had
backed into a corner of the rampart and was hol ding his sword and shield w de
apart as if to show he neant no m schief. Finan crouched, still grinning,
ready to drive his long sword into Sven's exposed belly.

"He's mine!" Thyra wailed. '"He's mne!’

Fi nan gl anced at her and Sven twitched his sword arm as if to strike, but

Fi nan' s bl ade whi pped towards himand he froze. He was whinpering for nercy.
"He's mine!'" Thyra shrieked. She was writhing her ghastly fingernails towards
Sven and was sobbing with hatred. 'He's mine!' she cried.

"You belong to her,' Finan said, 'so you do,' and he feinted at Sven's stonach
and when Sven brought his shield dowmn to protect hinself, Finan just ramed
his body into the shield, using his light weight to tip Sven backwards over
the ranpart. Sven screaned as he fell. It was not a long drop, no nore than
the height of two tall men, but he thunped into the nud like a sack of grain.
He scrabbled on his back, trying to get up, but Thyra was standing over him
and she had given a long, wailing call, and the surviving hounds had cone to
her. Even the crippl ed hounds haul ed thensel ves t hrough nuck and bl ood to
reach her side

"No,' Sven said. He stared up at her with his one eye. 'No!'

"Yes,' she hissed, and she bent down and took the sword fromhis unresisting
hand, and then she gave one yelp and the hounds closed on him He tw tched and
screamed as the fangs took him Some, trained to kill quickly, went for his
throat, but Thyra used Sven's sword to fend them off, and so the hounds kill ed
Sven by chewing himfromthe groin upwards. H s screans pierced the rain |ike
bl ades. His father heard it all and Thyra watched it and just | aughed.

And still Kjartan lived. Thirty-four nmen stood with himand they knew t hey
were dead men and they were ready to die as Danes, but then Ragnar wal ked
towards them the eagle wings on his helnet broken and wet, and he nmutely
pointed his sword at Kjartan and Kjartan nodded and stepped out of the shield

wall. His son's guts were being eaten by hounds and Thyra was dancing in
Sven's bl ood and crooning a victory song.

"I killed your father,' Kjartan sneered at Ragnar, 'and I'lIl kil

you.'

Ragnar said nothing. The two men were six paces apart, judging

each ot her.

" Your sister was a good whore,' Kjartan said, 'before she went nad.' He darted
forward, shield up, and Ragnar stepped right to let Kjartan go past himand
Kjartan antici pated the nove and swept his sword low to slice Ragnar's ankl es,
but Ragnar had stepped back. The two nen watched each ot her again.

' She was a good whore even after she went mad,' Kjartan said, 'except we had
to tie her down to stop her struggling. Made it easier, see?

Ragnar attacked. Shield high, sword | ow, and the two shields cracked together
and Kjartan's sword parried the |l ow strike, and both nen heaved, trying to
topple the other, and then Ragnar stepped back again. He had | earned that
Kjartan was fast and skilful.

' She's not a good whore now, though,' Kjartan said. 'She's too raddl ed. Too
filthy. Even a beggar won't hunp her now. | know | offered her to one | ast
week and he woul dn't have her. Reckoned she was too dirty for him' And
suddenly he cane forward fast and hacked at Ragnar. There was no great skil
in his attack, just sheer strength and speed, and Ragnar retreated, letting
his shield take the fury, and | feared for himand took a pace forward, but
St eapa held nme back

"It's his fight,' Steapa said.

"I killed your father,' Kjartan said, and his sword drove a splinter

wood from Ragnar's shield. 'l burned your nother,' he boasted, and anot her

bl ow rang on the shield boss, 'and | whored your



sister.' he said, and the next sword bl ow drove Ragnar back two paces. 'And
shal | piss on your gutted body.' Kjartan shouted and he reversed a sw ng, took
his blade | ow and swept it at Ragnar's ankles again. This time he struck and
Ragnar staggered. His crippled hand had instinctively dropped his shield | ow
and Kjartan brought his own shield over the top to drive his enenmy down, and
Ragnar, who had said nothing throughout the fight, suddenly screaned. For a
heartbeat | thought it was a dooned man's scream but instead it was rage. He
drove his body under Kjartan's shield, pushing the bigger nman back by sheer
strength, and then he stepped ninbly aside. | thought he had been | anmed by the
blow to his ankle, but he had iron strips on his boot and, though one strip
was al nbost cut in tw, and though he was brui sed, he had not been injured and
suddenly he was all anger and novement. |t was as though he had woken up. He
began to dance around Kjartan, and that was the secret of a duel. Keep noving.
Ragnar noved, and he was filled with rage, and his speed al nost mat ched
Finan's swi ftness, and Kjartan, who thought he had found his eneny's neasure,
was suddenly desperate. He had no nore breath for insults, only enough to
defend hinsel f, and Ragnar was all ferocity and quickness. He hacked at
Kjartan, turned him hacked again, lunged, tw sted away, feinted | ow, used his
shield to knock away a parry and swept his sword, Heart-Breaker, to strike
Kjartan's helnmet. He dented the iron, but did not pierce it, and Kjartan shook
hi s head and Ragnar banged shield on shield to drive the big nman back. His
next bl ow shattered one of the |limewiod boards of Kjartan's shield, the next
took the shield s edge, splitting the iron rim and Kjartan stepped back and
Ragnar was keening, a sound so horrible that the hounds around Thyra began
yel pi ng i n synpat hy.

Over two hundred nen watched. W all knew what woul d happen now for the

battl e-fever had come to Ragnar. It was the rage of a sword-Dane. No nman coul d
resi st such anger, and Kjartan did well to survive as |long as he did, but at

| ast he was driven back and he tripped on a hound's corpse and fell on his
back and Ragnar stepped over the frantic sweep of his eneny's heavy sword and
t hrust down hard with Heart-Breaker. The bl ow broke through the mail-sl eeve of
Kjartan's coat and severed the tendons of his sword arm Kjartan tried to get
up, but Ragnar kicked himin the face, then brought his heel hard down on
Kjartan's throat. Kjartan choked. Ragnar stepped back and let his battered
shield slide off his left arm Then he used his crippled | eft hand to take
away Kjartan's sword. He used his two good fingers to pull it fromKjartan's
nervel ess hand and he threw it into the nud and then he killed his eneny.

It was a slow death, but Kjartan did not screamonce. He tried to resist at
first, using his shield to fend off Ragnar's sword, but Ragnar bled himto
death cut by cut. Kjartan said one thing as he died, a plea to be given back
his sword so he could go to the corpse-hall wth honour, but Ragnhar shook his
head. 'No.' he said, and never spoke another word until the last blow That

bl ow was a two- handed downwards thrust into Kjartan's belly, a thrust that
burst through the mail |inks and pierced Kjartan's body, and went through the
mai | beneath Kjartan's spine to stab the ground beneath, and Ragnar |eft
Heart - Breaker there and stepped back as Kjartan withed in his death pain. It
was then that Ragnar | ooked up into the rain, his abandoned sword swayi ng
where it pinned his eneny to the ground, and he shouted at the clouds.
'Father!' he shouted, 'Father!' He was telling Ragnar the El der that his

mur der was avenged.

