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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Qui credit in Filium, habet vitam aeternam; qui autem incredulus est Filio, non videbit vitam, sed ira Dei manet super eum.


He that believeth in the Son hath everlasting life: and he that believeth not the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God abideth on him.


John 3: 36


Angusta est domus: utrosque tenere non poterit. Non vult rex celestis cum paganis et perditis nominetenus regibus communionem habere; quia rex ille aeternus regnat in caelis, ille paganus perditus plangit in inferno.


The house is narrow: it cannot hold both. The king of heaven has no wish to have fellowship with damned and heathen so-called kings; for the one eternal king reigns in Heaven, the other damned heathen groans in Hell.


Alcuin, deacon of York, AD 797


The greatest disaster ever to befall the West was Christianity.


Gravissima calamitas umquam supra Occidentem accidens erat religio Christiana.


Gore Vidal, AD 1987




Book I


THRALL




Chapter 1


North-east coast of England, AD 865


Spring. A spring dawn on Flamborough Head, where the rock of the Yorkshire Wolds juts out into the North Sea like a gigantic fishhook, millions of tons in weight. Pointing out to sea, pointing to the ever-present threat of the Vikings. Now the kings of the little kingdoms were uneasily beginning to draw together against this threat from the North. Uneasy and jealous, remembering the long hostilities and the trail of murder that had marked the history of the Angles and the Saxons ever since they came here centuries ago. Proud warsmiths who had overcome the Welsh, noble warriors who – as the poets say – had obtained the land.


Godwin the thane cursed to himself as he paced the wooden palisade of the little fort erected on the very tip of Flamborough Head itself. Spring! Maybe in more fortunate parts the lengthening days and the light evenings meant greenery and buttercups and heavy-uddered cows trooping to the byres to be milked. Here on the Head it meant wind. It meant the equinoctial gales and the nor’easter blowing. Behind him the low, gnarled trees stood in line, one behind the other like men with their backs turned, each successive one a few inches higher than the one to windward, so that they formed natural wind-arrows or weather-cocks, pointing out to the tormented sea. On three sides all round him the grey water heaved slowly like an immense animal, the waves starting to curl and then flattening out again as the wind tore at them, beating them down and levelling out even the massive surges of the ocean. Grey sea, grey sky, squalls blotting the horizon, no colour in the world at all except when the rollers finally crashed into the striated walls of the cliffs, shattering and sending up great plumes of spray. Godwin had been there so long that he no longer heard the roar of the collision, noticed it only when the spray reached so high up the cliff that the water which soaked his cloak and hood and dripped on to his face turned salt instead of fresh.


Not that it made any difference, he thought numbly. It was all just as cold. He could go back into the shelter, kick the slaves aside, warm his frozen hands and feet by the fire. There was no chance of raiders on a day like this. The Vikings were seamen, the greatest seamen in the world, or so they said. You didn’t have to be a great seaman to know that there was no point in putting out on a day like this. The wind was due east – no, he reflected, due east a point north. Fine for blowing you across from Denmark, but how could you keep a longship from broaching to in this sea? And how could you steer for a safe landing once you arrived? No, no chance at all. He might as well be by the fire.


Godwin looked longingly at the shelter with its little trail of smoke instantly whipped away by the wind, but turned his pace and began to shuffle along the palisade again. His lord had trained him well. ‘Don’t think, Godwin,’ he had said. ‘Don’t think maybe they’ll come today and maybe they won’t. Don’t believe that it’s worth keeping a lookout some of the time and it’s not worth it the rest. While it’s day, you stay on the Head. Look out all the time. Or one day you’ll be thinking one thing and some Stein or Olaf’ll think another and they’ll be ashore and twenty miles inland before we can catch up with them – if we ever do. And that’s a hundred lives lost and a hundred pounds in silver and cattle and burnt thatch. And the rents not paid for years after. So watch, thane, or it’s your estates that will suffer.’


So his lord Ella had said. And behind him the black crow, Erkenbert, crouched over his parchment, his quill squeaking as he traced out the mysterious black lines that Godwin feared more than he feared the Vikings. ‘Two months’ service on Flamborough Head to Godwin the thane,’ he had pronounced. ‘He is to watch till the third Sunday after Ramis Palmarum.’ The alien syllables had nailed the orders down.


Watch, they had said, and watch he would. But he didn’t have to do it as dry as a reluctant virgin. Godwin bellowed downwind to the slaves for the hot spiced ale he had commanded half an hour before. Instantly one of them came running out, the leather mug in his hand. Godwin eyed him with deep disfavour as he trotted over to the palisade and up the ladder to the watchkeeper’s walkway. A damned fool, this one. Godwin kept him because he had sharp eyes, but that was all. Merla, his name. He had been a fisherman once. Then there had been a hard winter, little to catch, he had fallen behind with the dues he owed to his landlords, the black monks of Beverley Minster twenty miles off. First he had sold his boat to pay his dues and feed his wife and bairns. Then, when he had no money and could not feed them any longer, he had had to sell his family to a richer man, and in the end sell himself to his former landlords. And they had lent Merla to him. Damned fool. If he had been a man of honour he would have sold himself first and given the money to his wife’s kin, so at least they would take her in. If he had been a man of sense he would have sold his wife and the bairns first and kept the boat. Then maybe he would have had a chance to buy them back. But he was a man of neither sense nor honour.


Godwin turned his back on the wind and the sea and took a firm swallow from the brimming mug. At least the slave hadn’t been sipping from it. He could learn from a thrashing if from nothing else.


Now what was the wittol staring at? Staring past his master’s shoulder, mouth agape, pointing out to sea.


‘Ships,’ he yelled. ‘Viking ships, two mile out to sea. I see ’em again. Look, master, look!’


Godwin spun automatically, cursed as the hot liquid slopped over his sleeve and peered out into the cloud and rain along the pointing arm. Was that a dot there, out where the cloud met the waves? No, nothing. Or…maybe. He could see nothing steadily, but out there the waves would be running twenty feet high, high enough to shelter any ship trying to ride out a storm under bare poles.


‘I see ’em,’ yelled Merla again. ‘Two ships, a cable apart.’


‘Longships?’


‘No, master, knorrs.’


Godwin hurled the mug over his shoulder, seized the slave’s thin arm in an iron grasp and slashed him viciously across the face, forehand, backhand, with a sodden leather gauntlet. Merla gasped and ducked but did not dare to try to shield himself.


‘Talk English, you whore’s get. And talk sense.’


‘A knorr, master. It’s a merchant ship. Deep-bellied, for cargo.’ He hesitated, afraid to show further knowledge, afraid to conceal it. ‘I can recognize’ un by…by the shape of the prow. They must be Vikings, master. We don’t use ’em.’


Godwin stared out to sea again, anger fading, replaced by a cold, hard feeling at the base of his stomach. Doubt. Dread.


‘Listen, Merla, to me,’ he whispered. ‘Be very sure. If those are Vikings I must call out the entire coast-watch, every man from here to Bridlington. But they are only churls and slaves, when all is said and done. No harm if they are dragged from their greasy wives.


‘But I must do something else. As soon as the watch is called I must also send riders in to the Minster at Beverley, to the monks of good St John – your masters, remember?’


He paused to note the terror and the old memories in Merla’s eyes.


‘And they will call out the mounted levy, the thanes of Ella. No good keeping them here, where the pirates could feint at Flamborough and then be twenty miles off round Spurn Head before they could get their horses out of the marsh. So they stay back, so they can ride in any direction once the threat is seen. But if I call them out, and they ride over here in the wind and the rain on a fool’s errand…And especially if some Viking sneaks in through the Humber while their backs are turned…


‘Well, it would be bad for me, Merla.’ His voice sharpened and he lifted the underfed slave off the ground. ‘But by almighty God in heaven, I’ll see you regret it till the last day you live. And after the thrashing you get, that may not be long.


‘But, Merla, if those are Viking ships out there and you let me not report them…I’ll hand you back to the black monks and say I could do nothing with you.


‘Now, what do you say? Viking ships, or no?’


The slave stared out again to sea, his face working. He would have been wiser, he thought, to say nothing. What was it to him if the Vikings sacked Flamborough, or Bridlington, or Beverley Minster itself? They could not enslave him any more than he was already. Maybe foreign heathens would be better masters than the people of Christ at home. Too late to think that now. He could see, even if his weak-eyed landlubber of a master could not. He nodded.


‘Two Viking ships, master. Two mile out to sea. South-east.’


Godwin was away, bellowing instructions, calling to his other slaves, shouting for his horse, his horn, his small, reluctant force of conscripted freemen. Merla straightened, walked slowly to the south-west angle of the palisade and looked out thoughtfully and carefully. The weather was clearing momentarily, and for a few heartbeats he could see plain. He looked at the run of the waves, the turbid yellow line a hundred yards offshore which marked the long, long expanse of tidal sandbanks which ran the full length of this barest and most harbourless wind- and current-swept stretch of English shore, tossed a handful of moss from the palisade into the air and studied the way it flew. Slowly a grim and humourless smile creased his careworn face.


Great sailors those Vikings might be, but they were in the wrong place, on a lee-shore with a widow-maker blowing. Unless the wind dropped, or their heathen gods from Valhalla could help them, they stood no chance. They would never see Jutland or the Vik again.


Two hours later five score men stood clustered on the beach south of the Head, at the north end of the long, long, inlet-less stretch of coast that ran down to Spurn Head and the mouth of the Humber. They were armed: leather jackets and caps, spears, wooden shields; a scattering of the broad-axes they used to shape their boats and houses; here and there a sax, the short chopping sword from which the Saxons to the south took their name. Only Godwin had a metal helmet and mail-shirt to pull on, a brass-hilted broadsword to buckle round his waist.


In the normal way of things, men like these, the coast-watch of Bridlington, would not hope or expect to stand on the shore and trade blows with the professional warriors of Denmark and Norway. Rather, they would fade away, taking as much as they could of their goods and wives with them. Waiting for the mounted levy, the thane-service of Northumbria, to come down and do the fighting for which they earned their estates and manor houses. Waiting hopefully for a chance to swarm forward and join in the harassing of a beaten enemy, the chance of taking loot. It was not a chance which had come to any Englishman since Oakley fourteen years before. And that had been in the south, in the foreign kingdom of Wessex, where all manner of strange things happened.


Nevertheless the mood of the men watching the knorrs out in the bay was unalarmed, even cheerful. Almost every man in the coast-watch was a fisherman, skilled in the ways of the North Sea, the worst water in the world, with its fogs and gales, its monstrous tides and unexpected currents. As the day strengthened and the Viking ships were blown remorselessly closer in, Merla’s realization had come to everyone. The Vikings were doomed. It was just a matter of what they could try next. And whether they would try it, lose, and get the wreck over with before the mounted levy Godwin had summoned hours before could arrive, resplendent in its armour, coloured cloaks and gold-mounted swords. After which, opinion among the fishermen felt, the chances of any worthwhile plunder for them were low. Unless they marked the spot and tried later, in secret, with grappling irons…? Quiet conversations ran among the men at the rear, with an occasional low laugh.


‘See,’ the town-reeve was explaining to Godwin at the front, ‘the wind’s east a point north. If he puts up a scrap of sail, he can run west, north or south.’ He drew briefly in the wet sand at their feet. ‘If he goes west he hits us. If he goes north he hits the Head. Mind you, if he could get past the Head he’d have a clear run north-west away up to Cleveland. That’s why he was trying his sweeps an hour ago. A few hundred yards out to sea and he’d have been free. But what we knows, and what he doesn’t, is there’s a current. Hell of a current, rips down past the Head. He might as well stir the water with his…” He paused, not sure how far informality could go.


‘Why doesn’t he go south?’ cut in Godwin.


‘He will. He’s tried the sweeps, tried the sea-anchor to check his drift. It’s my guess the one in charge, the jarl as they call him, he knows his men are exhausted. A rare old night they must have had of it. And a shock in the morning when they saw where they were.’ The reeve shook his head with a kind of professional sympathy.


‘They are not such great sailors,’ pronounced Godwin with satisfaction. ‘And God is against them, foul heathen church-defilers.’


A stir of excitement behind them cut off the reply the reeve might have been incautious enough to make. The two men turned.


On the path that ran along behind high-water mark, a dozen men were dismounting. The levy, thought Godwin, the thanes from Beverley? No, they could not possibly have arrived in this time. They must only now be saddling up. Yet the man in front was a nobleman. Big, burly, fair hair, bright blue eyes, with the upright stance of a man who had never had to plough or hoe for a living. Gold shone beneath his expensive scarlet cape, on buckles and sword pommel. Behind him strode a smaller, younger version of himself, surely his son. And on the other side of him another youth, tall, straight-backed like a warrior; but dark in complexion, poorly dressed in tunic and wool breeches. Grooms held the horses for half a dozen more armed, competent-looking men: a retinue, a rich thane’s hearth-troop.