Thyra want ed vengeance as well. She had been crouching with her hounds to

wat ch Kjartan's death, but now she stood and called to the hounds who ran
towards Ragnar. My first thought was that she was sending the beasts to eat
Kjartan's corpse, but instead they surrounded Ragnar. There were still twenty
or nore of the wolf-like beasts and they snarled at Ragnar, ringing him and
Thyra screaned at him 'You should have come before! Wiy didn't you cone
bef or e?

He stared at her, astonished at her anger. '| cane as soon . he began
"You went viking!' she screaned at him 'You left ne here!' The dogs were
angui shed by her grief and they withed around Ragnar



their hides blood-matted and their tongues lolling over blood-streaked fangs,
just waiting for the word that would let themtear himto red ruin. 'You left
me here!' Thyra wail ed, and she wal ked into the dogs to face her brother. Then

she dropped to her knees and began to weep. | tried to reach her, but the dogs
turned on me, teeth bared and eyes wild, and | stepped hurriedly away. Thyra
wept on, her grief as great as the storm which raged over Dunholm '1 shal

kill you!' she screamed at Ragnar

"Thyra,' he said.
"You left me here!' she accused him 'You left ne here!' She stood again, and

suddenly her face | ooked sane once nore, and | could see she was still a
beauty beneath the filth and the scars. 'The price of my life,' she said to
her brother in a calmvoice, '"is your death.'

"No," a new voice said, 'no, it is not.'

It was Father Beocca who had spoken. He had been waiting under the high gate's
arch and now he linped through the carnage and spoke with a stern authority.
Thyra snarled at him 'You're dead, priest!' she said, and she gave one of her
wor dl ess yel ps and the dogs turned on Beocca as Thyra began to twitch like a
madwonan again. 'Kill the priest!' she screaned at the dogs. 'Kill him Kil
him Kill him'

I ran forward, then saw | had nothing to do.

The Christians often talk of mracles and | have always wanted to w tness one
such piece of magic. They claimthe blind can be given their sight, the
cripple made to wal k and the | eper healed. | have heard themtell stories of
men wal ki ng on water, and even of dead men raised alive fromtheir graves, but
| have never seen such things. If | had seen that great magic then |I would be
a Christian today, but the priests tell me we nmust have faith instead. But
that day, in the relentless rain, | saw a thing which was as close to a
mracle as ever | w tnessed.

Fat her Beocca, the skirts of his priest's robes filthy with mud, linped into
the press of vicious hounds. They had been sent to attack him and Thyra was
screaming at themto kill, but he ignored the beasts and they sinply shrank
away from him They whi npered as though they feared this squint-eyed cripple
and he hobbled calmy through their fangs and did not take his eyes off Thyra
whose screeching voice faded to a whinper and then to great sobs. Her cloak
was open, showi ng her scarred nakedness, and Beocca took off his own

rai n-sodden cl oak and draped it about her shoul ders. She had her hands at her
face. She was still weeping, and the hounds bayed in synpathy, and Ragnar just
wat ched. | thought Beocca would | ead Thyra away, but instead he took her head
in his two hands and he suddenly shook her. He shook her hard, and as he did
he cried to the clouds. 'Lord," he shouted, 'take this denon from her! Take
the evil one away! Spare her from Abaddon's grip!' She screaned then and the
hounds put their heads back and howl ed at the rain. Ragnar was notionl ess.
Beocca shook Thyra's head again, shook it so hard that | thought he m ght
break her neck. Take the fiend fromher, Lord!'" he called. 'Release her to
your |love and to your great mercy!' He stared upwards. Hi s crippled hand was
gripping Thyra's hair with its dead ivy strands, and he pushed her head
backwards and forwards as he chanted in a voice as loud as a warrior lord on a

field of slaughter. 'In the nane of the Father,' he shouted, 'and of the Son
and of the Holy Ghost, | command you, foul denmpns, to come fromthis girl. |
cast you into the pit! | banish you! | send you to hell for evernmore and a

day, and | do it in the nane of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost! Be gone!'

And Thyra suddenly began to cry. Not to scream and sob and gasp and struggle
for breath, but just a gentle weeping, and she laid her head on Beocca's

shoul der and he put his arnms about her and cradled her and | ooked at us with
resentnment as if we, bl oodstained and armed and fierce, were the allies of the
denons he had bani shed. 'She's all right now,' he said awkwardly, 'she's al
right now. Oh, go away!' This peevish conmand was to the hounds and,

ast oni shingly, they obeyed him slinking away and | eavi ng Ragnar unt hreat ened.
"W nust get her warm' Beocca said, 'and we nust get her dressed properly.’



"Yes,' | said, 'we mnmust.'



"Well, if you won't do it," Beocca said indignantly, because | had not nobved,
"then | shall.' And he led Thyra towards Kjartan's hall where the snoke stil

sifted fromthe roof-hole. Ragnar made to go after them but | shook my head
and he stopped. | put nmy right foot on Kjartan's dead belly and yanked

Heart - Breaker free. | gave the sword to Ragnar and he enbraced me, but there
was little elation in either of us. W had done the inmpossible, we had taken
Dunhol m but Ivarr still lived and Ivarr was the greater eneny.

"What do | say to Thyra?' Ragnar asked ne.

"You tell her the truth,' | said, because | did not know what el se to say, and

then I went to find G sela.

G sel a and Brida washed Thyra. They washed her body and her hair, and they
took the dead ivy away and they combed her golden hair, and then they dried it
before the great fire in Kjartan's hall, and afterwards they dressed her in a
si mpl e wool | en robe and a cloak of otter fur. Ragnar then tal ked with her
beside the fire. They tal ked al one and | wal ked wi th Fat her Beocca outside the
hall. It had stopped raining. 'Wo is Abaddon?' | asked him

"I was responsible for your education,' he said, 'and | am ashaned of nyself.
How coul d you not know t hat ?

"Well | don't,' | said, 'so who is he?

' The dark angel of the bottom ess pit, of course. I"'msure | told you that.
He's the first demon who will tornment you if you don't repent and becone a
Christian.'

"You're a brave nman, father,' | told him

' Nonsense. '

"I tried to reach her,' | said, 'but I was scared of the hounds. They killed

thirty or more nmen today and you just wal ked into them

"They're only dogs,' he said dismssively. 'If God and Sai nt Cuthbert can't
protect ne from dogs, what can they do?'

| stopped him put both ny hands on his shoul ders and squeezed. 'You were very
brave, father,' | insisted, 'and | salute you.'

Beocca was enornously pleased with the conplinment, but tried to | ook nodest.
"I just prayed,' he said, '"and God did the rest.' | let himgo and he wal ked
on, kicking at a fallen spear with his club foot. 'l didn't think the dogs
woul d hurt ne,' he said, 'because |'ve always |iked dogs. | had one as a
child.'

"You shoul d get yourself another one,' | said. 'A dog would be conpany for
you.'