The leading stranger held his empty hand up. ‘You do not know me,’ he said. ‘I am Wulfgar. I am a thane from King Edmund’s country, from the East Angles.’


A stir of interest from the crowd, the dawnings it might be of hostility.


‘You wonder what I am doing here. I will tell you.’ He gestured out at the shore. ‘I hate Vikings. I know more of them than most men. And, like most men, to my sorrow. In my own country, among the North-folk beyond the Wash, I am the coast-guard, set by King Edmund. But long ago I saw that we would never get rid of these vermin while we English fought only our own battles. I persuaded my king of this, and he sent messages to yours. They agreed that I should come north, to talk with the wise men in Beverley and in Eoforwich about what we might do. I took a wrong road last night, met your messengers riding to Beverley this morning. I have come to help.’ He paused. ‘Have I your leave?’


Godwin nodded slowly. Never mind what the low-born fish-churl of a reeve said. Some of the bastards might come ashore. And if they did, this lot might well scatter. A dozen armed men might just be useful.


‘Come and welcome,’ he said.


Wulfgar nodded with deliberate satisfaction. ‘I am only just in time,’ he remarked.


Out to sea the penultimate act of the wreck was about to take place. One of the two knorrs was fifty yards further in than the other, her men more tired or maybe less driven by their skipper. Now she was about to pay the price. Her wallowing rolls in the waves changed angle, the bare mast rocking crazily. Suddenly the watching men could see that the yellow line of underwater sandbanks was the other side of the hull. Crewmen exploded from the deck or the planks where they had been lying and ran furiously up and down, grabbing sweeps, thrusting them over the side, trying to pole their ship off and gain a few extra moments of life.


Too late. A cry of despair rang thinly across the water as the Vikings saw it, echoed by a hum of excitement from the Englishmen on the shore: the wave, the big wave, the seventh wave that always rolls furthest up the beach. Suddenly the knorr was up on it, lifted and tilted sideways in a cascade of boxes and barrels and men sliding from the windward into the leeward scuppers. Then the wave had gone and the knorr smashed down, landing with a thump on the hard sand and gravel of the bank. Planks flew, the mast was over the side in a tangle of cordage, for an instant a man could be seen grasping desperately to the ornamented dragon-prow. Then another wave covered everything, and when it passed there were only bobbing fragments.


The fishermen nodded. A few crossed themselves. If the good God would spare them from the Vikings, that was the way they expected to go one day. Like men, with the cold salt in their mouths, and rings in their ears to pay kindly strangers to bury them. Now, there was one more thing for a skilful captain to try.


The remaining Viking was going to try it, to scud south with the wind abeam and all the easting he could get, rather than wait passively for death like his consort. A man appeared suddenly at the steering oar. Even from two furlongs’ distance the watchers could see his red beard wagging as he bellowed orders, could hear the echo of his urgency rolling across the water. There were men at the ropes, waiting, heaving together. A scrap of sail leapt free from the yard, caught instantly by the wind and tugged out. As the ship shot urgently towards shore, another volley of orders swung the yard round and the boat heeled downwind. Within seconds she was steady on a new course, picking up speed, throwing water wide from her bow-wave as she raced away from the Head down towards the Spurn.


‘They’re getting away!’ yelled Godwin. ‘Get the horses!’ He cuffed his groom out of the way, scrambled astride and set off at a gallop in pursuit, Wulfgar, the stranger thane, only a pace or two behind, and the rest of their retinues following in strung-out disorderly line. Only the dark boy who had come with Wulfgar hesitated.


‘You’re not hurrying,’ he said to the motionless reeve. ‘Why not? Don’t you want to catch up with them?’


The reeve grinned, stooped, picked a pinch of sand from the beach and threw it in the air. ‘They’ve got to try it,’ he remarked. ‘Nothing else to do. But they’re not going to get far.’


Turning on his heel he indicated a score of men to stay where they were and watch the beach for wreckage or survivors. Another score of mounted men set off along the path behind the thanes. The rest, bunched together, began to trot purposefully but deliberately along the beach after the racing ship.


As the minutes passed, even the landsmen realized what the reeve had seen straight away. The Viking skipper was not going to win his gamble. Twice already he had tried to force his ship’s head out to sea, two men joining the red-bearded one as he strained at the steering oar, the rest of the crew bracing the yard round till the ropes sang iron-hard in the wind. Both times the waves had heaved, heaved remorselessly at the prow till it wavered and swung back, the ship’s hull shuddering with the forces contending on it. And again the skipper had tried, turning back parallel with the coastline and building up speed for another dash to the safety of the open sea.


But was he parallel with the coastline this time? Even to the inexperienced eyes of Godwin and Wulfgar it looked this time as if something was different: stronger wind, heavier sea, the grip of the inshore current dragging at the bottom. The red-bearded man was still by the oar, still shouting orders for some other manoeuvre, the ship was still racing along, as the poets said, like a foamy-necked floater, but her prow was turning in inch by inch or foot by foot, the yellow line was perilously close to her bow-wave, it was clear she was going to…


Strike. One instant the ship was running full tilt, the next her prow had slammed into unyielding gravel. The mast snapped off instantly and hurled itself forward, taking half the crew with it. The planks of the clinker-built boat sprang outwards from their settings, letting in the onrushing sea. In a heartbeat the whole ship had opened up like a flower. And then vanished, leaving only cordage streaming in the wind for a moment to show where she had been. And, once again, bobbing fragments in the water.


Bobbing fragments, the fishermen noticed interestedly as they panted up, this time rather closer to shore. One of them a head. A red head.


‘Is he going to make it, do you think?’ asked Wulfgar. They could see the man clearly now, fifty yards out in the water, hanging still and making no effort to swim further as he eyed the great waves pounding in to destroy themselves on the shore.


‘He’s going to try,’ replied Godwin, motioning men forward to the watermark. ‘If he does, we’ll grab him.’


Redbeard had made his mind up and started to swim forward, hurling the water aside with great strokes of his arms. He had seen the great wave coming behind him. It lifted him; he was swept forward, straining to keep himself on top of the wave as if he could propel himself up the beach and land as weightlessly as the white foam that crawled almost to the soles of the thanes’ leather shoes. For ten strokes he was there, the watchers turning their heads up to look at him as he swung to the crest of the wave. Then the wave in front, retreating, checked his progress in a great swirl of sand and stone; the crest broke, dissolved. Smashed him down with a grunt and a snap. Rolled him helplessly forward. Dragged him back with the undertow.


‘Go in and get him,’ yelled Godwin. ‘Move, you hare-hearts! He can’t hurt you.’


Two of the fishermen darted forward between the waves, grabbed an arm each and hauled him back, for a moment waist-deep amid the smother but then out, the redbeard braced between them.


‘He’s still alive,’ muttered Wulfgar in astonishment. ‘I thought that wave was enough to break his spine.’


The redbeard’s feet touched the shore, he looked round at the eighty men confronting him and his teeth showed suddenly in a flashing grin.


‘What welcome,’ he remarked.


He turned in the grip of his two rescuers, placed the outside of his foot on one man’s shin and raked it down with full weight on to the instep. The man howled and let go the brawny arm he was clutching. Instantly it swept across, two fingers extended, driving deep into the eyes of the man still holding on. He, too, shrieked and fell to his knees, blood starting from between his fingers. The Viking plucked the gutting-knife from his belt, stepped forward, seized the nearest Englishman with one hand and stabbed savagely upwards with the other. As the fisherman’s mates leapt back, shouting in alarm, he snatched a spear, whipped the knife back and hurled it, grabbed a sax from the hand of the fallen man. Ten heartbeats after his feet touched the shore he was the centre of a semicircle of men, all backing away from him, except two still lying at his feet.


His teeth showed again as he threw his head back in a wild guffaw. ‘Come now,’ he shouted gutturally. ‘I one, you many. Come to fight with Ragnar. Who is great one who comes first? You? Or you?’ He flourished his spear at Godwin and Wulfgar, now isolated, mouths gaping, by the fishermen still drawing respectfully back.


‘We’ll have to take him,’ muttered Godwin, drawing his broadsword with a wheep. ‘I wish I had my shield.’


Wulfgar followed suit, stepping sideways, pushing back the fair-haired boy who stood a pace behind him. ‘Go back, Alfgar. If we can disarm him the churls will finish it for us.’


The two Englishmen edged forward, swords drawn, facing the bearlike figure which stood grinning, waiting for them, the blood and water still surging round its feet.


Then it was in motion, heading straight for Wulfgar, moving with the speed and ferocity of a charging boar. Wulfgar sprang back in shock, landed awkwardly, a foot twisting under him. The Viking missed with a left-hand slash, poised the right arm for a downward killing thrust.


Something jerked him off his feet, hurled him backwards, struggling helplessly to free an arm, twisted him round and threw him heavily into the wet sand. A net. A fisherman’s net. The reeve and two more jumped forward, seized handfuls of tarry cordage, jerked the net tighter. One twitched the sax from an enmeshed hand, another stamped savagely on the fingers holding the spear, breaking shaft and bones in the same movement. They rolled the helpless man quickly, expertly, like a dangerous dogfish or herring-shark, then straightened, still looking down, and waited for orders.


Wulfgar limped over, exchanging glances with Godwin. ‘What have we caught here?’ he muttered. ‘Something tells me this is no two-ship chieftain out of luck.’


He eyed the garments of the netted man, reached down and felt them.


‘Goatskin,’ he said. ‘Goatskin with pitch on. He called himself Ragnar. We’ve caught Lothbrok himself. Ragnar Lothbrok. Ragnar Hairy-Breeks.’


‘We can’t deal with him,’ said Godwin in the silence. ‘He’ll have to go to King Ella.’


Another voice broke in, the voice of the dark boy who had questioned the reeve.


‘King Ella?’ it said. ‘I thought Osbert was King of the Northumbrians.’


Godwin turned to Wulfgar with weary politeness. ‘I don’t know how you discipline your people in the North-folk,’ he remarked. ‘But if he were mine and said something like that I’d have his tongue torn out. Unless he’s your kin, of course.’


Wulfgar’s knuckles whitened on his sword-hilt.


In the lightless stable no-one could see him. The dark boy leaned his face on the saddle and let himself slump. His back was like fire, the wool tunic sticky with blood, rasping and pulling free at every movement. The beating had been the worst he had ever suffered, and he had suffered many, many thrashings from rope and leather, bent over the horse-trough in the yard of the place he called home.


It was that remark about kin that had done it, he knew. He hoped he had not cried out so that the strangers would hear him. Towards the end he hadn’t been able to tell. He had painful memories of dragging himself out into the daylight. Then the long ride across the Wolds, trying to hold himself straight. What would happen now they were in Eoforwich? Once upon a time the fabled city, home of the long-departed but mysterious Rome-folk and their legions, had stirred his fervent imagination more than the songs of glory of the minstrels. Now he was there, and he only wanted to escape.


When would he be free of his father’s guilt? Of his stepfather’s hate?


Shef pulled himself together and began to unbuckle the girth, dragging at the heavy leather. Wulfgar, he was sure, would soon formally enslave him, put the iron collar round his neck, ignore the faint protests of his mother and sell him in the market at Thetford or Lincoln. He would get a good price. In childhood Shef had hung around the village forge, drawn by the fire, hiding from the abuse and the thrashings. Slowly he had come to help the smith, pumping the bellows, holding the tongs, beating out the iron blooms. Making his own tools. Making his own sword.


They would not let him keep it once he was a slave. Maybe he should run now. Slaves sometimes got away. Usually not.


He pulled off the saddle and groped round the unfamiliar stable for a place to stow it. The door opened, bringing in light, a candle, and the familiar cold, scornful voice of Alfgar.


‘Not finished yet? Then drop it, I’ll send a groom. My father is called to council with the king and the great ones. He must have a servant behind his chair to pour his ale. It is not fitting for me to do it and the companions are too proud. Go, now. The king’s bower-thane waits to instruct you.’


Shef plodded out into the courtyard of the king’s great wooden hall, new-built within the square of the old Roman ramparts, into the dim light of the spring evening, almost too tired to walk straight. And yet, inside him, something stirred, something hot and excited. Council? Great ones? They would decide the fate of the prisoner, the mighty warrior. It would be a story to tell Godive, one that none of the wiseacres of Emneth could match.


‘And keep your mouth shut,’ a voice hissed from inside the stable. ‘Or he will have your tongue torn out. And remember. Ella is king in Northumbria now. And you are no kin to my father.’