"I couldn't work as a snall boy.' he went on as though |I had not spoken
"Well, | could pick stones and scare birds off newy scattered seed, but I
couldn't do proper work. The dog was ny friend, but he died. Sone other boys
killed it." He blinked a fewtimes. Thyra's a pretty woman, isn't she?' he
sai d, soundi ng wi stful

"She is now ' | agreed.
' Those scars on her arnms and legs,' he said, 'l thought Kjartan or Sven had
cut her. But it wasn't them She did it to herself.’
' She cut herself?" | asked.
' Slashed herself with knives, she told ne. Wiy would she do that?
'To make herself ugly?' | suggested.
"But she isn't,' Beocca said, puzzled. 'She's beautiful.'
"Yes,' | said, 'she is.' and again | felt sorry for Beocca. He was getting old

and he had al ways been crippled and ugly, and he had al ways wanted to marry,
and no worman had ever cone to him He should have been a nonk and thus
forbidden to marry. Instead he was a priest, and he had a priest's mnd for he
| ooked at me sternly.

"Alfred sent me to preach peace,' he said, 'and | have watched you nurder a
holy brother, and now this.' He grinaced at the dead.

"Alfred sent us to nake Guthred safe.’ | reninded him

"And we have to make certain Saint Cuthbert is safe.' he insisted.

"W willL!

"W can't stay here, Untred, we have to go back to Cetreht.' He



| ooked up at ne with alarmin his one good eye. 'W have to defeat Ilvarr!'
"W will, father.' | said.
'He has the biggest arny in Northunbrial'

"But he will die alone, father.' | said, and I was not sure why | said that.
The words just cane fromny tongue, and | thought a god rmust have spoken
through me. "He will die alone,'" | said again, '|I promise it.'

But there were things to do first. There was Kjartan's hoard to uncover from
the hall where the dogs were kennel ed, and we put Kjartan's slaves to work,
digging into the shit-stinking floor, and beneath it were barrels of silver
and vats of gold and crosses fromchurches and armrings and | eather bags of
anber, jet and garnets, and even bolts of precious inported silk that had hal f
rotted away in the danp earth. Kjartan's defeated warriors nade a pyre for
their dead, though Ragnar insisted that neither Kjartan nor what was |left of
Sven shoul d be given such a funeral. Instead they were stripped of their
arnmour and their clothes and then their naked corpses were given to those pigs
whi ch had been spared the autumm slaughter and lived in the north-west corner
of the conpound.

Rol l o was given charge of the fortress. Guthred, in the excitenent of victory,
had announced that the fort was now his property and that it would becone a
royal fortress of Northunbria, but | took himaside and told himto give it to
Ragnar. 'Ragnar will be your friend," | told him 'and you can trust himto
hold Dunholm*' | could trust Ragnar, too, to raid Bebbanburg's lands and to
keep ny treacherous uncle in fear

So Guthred gave Dunhol mto Ragnar, and Ragnar entrusted its keeping to Rollo
and he left himjust thirty nen to hold the walls while we went south. Over
fifty of Kjartan's defeated nen swore their loyalty to Ragnar, but only after
he had determ ned that none of them had taken part in the hall-burning that
had killed his parents. Any man who had hel ped with that nurder was kill ed.
The rest would ride with us, first to Cetreht, and then to confront Ivarr

So half our job was done. Kjartan the Cruel and Sven the One-Eyed were dead,
but Ivarr lived and Alfred of Wessex, though he had never said as nuch, wanted
hi m dead t oo.

So we rode sout h.



El even

W | eft next norning. The rain had gone southwards, |eaving a rinsed sky
ragged with small hurrying cl ouds beneath which we rode from Dunhol M s high
gate. W left the treasure in Rollo's keeping. W were all wealthy nmen for we
had taken Kjartan's fortune, and if we survived our neeting with lvarr then we
woul d share those riches. | had nore than replaced the hoard | had left at

Fi f haden and | would go back to AlIfred as a rich man, one of the richest in
hi s ki ngdom, and that was a cheering thought as we foll owed Ragnar's

eagl e-wi ng standard towards the nearest ford across the Wire.

Brida rode with Ragnar, G sela was beside nme and Thyra woul d not | eave
Beocca's side. | never did discover what Ragnar had said to her in Kjartan's
hall, but she was calmwi th himnow The nmadness was gone. Her fingernails
were trimred, her hair was tidy beneath a white bonnet and that norning she
had greeted her brother with a kiss. She still |ooked unhappy, but Beocca had
the words to confort her and she drew on those words as if they were water and
she were dying of thirst. They both rode nmares and Beocca for once, had
forgotten his disconfort in the saddle as he talked with Thyra. | could see
hi s good hand gesturing as he spoke. Behind hima servant |ed a packhorse
which carried four big altar crosses taken fromKjartan's hoard. Beocca had
demanded they be returned to the church, and none of us could deny himfor he
had proved hinself as great a hero as any of us, and now he | eaned towards
Thyra, spoke urgently, and she |istened.

"She'll be a Christian within a week,' G sela said to ne.

' Sooner,' | said.

'So what happens to her?' she asked.

| shrugged. '"He'll talk her into a nunnery, | suppose.’

' Poor wonman.'

"At least she'll learn obedience there,' | said. 'She won't make twelve into
thirteen.'

G sel a punched ny arm thus hurting herself instead of ne. 'l swore,' she
sai d, rubbi ng her knuckl es where they had scraped against nmy mail, 'that once
I found you again | would not |eave you. Not ever.'

"But thirteen?' | asked her. 'How could you do that?

' Because | knew the gods were with us,' she said sinmply. 'I cast the

runesti cks."'

"And what do the runesticks say of lvarr? | asked.

"That he will die Iike a snake under a hoe.' she said grimy, then flinched as

a gobbet of nud, thrown up by a hoof of Steapa's horse, spattered onto her
face. She wiped it off, then frowed at nme. 'Must we go to Wessex?

"I swore as nuch to Alfred.’

' You swore?

"I gave himny oath.'

' Then we nust go to Wessex,' she said without enthusiasm 'Do you I|ike
Wessex?

" No.
"Alfred?

" No.

"Way not ?'

"He's too pious,' | said, 'and he's too earnest. And he stinks.'

"All Saxons stink.' she said.

"He stinks worse than nost. It's his illness. It makes himshit all the tinme.'
She grinmaced. 'Doesn't he wash?

'"At | east once a nmonth,' | said, 'and probably nore often. He's very
fastidi ous about washing, but he still stinks. Do |I stink?

'Li ke a boar.' she said, grinning. "WIIl | like A fred?

'No. He won't approve of you because you're not a



She | aughed at that. 'What will he do with you?

"He'll give ne land,' | said, 'and expect ne to fight for him'

"Whi ch neans you'll fight the Danes?'

'The Danes are Alfred's enemies,' | said, 'so yes. |I'll fight the Danes.'
"But they're ny people.' she said.

"And 1've given Alfred ny oath,' | said, 'so | nust do what he wants."' |

| eaned back as the stallion picked its way down a steep hill. "I love the
Danes,' | said, 'love themfar nore than | do the Wst Saxons, but it's ny

fate to fight for Wessex. Wrd bid ful araed.’

"Wi ch neans?'

That fate is fate. That it rules us.'

She thought about that. She was dressed in her nmail again, but around her neck
was a golden tore taken fromKjartan's treasures. It was nade from seven
strands twisted into one and | had seen sinmilar things dug fromthe graves of
ancient British chieftains. It gave her a wild | ook, which suited her. Her

bl ack hair was pinned under a woollen cap and she had a faraway | ook on her
long face, and | thought | could | ook at that face for ever. 'So how | ong mnust
you be Alfred' s man?

"Until he releases ne,' | said, 'or until either he or | die.’

"But you say he's sick. So how |l ong can he live?

' Probably not very long.'

'So who becones king then?

"I don't know.' | said, and | wished | did. Alfred s son, Edward, was a
mewl i ng child, nmuch too young to rule, and his nephew, A&helwold, from whom
Al fred had usurped the throne, was a drunken fool. The drunken fool had the
better claimto the throne, and | suddenly found mysel f hoping that Al fred
would live long. That did surprise ne. | had told Gsela the truth, that | did
not like Alfred, but |I recognised that he was the true power in the island of
Britain. No one el se had his vision, no one else had his determ nation, and
Kjartan's death was not so nuch our doing, but Alfred's. He had sent us north,
knowi ng we woul d do what he wanted even though he had not explicitly told us
what that was, and | was struck by the thought that |ife as his oath-man m ght
not be as dull as | had feared. But if he died soon, |I thought, then that
woul d be the end of Wessex. The thegns would fight for his crown and the Danes
woul d scent the weakness and come |ike ravens to pluck the corpse-neat.

"If you're Alfred' s sworn man,' G sela asked carefully, and her question
reveal ed that she nust have been thinking the sane thoughts, 'why did he let
you cone here?

' Because he wants your brother to rule in Northunbria.'

She thought about that. 'Because Guthred is a Christian of sorts?

That's inportant to Alfred.' | said.

'Or because Guthred' s weak?' she suggested.

"I's he weak?

"You know he is.' she said scornfully. 'He's a kind man, and fol k have al ways
liked him but he doesn't know how to be ruthless. He should have killed lvarr
when he first nmet him and he should have bani shed Hrothweard a long tinme ago,
but he didn't dare. He's too frightened of Saint Cuthbert.'’

"And why would Alfred want a weak king on Northunbria's throne?" | asked

bl andl y.

"So Northunmbria will be weak,' she said, 'when the Saxons try to take back
their land.'

'"I's that what your runesticks say will happen? | asked.

They say,' she said, 'that we will have two sons and a daughter, and that one
son will break your heart, the other will make you proud, and that your
daughter will be the nother of kings.'

| laughed at that prophecy, not with scorn, but because of the certainty in
G sela's voice. 'And does that nean,' | asked, 'that you will come to Wessex,

even though | fight the Danes?
"It neans,' she said, '"that I'mnot |eaving your side. That's my oath.'
Ragnar had sent scouts ahead and as the | ong day passed sonme of those nen cane



back on tired horses. lvarr, they had heard, had taken Eoferwic. It had been
easy for him CQuthred's di nm nished garrison had surrendered the city rather
than be slaughtered in its streets. Ivan-had taken what plunder he could find,

pl aced a new garrison on the



wal I s and was al ready marchi ng back north. He woul d not have heard of the fal
of Dunhol myet, so he was plainly hoping to catch Guthred who, he nust assune,
either lingered at Cetreht or was wandering disconsol ately towards the wastes
of Cumbral and. Ivarr's arny, the scouts had heard, was a horde. Sone nmen said
Ivarr led two thousand spears, a figure that Ragnar and | dismissed. It was
certain, though, that lvarr's men far outnunbered ours and probable that he
was marching north on the same Roman road down which we travelled south. 'Can
we fight hin' Guthred asked ne.

"W can fight him' Ragnar answered for me, 'but we can't beat his army.'

'So why are we marchi ng sout h?

"To rescue Cuthbert," | said, "and to kill lvarr.'
"But if we can't beat hin?' Guthred was puzzl ed.
‘"W fight him' | said, adding to his confusion, "and if we can't beat him

then we retreat to Dunholm That's why we captured it, as a refuge.'

"W're letting the gods deci de what happens.' Ragnar expl ai ned and, because we
were confident, Guthred pressed us no further.

W reached Cetreht that evening. Qur journey had been fast because we had no
need to | eave the Roman road, and we spl ashed through the Swale's ford as the
sun reddened the western hills. The churchmen, rather than take refuge in
those hills, had preferred to stay with Cetreht's neagre conforts and no one
had di sturbed them while we had gone to Dunhol m They had seen nounted Danes
on the southern hills, but none of those riders had approached the fort. The
hor senen had wat ched, counted heads and ridden away, and | assumed those nen
were |varr's scouts

Fat her Hrot hweard and Abbot Eadred seened uni npressed that we had captured
Dunholm All they cared about was the corpse of the saint and the other
precious relics which they dug up fromthe graveyard that same evening and
carried in solemm procession to the church. It was there that | confronted

Ai dan, the steward of Bebbanburg, and his score of nen who had stayed in the
village. '"It's safe for you to ride hone now,' | told them 'because Kjartan
is dead.'

| do not think Aidan believed ne at first. Then he understood what we had
achi eved and he nust have feared that the nmen who had captured Dunhol m woul d

mar ch on Bebbanburg next. | wanted to do that, but I was sworn to return to

Al fred before Christmas and that left ne no tine to confront ny uncle.

"W shall leave in the norning.' A dan said.

"You will," | agreed, 'and when you reach Bebbanburg you will tell my uncle
that he is never far frommy thoughts. You will tell himl| have taken his
bride. You will promise himthat one day | shall slit his belly, and if he
dies before I can fulfil that oath then promise himl| shall slice the guts out
of his sons instead, and if his sons have sons | shall kill themtoo. Tell him

those things, and tell himthat fol k thought Dunhol mwas |ike Bebbanburg,

i mpregnabl e, and that Dunholmfell to ny sword.'

"Ivarr will kill you!" Aidan said defiantly.

"You had better pray as nuch.' | said.

Al the Christians prayed that night. They gathered in the church and I

t hought they m ght be asking their god to give us victory over the approachi ng
forces of lvarr, but instead they were giving thanks that the precious relics
had survived. They placed Saint Cuthbert's body before the altar on which they
put Saint Oswal d's head, the gospel book and the reliquary with the hairs of
Sai nt Augustine's beard and they chanted, they prayed, they chanted again, and
| thought they would never stop praying, but at last, in the night's dark
heart, they fell silent.

| wal ked the fort's low wall, watching the Roman road stretch south through
the fiel ds beneath the waning noon. It was fromthere that Ivarr would cone
and | could not be sure he would not send a band of picked horsemen to attack
in the night and so | had a hundred nmen waiting in the village street. But no
attack came, and in the darkness a snmall nmist rose to blur the fields as
Ragnar came to relieve nme. 'There'll be a frost by norning.' he greeted ne.
"There will.' | agreed.



He stanped his feet to make themwarm 'M sister,' he said, 'Tells ne she's
goi ng to Wessex. She says she'll be baptised.'

"Are you surprised?

"No.' he said. He gazed down the long straight road. 'It's for the



best,' he spoke bleakly, 'and she |ikes your Father Beocca So what w |l happen
to her?

"l suppose she'll become a nun.' | said, for | could not think what other fate
woul d wait for her in Alfred s Wssex.

"I let her dowmn.' he said, and | said nothing because it was true. 'Mist you
go back to Wessex?' he asked.

"Yes. |'msworn.’

'"OCaths can be broken.' he said quietly, and that was true, but in a world
where different gods ruled and fate is known only to the three spinners, oaths
are our one certainty. If | broke an oath then I could not expect nen to keep
their oaths to ne. That | had | earned.