Chapter 2


‘We think he’s Ragnar Lothbrok?’ King Ella asked his council. ‘How do we know?’


He looked down a long table with a dozen men seated round it, all of them on low stools except for the king himself, on a great carven high seat. Most of them were dressed like the king, or like Wulfgar, who sat at Ella’s left hand: brightly coloured cloaks, still pulled round them against the draughts that swirled in from every corner and closed shutter, making the tallow-dipped torches flare and eddy, gold and silver round wrists and brawny necks, clasps and buckles and heavy sword belts. They were the military aristocracy of Northumbria, the petty rulers of great blocks of land in the south and east of the kingdom, the men who had put Ella on the throne and driven out his rival Osbert. They sat on their stools awkwardly, like men who spent their lives on foot or in the saddle.


Four other men stood out against them, grouped at the foot of the table as if in conscious isolation. Three wore the black gowns and cowls of the monks of St Benedict, the fourth the purple and white of a bishop. They sat easily, bending forward over the table, ready to record what was said with wax tablets and styli, or to pass their thoughts to one another in secret.


One man prepared to answer his king’s question: Cuthred, captain of the bodyguard.


‘We can’t find anyone to recognize him,’ he admitted. ‘Everyone who ever stood face to face with Ragnar in battle is dead – except,’ he remarked courteously, ‘the gallant thane of King Edmund who has joined us. But that doesn’t prove this one is Ragnar Lothbrok.


‘But I think he is. One, he won’t talk. I reckon I’m good at getting people to talk, and anyone who won’t is not a common pirate. This one for sure thinks he’s somebody.


‘Another, it fits. What were those ships doing? They were coming back from the south, they’d been blown off course, they hadn’t seen sun nor stars for days. Otherwise skippers like that – and the Bridlington reeve says they were good – wouldn’t have got into that state. And they were cargo ships. What cargo do you take south? Slaves. They don’t want wool, they don’t want furs, they don’t want ale. Those were slavers on their way back from the countries down south. The man’s a slaver who’s a somebody, and that fits Ragnar. Doesn’t prove it, though.’


Cuthred took a heavy pull at his ale-mug, exhausted by eloquence.


‘But there’s one thing that makes me sure. What do we know about Ragnar?’ He looked round the table. ‘Right, he’s a bastard.’


‘Church-despoiler,’ agreed Wulfhere from the end of the table. ‘Ravisher of nuns. Thief of the brides of Christ. Assuredly his sins shall find him out.’


‘I dare say,’ agreed Cuthred. ‘One thing I have heard about him is this, and I’ve only heard it about him, not all the other church-despoilers and ravishers there are in the world. Ragnar is very big on information. He’s like me. He’s good at getting people to talk. The way he does it, I hear, is this.’ A note of professional interest crept into the captain’s voice. ‘If he catches someone, first thing he does, no talk, no argument, is gouge one eye out. Then he still doesn’t talk, he reaches round and gets the man’s head ready for the next one. If the man thinks of something Ragnar really wants to know while he’s getting ready, all right, he’s in business. If he doesn’t, well, too bad. They say Ragnar wastes a lot of people, but then churls aren’t worth a lot on the block. They say he reckons it saves him a lot of time and breath.’


‘And our prisoner has told you this is his view too?’ It was one of the black monks who spoke, his voice dripping condescension. ‘In the course of a friendly discussion on professional matters?’


‘No.’ Cuthred took another pull at his ale. ‘But I looked at his nails. All clipped short. Except the right thumb-nail. It’s been grown an inch long. Hard as steel. I got it here.’ He tossed a bloody claw on to the table.


‘So it’s Ragnar,’ said King Ella in the silence. ‘So what do we do with him?’


The warriors exchanged puzzled looks. ‘Like you mean beheading’s too good for him?’ ventured Cuthred. ‘We should hang him instead?’


‘Or something worse?’ put in one of the other nobles. ‘Like a runaway slave or something? Maybe the monks…what was that story about Holy St…Saint…? The one with the gridiron, or…?’ His imagination ran out, he fell into silence.


‘I have another idea,’ said Ella. ‘We could let him go.’


Consternation faced him. The king leaned forward from his high seat, his sharp, mobile face and keen eyes passing to each man in turn.


‘Think. Why am I king? I’m king because Osbert’—the forbidden name sent a visible shudder through the listening men, and called an answering twinge from the lacerated back of the servant standing listening behind Wulfgar’s stool—‘because Osbert could not defend this kingdom against the Viking raiders. He just did what we’d always done. Told everyone to keep a lookout and organize their own defence. So we had ten shiploads land on a town and do what they liked while the other towns and parishes pulled the blankets over their heads and thanked God it wasn’t them. What did I do? You know what I did. I pulled everyone back except the lookout stations, I organized the rider teams, I set up the mounted levies at the vital places. Now, they come down on us, we have a chance of coming down on them before they get too far, of teaching them a lesson. New ideas.


‘I think we need another new idea here. We can let him go. We can do a deal with him. He stays away from Northumbria, he gives us hostages, we treat him as an honoured guest till the hostages come, we send him off with a pile of presents. Doesn’t cost us too much. Could save us a lot. By the time he’s exchanged he’ll have got over Cuthred’s conversation with him. All part of the game. What do you say?’


The warriors looked at each other, eyebrows rising, heads shaking in surprise.


‘Might work,’ muttered Cuthred.


Wulfgar cleared his throat to speak, a look of displeasure crossing his reddened face. He was cut off by a voice from the black monks at the end of the table.


‘You may not do that, my lord.’


‘May not?’


‘Must not. You have other duties than those in this world. The archbishop, our reverend father and former brother, has reminded us of the foul deeds done by this Ragnar against Christ’s Church. Deeds done against us as men and Christians, those we are commanded to forgive. But deeds done against Holy Church – those we must avenge with all our heart and all our strength. How many churches has this Ragnar burned? How many Christian men and women carried off to sell to the pagans and worse, to the followers of Mohammed? How many precious relics destroyed? And the gifts of the faithful stolen?


‘It would be a sin against your soul to forgive these deeds. It would imperil the salvation of every man around this table. No, king, give him to us. Let us show you what we have made for you, for those who molest Mother Church. And when the news of that reaches back to the pagans, the robbers from the sea, let them know that Mother Church’s arm is as heavy as her mercy is long. Let us give him to the serpent-pit. Let us make men talk of the worm-yard of King Ella.’