"I won't break ny oath to Alfred,' | said, "but I will make another oath to
you. That | will never fight you, that what | have is yours to share, and that
if you need help | will do all | can to bring it.'

Ragnar said nothing for a while. He kicked at the turf on the wall's top and

| ooked into the mist. 'I swear the sane.' he said quietly and he, |ike ne, was
enbarrassed and so he kicked at the turf again. 'How many nen will Ivarr

bri ng?

' Ei ght hundred?'
He nodded. ' And we have fewer than three hundred.'

'There won't be a fight.' | said.

" No?

"lvarr will die,' | said, '"and that will be the end of it." | touched
Serpent-Breath's hilt for luck and felt the slightly raised edges of Hild' s
cross. 'He will die,' | said, still touching the cross, 'and Guthred will
rule, and he will do what you tell himto do.'

"You want me to tell himto attack Akfric?" he asked.

| thought about it. "No.' | said.

" No?

' Bebbanburg's too strong,' | said, 'and there's no back gate as there was at

Dunhol m Besides, | want to kill Afric nyself.'
"WIl Afred et you do that?

"He will.' | said, though in truth | doubted Alfred ever would allow ne such a
luxury, but | was certain that ny fate was to go back to Bebbanburg and | had
faith in that destiny. | turned and stared at the village. 'All quiet there?

"All quiet.' he said. 'They've given up praying and are sl eeping instead. You
shoul d sl eep too.'

| wal ked back up the street, but before joining Gsela | quietly opened the
church door and saw priests and nmonks sleeping in the small light of the few
candl es guttering on the altar. One of them snored and | cl osed the door as
silently as | had opened it.

I was woken in the dawn by Sihtric who banged on the door lintel. They're
here, lord!'" he shouted. They're here!’

"Who's here?

"lvarr's men, lord.'

" Wher e?

' Hor sermen, |ord, across the river!'

There were only a hundred or so riders, and they nmade no attenpt to cross the
ford and | guessed they had only been sent to the Swale's northern bank to cut
of f our escape. lvarr's main force would appear to the south, though that
prospect was not the chief excitement in that misted dawn. Men were shouting
inthe village. "What is it?" | asked Sihtric.

"Christians are upset, lord.' he said.

| wal ked to the church to discover that the golden reliquary of Saint
Augustine's beard, the precious gift fromA fred to Guthred, had been stol en
It had been on the altar with the other relics, but during the night it had
vani shed, and Father Hrothweard was wailing beside a hole scratched and torn
into the wall of wattle and daub behind the altar. Guthred was there,
listening to Abbot Eadred who was declaring the theft a sign of God's

di sappr oval



' Di sapproval of what?' Guthred asked.

The pagans, of course.' Eadred spat.

Fat her Hrot hweard was rocki ng back and forth, winging his hands and shouting
at his god to bring vengeance on the heathens who had desecrated the church
and stolen the holy treasure. 'Reveal the culprits, lord!' he shouted, then he
saw ne and evidently decided the revelation had conme, for he pointed at ne.
"It was him' he spat.

"Was it you?' Quthred asked.

"No, lord." | said.

"It was hinm' Hrothweard said again.



"You must search all the pagans,' Eadred told Guthred, 'for if the relic isn't
found, lord, then our defeat is certain. Ivarr will crush us for this sin. It
will be God' s chastisenent on us.'

It seened a strange puni shrment, to allow a pagan Dane to defeat a Christian
ki ng because a relic had been stolen, but as a prophecy it seemed safe enough
for in the md-norning, while the church was still being searched in a vain
attenpt to find the reliquary, one of Ragnar's nen brought word that Ivarr's
arnmy had appeared. They were marching fromthe south and already formng their
shield wall a half-mle from Ragnar's small force.

It was time, then, for us to go. GQuthred and | were already in mail, our
horses were saddled, and all we needed to do was ride south to join Ragnar's
shield wall, but Guthred had been unnerved by the loss of the relic. As we

left the church he took ne aside. 'WII you ask Ragnar if he took it?" he
begged ne. 'Or ask if perhaps one of his men did?

"Ragnar didn't take it,"' | said scornfully. "If you want to find the culprit,"’
| went on, 'search them' | pointed to Aidan and his horsemen who, now that
Ivarr was close, were eager to start on their journey north, though they dared
not |leave so long as Ivarr's nen barred the ford across the Swale. Quthred had

asked themto join our shield wall, but they had refused, and now t hey waited
for a chance to escape.

"No Christian would steal the relic!' Hrothweard shouted. 'It's a pagan
crime!’

Quthred was terrified. He still believed in Christian magic and he saw t he

theft as an omen of disaster. He plainly did not suspect Aidan, but then he
did not know who to suspect and so | nmade it easy for him
I summoned Finan and Sihtric who were waiting to acconmpany ne to the shield

wall. "This man,' | told Guthred, pointing at Finan, 'is a Christian. Aren't
you a Christian, Finan?

"I am lord."'

"And he's Irish,' | said, 'and everyone knows the Irish have the power of
scrying.' Finan, who had no nore powers of scrying than | did, tried to | ook
nmysterious. '"He will find your relic.' | prom sed.

"You will?" Quthred asked Fi nan eagerly.
'Yes, lord.' Finan said confidently.

"Do it, Finan.' | said, "while I kill lvarr. And bring the culprit to us as
soon as you find him'
"I will, lord." he said.

A servant brought mnmy horse. 'Can your Irishman really find it?" Guthred asked
ne

"I will give the church all ny silver, lord," | said Ioudly enough for a dozen
men to hear, 'and I will give it my mail, ny helnet, ny armrings and ny
swords, if Finan does not bring you both the relic and the thief. He's Irish
and the Irish have strange powers.' | |ooked at Hrothweard. 'You hear that,

priest? | promse all my wealth to your church if Finan does not find the
thief!'

Hr ot hweard had nothing to say to that. He glared at me, but my promi se had
been nade publicly and it was testinony to ny innocence, so he contented
hinsel f by spitting at nmy horse's feet. G sela, who had conme to take the
stallion's reins, had to skip aside to avoid the spittle. She touched nmy arm
as | straightened the stirrup. 'Can Finan find it?" she asked in a | ow voice.

"He can find it." | prom sed her

' Because he has strange powers?

' Because he stole it, nmy love,' | said quietly, 'on ny orders. It's probably
hi dden in a dung-heap.' | grinned at her, and she | aughed softly.

| put nmy foot in the stirrup and readi ed to heave nyself up, but again G sela
checked me. 'Be careful,' she said. Then fear to fight Ivarr,' she warned ne.
'"He's a Lothbrok,' | said, 'and all Lothbroks fight well. They love it. But
they fight like mad dogs, all fury and savagery, and in the end they die |ike
mad dogs.' | nounted the stallion, settled nmy right foot in its stirrup, then

took my helnmet and shield fromGsela. | touched her hand for farewell, then



pul l ed the reins and foll owed Guthred south.

W rode to join the shield wall. It was a short wall, easily outflanked by the
much larger wall that lvarr was formng to the south. H's wall was over tw ce
as long as ours which meant his men could wap thensel ves about our |ine and
kill us fromthe



edges inwards. If it cane to battle we would be slaughtered, and lIvarr's nen
knew it. Their shield wall was bright with spears and axe-heads, and noi sy
with anticipation of victory. They were beating their weapons against their
shi el ds, nmaking a dull drumnmbeat that filled the Swale's wi de valley, and the
drunbeat rose to a great clattering thunder when Ivarr's standard of the two
ravens was lifted in the centre of their line. Beneath the banner was a knot
of horsemen who now broke free of the shield wall to ride towards us. lvarr
was anong them as was his rat-like son

Qut hred, Steapa, Ragnhar and | rode a few paces towards Ivarr and then waited.
Ten nmen were in the approaching party, but it was lvarr | watched. He was
mounted on Wtnere, which | had hoped he would be, for that gave nme cause to
quarrel with him but | hung back, letting Guthred take his horse a few steps
forward. Ivarr was staring at us one by one. He | ooked nonentarily surprised
to see me, but said nothing, and he seemed irritated when he saw Ragnar and he
was duly inmpressed by Steapa's huge size, but he ignored the three of us,
noddi ng instead at Guthred. 'Wrmshit!' he greeted the king.

"Lord lvarr.' Quthred replied.

‘I amin a strangely nerciful mood,' lvarr said. 'If you ride away, then
shal | spare your nen's lives.'
"W have no quarrel,' CGQuthred said, 'that cannot be settled by words.'

"Words!' lvarr spat, then shook his head. 'Go beyond Northunbria,' he said,
'go far away, wormshit. Run to your friend in Wssex, but |eave your sister

here as a hostage. If you do that | shall be nerciful.' He was not being
merci ful, but practical. The Danes were ferocious warriors, but far nore
cautious than their reputation suggested. Ivarr was willing to fight, but he
was nmore willing to arrange a surrender, for then he would | ose no nen. He

would win this fight, he knew that, but in gaining the victory he would | ose
sixty or seventy warriors and that was a whole ship's crew and a high price to
pay. It was better to let Guthred |live and pay nothing. Ivarr nmoved Wtnere
si deways so he could | ook past Guthred at Ragnar. 'You keep strange conpany,

Lord Ragnar.'
'Two days ago,' Ragnar said, 'l killed Kjartan the Cruel. Dunholmis m ne now.
| think, perhaps, | should kill you, Lord lvarr, so that you cannot try to

take it fromne.'

Ivarr | ooked startled, as well he mght. He glanced at Guthred, then at ne, as
if seeking confirmation of Kjartan's death, but our faces betrayed nothing.

I varr shrugged. 'You had a quarrel with Kjartan,' he told Ragnar, 'and that
was your affair, not mne. | would welcone you as a friend. Qur fathers were
friends, were they not?

' They were,' Ragnar said.

' Then we shoul d renake their friendship,' Ivarr said.

"Why should he befriend a thief?" | asked.

Ivarr | ooked at ne, his serpent eyes unreadable. 'l watched a goat vomt
yesterday,' he said, 'and what it threw up rem nded me of you.'

"I watched a goat shit yesterday,' | retorted, 'and what it dropped rem nded
me of you.'

Ivarr sneered at that, but decided not to go on trading insults. H's son
t hough, drew his sword and Ivarr held out a warning hand to tell the youngster
that the killing time had not yet cone. 'Go away,' he said to Guthred, 'go far

away and | will forget |I ever knew you.'
'The goat-turd rem nded me of you,' | said, '"but its smell rem nded ne of your
mother. It was a rancid snell, but what would you expect of a whore who gives

birth to a thief?
One of the warriors held Ivarr's son back. lvarr hinself just |ooked at nme in

silence for a while. "I can nmake your death stretch through three sunsets,' he
said at |ast.

"But if you return the stolen goods, thief,' | said, 'and then accept good
King Guthred's judgenment on your crime, then perhaps we will show nercy.'

Ivarr | ooked anmused rat her than of fended. 'Wat have | stol en?' he asked.
"You're riding ny horse,'" | said, 'and I want it back now.'



He patted Wtnere's neck. 'Wen you are dead,' he said to ne,

"I shall have your skin tanned and made into a saddle so | can
spend the rest of nmy life farting on you.' He | ooked at Cuthred.
'Go away.' he said, 'go far away. Leave your sister as hostage. |



shall give you a few nonents to find your senses, and if you don't, then we

shall kill you.' He turned his horse away.
"Coward," | called to him He ignored me, pushing Wtnere through his men to
| ead them back to their shield wall. "Al the Lothbroks are cowards,' | said.

' They run away. What have you done, Ivarr? Pissed your breeches for fear of ny
sword? You ran away fromthe Scots and now you run away from ne!'’

I think it was the nention of the Scots that did it. That huge defeat was
still rawin lvarr's nmenmory, and | had scraped scorn on the rawness and
suddenly the Lothbrok tenper, that so far he had nanaged to control, took
over. He hurt Wtnere with the savage pull he gave on the bit, but Wtnere
turned obediently as lvarr drew his long sword. He spurred towards ne, but |
angl ed past him going towards the wi de space in front of his army. That was
where | wanted lvarr to die, in sight of all his nen, and there |I turned ny
stal lion back. lvarr had followed nme, but had checked Wtnere, who was

t hunping the soft turf with his front right hoof.

I think Ivarr wished he had not |lost his tenper, but it was too |late. Every
man in both shield walls could see that he had drawn his sword and pursued ne
into the open meadow and he could not just ride away fromthat challenge. He

had to kill me now, and he was not sure he could do it. He was good, but he
had suffered injury, his joints were aching, and he knew my reputation
H s advantage was Wtnere. | knew that horse, and knew it fought as well as

nmost warriors. Wtnere would savage ny horse if he could, and he woul d savage
me too, and nmy first aimwas to get lvarr out of the saddle. Ivarr watched ne.
| think he had decided to et ne attack, for he did not release Wtnere to the
charge, but instead of riding at him | turned ny stallion towards lvarr's
shield wall. "Ivarr is a thief!' |I shouted at his arny. | let Serpent-Breath
hang by ny side. "He is a common thief,' | shouted, 'who ran fromthe Scots!
He ran |ike a whipped puppy! He was weeping like a child when we found hinm"' |
| aughed and kept nmy eyes on lvarr's shield wall. 'He was crying because he was
hurt,' | said, 'and in Scotland they call himlvarr the Feeble.' | saw, at the
edge of my vision, that the goadi ng had worked and that Ivarr was wheeling
Wtnere towards nme. '"He is a thief,' | shouted, 'and a coward!' And as |
screanmed the last derisive insult | touched ny knee to ny horse so he turned
and | raised nmy shield. Wtnere was all white eyes and white teeth, big hooves
flailing up sodden turf, and as he closed | shouted his name. 'Wtnerel!l
Wtnere!' | knew that was probably not the name lvarr had given the stallion
but perhaps Wtnere remenbered the nane, or remenbered nme, for his ears
pricked and his head cane up and his pace faltered as | spurred ny own horse
straight at him

| used the shield as a weapon. | just thrust it hard at Ivarr and, at the sane
nmonent, pushed up on ny right stirrup, and lvarr was trying to turn Wtnere
away, but the big stallion was confused and off bal ance. My shield sl amed
into lvarr's and | threw nyself at him using my weight to force him
backwards. The risk was that | would fall and he woul d stay saddl ed, but I
dared not let go of shield or sword to grip him | just had to hope that ny
wei ght would drive himto the ground. 'Wtnere!' | shouted again, and the
stallion half turned towards me and that small notion, along with ny weight,
was enough to topple Ivarr. He fell to his right and | coll apsed between the
two horses. | fell hard, and nmy own stallion gave nme an inadvertent kick that
pushed ne against Wtnere's hind legs. | scranbled up, slapped Wtnere's runp
with Serpent-Breath to drive himaway and i mredi ately ducked beneath ny shield
as lvarr attacked. He had recovered faster than ne, and his sword sl ammed

agai nst my shield, and he nust have expected ne to recoil fromthat blow but

| stopped it dead. My left arm wounded by the thrown spear at Dunhol m

t hrobbed fromthe force of his sword, but | was taller, heavier and stronger
than lvarr and | shoved the shield hard to push hi m back