The king hesitated, fatally. Before he could speak, the sharp agreement of the other monks and of the archbishop was echoed by the rumble of surprise, curiosity, approval, from his warriors.


‘I have never seen a man given to the worms,’ said Wulfgar, his face beaming with pleasure. ‘It is what every Viking in the world deserves. And so I shall say when I return to my own king, and I shall praise the wisdom and the cunning of King Ella.’


The black monk who had spoken rose to his feet, Erkenbert the dreaded archdeacon. ‘The worms are ready. Have the prisoner taken to them. And let all attend, councillors, warriors, servants, to see the wrake and the vengeance of King Ella and Mother Church.’


The council rose, Ella among them, his face still clouded by doubt, but swept along by the agreement of his men. The nobles began to jostle out, calling already for their servants, friends, wives, women to join them, to see the new thing. Shef, turning already to follow his stepfather, looked back at the last moment to see the black monks still clustered in a little knot at the end of the table.


‘Why did you say that?’ muttered the archbishop Wulfhere to his archdeacon. ‘We could pay a toll to the Vikings and still save our immortal souls. Why did you force the king to send this Ragnar to the serpents?’


The monk reached in his pouch and, like Cuthred, threw an object on the table. Then another.


‘What are those, my lord?’


‘This is a coin. A gold coin. With the script of the abominable worshippers of Mohammed on it!’


‘It was taken from the prisoner.’


‘You mean – he is too evil to let live?’


‘No, my lord. The other coin?’


‘It is a penny. A penny from our own mint here in Eoforwich. It has my own name on it, see, Wulfhere. A silver penny.’


The archdeacon picked both coins up and stowed them back in his pouch. ‘A very bad penny, my lord. Little silver, much lead. All the Church can afford in these days. Our slaves run away, our churls cheat on their tithes. Even the nobles give as little as they dare. Meanwhile the heathens’ pouches drip with gold, stolen from believers.


‘The Church is in danger, my lord. Not that she may be defeated and pillaged by the heathen, grievous though that is, for from that we may recover. It is that the heathens and the Christians may make common cause. For then they will find that they have no need of us. We must not let them deal.’


Nods of agreement, even from the archbishop.


‘So. To the serpents.’


The serpent-pit was an old stone cistern from the time of the Rome-folk, with a light roof hastily erected over it to keep off the drizzle. The monks of St Peter’s Minster in Eoforwich were tender of their pets, the shining worms. All last summer the word had gone out to their many tenants scattered across the Church lands of Northumbria: find the adders, seek them out in their basking places on the high fells, bring them in. So much remission of rent, so much remission of tithes for a foot-long worm, more for a foot-and-a-half, more, disproportionately more for the old, the grandfather worms. Not a week had passed without a squirming bag being delivered to the custos viperarum, the keeper of the snakes, its contents to be lovingly tended, fed on frogs and mice, and on each other to promote their growth: ‘Dragon does not become dragon till it has tasted worm,’ the custos would say to his brothers. ‘Maybe the same is true of our adders.’


Now lay brothers racked torches round the walls of the stone court to augment the evening twilight, carried in sacks of warm sand and straw and spread it on the floor of the pit, to make the serpents fiery and active. And now the custos too appeared, smiling with satisfaction, waving along a gang of novices, each the proud – if careful – bearer of a leather sack that hissed and bulged disconcertingly. The custos took each bag in turn, held it up to the crowd now pushing and jostling round the low walls of the cistern, undid the lashings and slowly poured the struggling inhabitants down into the pit. He moved a few paces as he did each one, to distribute his serpents evenly. His task done, he stepped back to the edge of the lane kept open for the great ones by brawny companions, the king’s own hearth-troop.


They came at last: the king, his council, their body-servants, the prisoner pushed along in the middle of them. There was a saying among the warriors of the North: a man should not limp while both his legs are the same length. And Ragnar did not limp now. Yet he found it hard to hold himself straight. Cuthred’s ministrations had not been gentle.


The great ones fell back when they came to the edge of the pit, and let the prisoner see what he faced. He grinned through broken teeth, his hands tied behind him, a powerful guard holding each arm. He still wore the strange shaggy clothes of tarred goatskin which had brought him his name. Erkenbert the archdeacon pushed forward to face him.


‘That is the worm-yard,’ he said.


‘Orm-garth,’ corrected Ragnar.


The priest spoke again, in simple English, the trade-talk of the merchants. ‘Know this. You have a choice. If you become Christian, you live. As a slave. No orm-garth then for you. But you must become Christian.’


The Viking’s mouth twisted in contempt. He spoke in reply, still in the trade-tongue. ‘You priests. I know your talk. You say I live. How? As a slave, you say. What you not say, but I know, is how. No eyes, no tongue. Cut legs, cut hough-sinews, no walk.’ His voice rose to a chant.


‘I fought in the front for thirty winters, always I struck with the sword. Four hundred men I killed, a thousand women I ravished, many minsters I burned, many men’s bairns I sold. Many have wept for me, I never wept for them. Now I come to the orm-garth, like Gunnar the god-born. Do your worst, let the shining worm sting me to the heart. I shall not ask for mercy. Always I struck with the sword!’


‘Get on with it,’ snarled Ella from behind him. The guards began to hustle him forward.


‘Stop!’ Erkenbert called. ‘First bind his legs.’


They tied the unresisting man roughly, pulled him to the edge, balanced him on the wall, then – looking round at the pushing but silent crowd – shoved him over. He fell a few feet, landing with a thump on top of a pile of crawling snakes. Instantly they hissed, instantly they struck.


The man in the shaggy tunic and breeches laughed once from the ground.


‘They cannot bite through,’ called a voice in disappointment. ‘His clothes are too thick.’


‘They may strike at his hands or face,’ called the serpent-keeper, jealous for the honour of his pets.


One of the largest adders indeed lay a few inches from Ragnar’s face, the two staring almost eye to eye, the forked tongue of the one almost touching the chin of the other. A long moment of pause.


Then, suddenly, the man’s head moved, shooting sideways, teeth agape. A threshing of coils, a mouth spitting blood, the snake lay headless. Again the Viking laughed. Slowly he began to roll, humping his body despite the bound arms and legs, trying to fall on the snakes with the full weight of hip or shoulder.


‘He’s killing them,’ cried the custos in mortal pain.


Ella moved forward in sudden disgust, clicking his fingers.


‘You and you. You’ve stout boots on. Go in and lift him out. I’ll not forget this,’ he added in an undertone to the disconcerted Erkenbert. ‘You’ve made a damned fool of all of us.


‘Now, you men, free his arms, free his legs, cut his clothes off, bind him again. You and you, go fetch hot water. Serpents desire heat. If we warm his skin they will be drawn to it.


‘One more thing. He will lie still this time, to thwart us. Bind one arm to his body and tie the left wrist to a rope. Then we can make him move.’


They lowered the prisoner again, still grinning, still unspeaking. This time the king himself steered the lowering to the spot where the snakes lay thickest. In a few moments they began to crawl to the warm body steaming in the chill air, writhing over it. Cries of disgust came from the women and servants in the crowd, as they imagined the scales of the fat adders brushing over bare skin.


Then the king jerked his rope, again and again. The arm moved, the adders hissed, the disturbed ones struck, felt flesh, struck again and again, filling the man’s body with their poison. Slowly, slowly, the awed watchers saw his face begin to change, to puff, to turn blue. As his eyes and tongue began to bulge, finally, he called out once more.


‘Gnythja mundu grisir ef galtar hag vissi,’ he remarked.


‘What did he say?’ muttered the crowd. ‘What does that mean?’


I know no Norse, thought Shef from his vantage-point. But I know that bodes no good.


‘Gnythja mundu grisir ef galtar hag vissi.’ The words still rang in the mind of the massive man, weeks later and hundreds of miles to the east, who was standing in the prow of the longship easing gently up towards the Sjaelland shore. It was sheer chance that he had ever come to hear them. Was Ragnar talking to himself alone? he mused. Or did he know someone would hear, would understand and remember? It must have been very long odds against anyone in an English court knowing Norse, or anyway enough Norse to understand what Ragnar had said. But dying men were supposed to have insight. Maybe they could tell the future. Maybe Ragnar had known, or had guessed, what his words would do.


But if those were the words of fate which would always find someone to speak them, they had chosen a strange route to come to him! In the crowd pushing round the orm-garth there had been a woman, concubine to an English noble, a lemman as the English called such girls. But before she had been bought for her master in the slave-mart of London, she had plied the same trade in the court of King Maelsechnaill in Ireland, where much Norse was spoken. She had heard, she had understood. She had had the wit not to tell her master – lemmans without wit did not live to see their beauty fade – but she had whispered it to her secret lover, a trader going south. He had passed it on to the other members of his caravan. And among them there had been another slave, a former fisherman on the run, one who had taken special interest in it because he had seen the actual capture of Ragnar on the shore. In London, thinking himself safe, the slave had made a story of it to earn himself mugs of ale and hunks of bacon in the waterfront booths, where all men were welcome, English or Frankish, Frisian or Dane, as long as their silver was good. And so the tale had come in the end to Northern ears.


The slave had been a fool, a man of no honour. He had seen in the tale of the death of Ragnar only excitement, strangeness, humour.


The massive man in the longship, Brand, saw in it much more. That was why he brought the news.


The boat was gliding in now along a long fjord, reaching into the flat, rich countryside of Sjaelland, easternmost of the Danish islands. There was no wind; the sail furled up against the yard, the thirty oarsmen rowed a steady, unhurried, practised stroke, the ripples of their progress fanning out across the flat, pond-like sea to caress the shore. Cows moved gently in rich meadows, fields of thickly shooting grain stretched into the distance.


The air of peace was totally deceptive, Brand knew. He was at the still centre of the greatest storm in the North, its peace guaranteed only by hundreds of miles of war-torn sea and burning coastline. As they rowed in he had been challenged three times by naval patrols, heavy coastal warships never designed for the open sea, filled with men. They had let him through with increasing amusement, always keen to see a man try his luck. Even now two ships twice the size of his were cruising behind him, just to make certain there was no escape. He knew, his men knew, that worse lay ahead.


Behind him the helmsman passed the steering-oar to a crewman and strolled forward to the prow. For a few moments he stood behind his skipper, his head barely reaching the huge man’s shoulder-blade, and then spoke. He spoke softly, taking care not to be overheard even by the foremost rowers.


‘You know I’m not one to question decisions,’ he murmured. ‘But since we’re here, and we’ve all stuck our pizzles well and truly in the wasps’ nest, maybe you won’t mind me asking why?’


‘Since you came so far without asking,’ replied Brand in the same low tones, ‘I’ll give you three reasons and charge you for none of them.


‘One: this is our chance to gain lasting glory. This will be a scene for sagamakers and for poets until the Last Day, when the gods fight the giants and the brood of Loki is loosed on the world.’


The helmsman grinned. ‘You have enough glory already, champion of the men of Halogaland. And some men say the ones we are going to meet are the brood of Loki. Especially one of them.’


‘Two, then: that English slave, the runaway who told us the tale, the fisherman running from the Christ-monks. Did you see his back? His masters deserve all the woe in the world, and I can send it to them.’


This time the helmsman laughed aloud, but gently. ‘Did you ever see anyone after Ragnar had finished talking to him? And those we are going to visit are worse. Especially one of them. Maybe he and the Christ-monks deserve each other. But what of all the others?’


‘So, then, Steinulf, it comes to three.’ Brand lifted gently the silver pendant which hung round his neck and lay on his chest, outside the tunic: a short-hafted, double-headed hammer. ‘I was asked to do this, as a service.’


‘By whom?’


‘Someone we both know. In the name of the one who will come from the North.’


‘Ah. Well. That is good enough for both of us. Maybe for all of us. But I am going to do one thing before we get too close to the shore.’


Deliberately, making certain his skipper saw what he was doing, the helmsman took the pendant which hung round his own neck and tucked it inside his tunic, pulling the collar so that no trace of the chain showed.


Slowly, Brand turned to face his crew and followed suit. At a word, the steady beat of the oars in the calm water checked. The oarsmen shuffled chains and pendants out of sight. Then the beat of oars resumed.


At the jetty ahead men could now be seen sitting or strolling, never looking at the approaching warboat, giving a perfect impersonation of total indifference. Behind them lay a vast dragon-hall like an upturned keel, behind it and round it a vast confusion of sheds, bunkhouses, rollers, boatyards on the edge of the fjord, smithies, stores, ropewalks, corrals, barracoons. This was the heart of a naval empire, the power centre of men intent on challenging kingdoms, the home of the homeless warriors.