He knew he was going to | ose. He was old enough to be ny father and he was

sl owed by ol d wounds, but he was still a Lothbrok and they learn fighting from
t he nonent they are whel ped. He came at nme snarling, sword feinting high then
thrusting low, and | kept noving, parrying him taking his blows on ny shield,



and not even trying to fight back. I nmocked himinstead. | told himhe was a
pathetic old man. 'l killed your uncle,’



| taunted him 'and he was not much better than you. And when you're dead, old
man, 1'll gut the rat you call a son. 1'll feed his corpse to the ravens. Is
that the best you can do?

He had tried to turn ne, but tried too hard and his foot had slipped on the
wet grass and he had gone down onto one knee. He was open to death then, off
bal ance and with his sword hand in the grass, but | wal ked away from him
letting himrise, and every Dane saw that | did that, and then they saw ne

throw away ny shield. '"I'll give hima chance,' | called to them 'He's a
mserable little thief, but I'Il give hima chance!’
' You whore-born Saxon bastard,' lvarr snarled, and rushed ne again. That was

how he liked to fight. Attack, attack, attack, and he tried to use his shield
to hurl me back, but | stepped away and cl outed hi mover the back of his
helmet with the flat of Serpent-Breath's blade. The bl ow made him stunble a

second tine, and again | wal ked away. | wanted to huniliate him
That second stunbl e gave himcaution, so that he circled ne warily. 'You made
me a slave,' | said, 'and you couldn't even do that properly. You want to give

me your sword?
'"CGoat-turd,' he said. He canme in fast, lunging at ny throat, dropping the

sword to rake ny left leg at the last nonent, and | just noved aside and

sl apped Serpent-Breath across his runp to drive himaway.

'"Gve me your sword,' | said, 'and I'Il let you live. W'Ill put you in a cage
and I'lIl take you around Wessex. Here is lvarr Ivarson, a Lothbrok, I'Il tell

folk. A thief who ran away fromthe Scots.'

"Bastard,' he rushed again, this time trying to di sembowel me with a savage
sweep of the sword, but | stepped back and his [ ong bl ade hissed past me and
he grunted as he brought the bl ade back, all fury and desperation now, and
ramred Serpent-Breath forward so that she went past his shield and struck his
breast and the force of the lunge drove hi mback. He staggered as ny next
stroke cane, a fast one that rang on the side of his helmet and again he
staggered, dizzied by the blow, and ny third bl ow cracked into his blade with
such force that his sword armfl ew back and Serpent-Breath's tip was at his

t hr oat .

"Coward," | said, "thief.'

He screaned in fury and brought his sword around in a savage stroke, but |

st epped backwards and let it pass. Then | slashed Serpent-Breath down hard to
strike his right wist. He gasped then, for the wist bones were broken

"It's hard to fight without a sword,' | told him and | struck again, this
time hitting the sword so that the blade flew fromhis hand. There was terror
in his eyes now. Not the terror of a nman facing death, but of a warrior dying
wi thout a blade in his hand.

"You made ne a slave,' | said, and | ranmed Serpent-Breath forward, striking
hi m on one knee and he tried to back away, tried to reach his sword, and

sl ashed the knee again, much harder, sawi ng through [eather to cut to the bone

and he went down on one knee. | slapped his helnet with Serpent-Breath, then
stood behind him 'He nade ne a slave,' | shouted at his nen, 'and he stole ny
horse. But he is still a Lothbrok.' | bent, picked up his sword by the bl ade

and held it to him He took it.

' Thank you,' he said.

Then | killed him | took his head half off his shoul ders. He made a gurgling
noi se, shuddered and went down onto the grass, but he had kept hold of the
sword. If | had let himdie without the sword then many of the watching Danes
woul d have thought ne wantonly cruel. They understood he was ny eneny, and
understood | had cause to kill him but none would think he deserved to be
deni ed the corpse-hall. And one day, | thought, lvarr and his uncle would

wel cone ne there, for in the corpse-hall we feast with our enem es and
remenber our fights and fight themall over again.

Then there was a screamand | turned to see lvar, his son, galloping towards
me. He canme as his father had cone, all fury and m ndl ess viol ence, and he

| eaned fromthe saddle to cut me in half with his blade and | net the bl ade
wi th Serpent-Breath and she was by far the better sword. The blow jarred up ny



arm but Ivar's blade broke. He gall oped past me, holding a hand's breadth of
sword, and two of his father's men caught up with himand forced hi m anway
before he could be killed. | called to Wtnere.

He cane to ne. | patted his nose, took hold of the saddl e and



haul ed nyself onto his back. Then |I turned himtowards lIvarr's | eaderless
shield wall and gestured that Guthred and Ragnar should join me. W stopped
twenty paces fromthe painted Danish shields. 'lvarr |lvarson has gone to

Val halla,' | shouted, 'and there was no disgrace in his death! | am Untred
Ragnarson! | amthe man who killed Ubba Lot hbrokson and this is ny friend,

Earl Ragnar, who killed Kjartan the Cruel! W serve King Guthred."'

"Are you a Christian?' a man shout ed.

| showed himny hamer anulet. Men were passing the news of Kjartan's death
down the long line of shields, axes and swords. 'l amno Christian!' | shouted
when they were quiet again. 'But | have seen Christian sorcery! And the
Christians worked their magic on King Guthred! Have none of you been victins
of sorcerers? Have none of you known your cattle to die or your wives to be
sick? You all know sorcery, and the Christian sorcerers can work great magic!
They have corpses and severed heads, and they use themto make magi c, and they
wove their spells about our king! But the sorcerer nade a mi stake. He becane
greedy, and | ast night he stole a treasure from King Guthred! But Gdin has
swept the spells away!' | twisted in the saddle and saw that Finan was at | ast
coming fromthe fort.

He had been delayed by a scuffle at the fort's entrance. Sone churchmen had
tried to prevent Finan and Sihtric fromleaving, but a score of Ragnar's Danes
i ntervened and now the Irishman cane riding across the pasturel and. He was

| eadi ng Father Hrothweard. O rather Finan had a handful of Hrothweard's hair
and so the priest had no choice but to stunble al ong beside the Irishman's

hor se.

That is the Christian sorcerer, Hothweard!' | shouted. 'He attacked King
GQuthred with spells, with the magi c of corpses, but we have found hi mout and
we have taken the spells away from King Guthred! So now I ask you what we
should do with the sorcerer!’

There was only one answer to that. The Danes, who knew wel| enough t hat

Hr ot hweard had been Cut hred's advi ser, wanted hi mdead. Hrothweard, neanwhile,
was kneeling on the grass, his hands clasped, staring up at Guthred. 'No,
lord!" He pl eaded.

"You're the thief?" GQuthred asked. He sounded disbelieving. 'I found the relic
in his baggage, lord.' Finan said, and held the gol den pot towards Quthred.

"It was wrapped in one of his shirts, lord."'

"He lies!' Hrothweard protested.

"He's your thief, lord," Finan said respectfully, then made the sign of the

cross, 'l swear it on Christ's holy body.'
"He's a sorcerer!' | shouted at lvarr's Danes. 'He will give your cattle the
staggers, he will put a blight on your crops, he will make your wonen barren

and your children sickly! Do you want hin?'
They roared their need of Hrothweard, who was weepi ng uncontroll ably.

"You may have him' | said, '"if you acknow edge Guthred as your king.'

They shouted their allegiance. They were beating swords and spears agai nst
their shields again, but this time in acclamation of Guthred, and so | | eaned
over and took his reins. Time to greet them lord.' | told him 'Tinme to be

generous with them

"But.' he | ooked down at Hrot hweard.

'"He is a thief, lord," |I said, '"and thieves nust die. It is the law It is
what Alfred would do.'

"Yes.' Quthred said, and we |left Father Hrothweard to the pagan Danes and we
listened to his dying for a long tinme. | do not know what they did to him for
there was little left of his corpse, though his bl ood darkened the grass for
yards around the place he died.

That night there was a poor feast. Poor because we had little enough food,

t hough there was plenty of ale. The Danish thegns swore their allegiance to
Qut hred while the priests and nonks huddl ed in the church, expecting nurder

Hr ot hweard was dead and Jaenberht had been nurdered, and they all expected to
become martyrs thensel ves, but a dozen sober nen from Guthred' s househol d
troops were enough to keep themsafe. 'I shall let thembuild their shrine for



Saint Cuthbert.' Quthred told ne.

"Alfred woul d approve of that.' | said.
He stared across the fire that burned in Cetreht's street. Ragnar, despite his

crippled hand, was westling with a huge Dane who had served lvarr. Both nen
were drunk and nore and drunk nen cheered



t hem on and nade wagers on who would win. Guthred stared, but did not see the
contest. He was thinking. 'l would never have believed he said at |ast,

puzzl ed, 'that Father Hrothweard was a thief.'

G sel a, sheltering under ny cloak and | eaning on ny shoul der giggled. 'No nan
woul d ever believe that you and | were slaves lord,' | answered, 'but so we
were. "'

"Yes,' he said in wondernent, 'we were.'

It is the three spinners who make our lives. They sit at the foot of Yggdrasi
and there they have their jests. It pleased themto make Guthred the sl ave
into King Guthred, just as it pleased themto send ne south again to Wssex.
Whi | e at Bebbanburg, where the grey sea never ceases to beat upon the |ong
pal e sands and the cold wind frets the wolf's head flag above the hall, they
dreaded ny return

Because fate cannot be cheated, it governs us, and we are all its sl aves.



H storical Note

Lords of the North opens a nonth or so after Alfred s astonishing victory over
the Danes at Ethandun, a tale told in The Pale Horseman. Guthrum the |eader
of the defeated arny, retreated to Chi ppenham where Alfred laid siege to him
but hostilities cane to a swift end when Al fred and Guthrum agreed to a peace.
The Danes w t hdrew from Wssex and Guthrum and his | eading earls all becane
Christians. Alfred, in turn, recogni sed Guthrumas the king of East Anglia.
Readers of the two previous novels in this series will know that Guthrum
hardly had a sterling record for keeping peace agreenments. He had broken the
truce nade at Wareham and the subsequent truce negotiated at Exeter, but this
| ast peace treaty held. Guthrum accepted Al fred as his godfather and took the
bapti smal name of AEhel stan. One tradition says he was baptised in the font
still to be seen in the church at Aller, Sonerset, and it seens that his
conversion was genuine for, once back in East Anglia, he ruled as a Christian
nmonarch. Negoti ations between Guthrum and Al fred continued, for in 886 they
signed the Treaty of Wednore which divided England into two spheres of

i nfl uence. Wessex and southern Mercia were to be Saxon, while East Angli a,
northern Mercia and Northunbria were to fall under Danish [aw. Thus the
Danel aw was established, that north-eastern half of England which, for a tineg,
was to be rul ed by Danish kings and which still bears, in place-nanmes and
dialects, the inprint of that era.

The treaty was a recognition by Alfred that he | acked the forces to drive the
Danes out of England altogether, and it bought himtime in which he could
fortify his heartland of Wssex. The problemwas that Guthrumwas not the king
of all the Danes, let alone the Norsenmen, and he could not prevent further
attacks on Wessex. Those would come in time, and will be described in future
novel s, but in large part the victory at Ethandun and the subsequent
settlenent with Guthrum secured the independence of Wssex and enabled Al fred
and his successors to reconquer the Danelaw. One of Alfred' s first steps in
that long process was to marry his el dest daughter, Athelflaed, to Ahelred of
Mercia, an alliance intended to bind the Saxons of Mercia to those of Wssex.
AEhelflaed, in tine, was to prove a great heroine in the struggle against the
Danes.

To nove fromthe history of Wessex in the late ninth century to that of
Northunbria is to pass fromlight into confusing darkness. Even the northern
regnal lists, which provide the nanes of kings and the dates they rul ed, do
not agree, but soon after Ethandun a king named Guthred (sone sources nane him
as Guthfrith) did take the throne at York (Eoferwic). He replaced a Saxon

ki ng, who was doubtl ess a puppet ruler, and he ruled into the 890s. CGuthred is
remarkable for two things; first, though Dani sh, he was a Christian, and
second, there is a persistent story that he was once a slave, and on those

sl ender foundations | have concocted this story. He was certainly associated
wi th Abbot Eadred who was the guardian of Cuthbert's corpse (and of both the
head of Saint Oswald and the Lindisfarne Gospels), and Eadred was eventual ly
to build his great shrine for Cuthbert at Cuncacester, now Chester-|e-Street
in County Durham In 995 the saint's body was finally laid to rest at Durham
(Dunhol m where it remains.

Kjartan, Ragnar, and G sela are fictional characters. There was an lvarr, but
| have taken vast liberties with his life. He is chiefly notable for his
successors who will cause nuch trouble in the north. There is no record of a
ninth-century fortress at Durham though it seenms to ne unlikely that such an
easily defensible site would have been ignored, and nore than possible that
any remants of such a fort would have been destroyed during the construction
of the cathedral and castle which have now occupi ed the sunmit for alnpbst a

t housand years. There was a fortress at Bebbanburg, transnuted over time into
the present glories of Hanburgh Castle, and in the eleventh century it was
ruled by a fanmily with the nane Unhtred, who are ny ancestors, but we know

al nrost nothing of the famly's activities in the late ninth century. The story
of England in the late ninth and early tenth centuries is a tale which noves



from Wssex northwards. Uhtred's fate, which he is just beginning to
recognise, is to be at the heart of that West Saxon reconquest of the | and

that will becone known as England and so his wars are far fromover. He will
need Serpent-Breath again.