The man sitting on the very end of the jetty ahead of him stood up, yawned, stretched elaborately and looked in the other direction. Danger. Brand turned to shout orders. Two of his men standing by the halliards ran a shield up to the mast-head, its new-painted white face a sign of peace. Two others ran forward and eased the gaping dragon-head off its pegs on the prow, turning it carefully away from the shore and wrapping it in a cloth.


More men on shore suddenly became visible, now prepared to look directly at the boat. They gave no sign of welcome, but Brand knew that if he had not observed proper ceremonial his welcome would have been very different. At the thought of what might have happened – might still happen – he felt his belly give an unaccustomed twinge, as if his manhood was trying to crawl back within him. He turned his face out to the far shore, to ensure no expression betrayed him. He had been taught since he could crawl, ‘Never show fear. Never show pain.’ He valued this more than life itself.


He knew also that in the gamble he was about to take, nothing could be less safe than a show of insecurity. He meant to bait his deadly hosts, draw them into his story: appear as a challenger, not a suppliant.


He meant to offer them a dare so shocking and so public that they would have no choice but to take it. It was not a plan that allowed half-measures.


As the boat nosed into the jetty, ropes were thrown, caught, snubbed round bollards, still with the same elaborate air of carelessness. A man was looking down into the boat. If this had been a trading port he might have asked the sailors what cargo, what name, where from? Here the man raised one eyebrow.


‘Brand. From England.’


‘There are many men called Brand.’


At a sign two of the ship’s crewmen swung a gangplank from ship to jetty. Brand strolled across it, thumbs in belt, and stood facing the dockmaster. On the level boards he was looking down. Far down. He noted with inner pleasure the slight shift of the eyes as the dockmaster, no stripling himself, weighed up Brand’s bulk, realized that man-to-man, at least, he was outmatched.


‘Some men call me Viga-Brand. I come from Halogaland, in Norway, where men grow bigger than Danes.’


‘Killer-Brand. I have heard of you. But there are many killers here. It needs more than a name to be welcome.’


‘I have news. News for the kinsmen.’


‘It had better be news worth hearing, if you disturb the kinsmen, coming here without leave or passport.’


‘News worth hearing it is.’ Brand looked directly in the dockmaster’s eyes. ‘Come to hear it yourself. Tell your men to come and hear it. Anyone who cannot be bothered to hear what I have to say will curse his laziness till the last day he lives. But of course if you all have an urgent appointment in the privy let me not ask you to keep your breeches up.’


Brand brushed past the other and strode wordlessly towards the plume of smoke rising from the great longhouse, the hall of the noble kinsmen, the place no enemy had seen and left alive and free to tell the tale, the Braethraborg itself. His men trooped off the ship and silently began to follow him.


The dockmaster’s lips twitched, finally, with amusement. He made a sign and his men, picking their spears and bows from concealment, began to straggle inland. A flag dipped in acknowledgement from the still-vigilant outpost on the headland two miles off.


Light shone into the hall from many open shutters, but Brand halted when he got inside to let his eyes adjust, to look around, to get the feel of his audience. In later years, he knew, this scene would be famous in song and saga – if he played it right. In the next few minutes he would gain either imperishable glory or unthinkable death.


Inside the hall many men were sitting, standing, loitering, playing at one game or another. None looked at him as he came in, or at the other men silently filtering in behind him, but he knew they had registered his presence. As his eyes cleared he saw slowly that though there was no apparent order in the hall, indeed a careful avoidance of it, a pretence that all warriors, all true drengir, were equal, still the groupings of the men were all subtly poised on one centre. There, at the end of the hall, there was a little space no-one ventured into. There four men were grouped, all seeming intent on their own concerns.


He walked towards them, the padding of his soft seaman’s shoes audible in what had gradually become silence.


He reached the four men. ‘Greetings!’ he said, pitching his voice loud for the audience clustered around and behind him. ‘I have news. News for the sons of Ragnar.’


One of the four glanced over his shoulder at him, then went back to paring his fingernails with a knife.


‘Great news it must be, for a man to come to the Braethraborg without invitation or passport.’


‘Great news it is.’ Brand filled his lungs and controlled his breathing. ‘For it is news of the death of Ragnar.’


Utter silence now. The man who had spoken continued his paring, intent on his left index finger, the knife slicing, slicing. Blood sprang out, the knife cut on down, down to the quick and the bone. The man made no sound and no movement.


A second one of the four spoke, picking up a stone piece from the draughtsboard to make his move, a powerful, thick-shouldered man with grizzled hair. ‘Tell us,’ he remarked, his voice carefully unperturbed, deliberately refusing to show unmanly emotion. ‘How did our old father Ragnar die? For it is not to be surprised at, since he was getting on in years.’


‘It all began on the coast of England, where he was wrecked. According to the story I heard, he was caught by the men of King Ella.’


Brand changed his voice slightly, as if to match, or to mock, the second Ragnarsson’s studied pretence of imperturbability.


‘I do not suppose they had much trouble, for, as you say, he was getting on in years. Maybe he offered no resistance.’


The grizzled man still held his draughtsman, his fingers closing on it tighter, tighter. Blood spurted out from under his fingernails, splashed on the board. The man put the piece down, moved it once, twice, lifted the captured draughtsmen to the side. ‘I take, Ivar,’ he remarked.


The man he was playing with spoke. He was a man with hair so fair it was almost white, swept back off his pale face and held with a linen headband. He looked at Brand with eyes as colourless as frozen water, under lashes that never blinked.


‘What did they do once they had caught him?’


Brand looked carefully into the pale man’s unblinking stare. He shrugged, still elaborately unconcerned.


‘They took him to King Ella’s court at Eoforwich. It was no great matter, for they thought him only a common pirate, of no importance. I believe they asked him some questions, had some little sport with him. But then, tiring of him, they decided they might as well put him to death.’


In the dead silence Brand studied his fingernails, conscious that his baiting of the Ragnarssons had almost reached its climax of danger. He shrugged again.


‘Well. They gave him to the Christ-priests in the end. I expect he did not seem worthy of death from the warriors.’


A flush shot into the pale man’s cheeks. He seemed to be holding his breath, almost choking. The flush deepened, deepened till his face was scarlet. He began to sway to and fro in his chair, a kind of coughing coming from deep in his throat. His eyes bulged, the scarlet deepened to purple, in the dim light of the hall almost to black. Slowly the swaying stopped, the man seemed to win some deep internal battle within himself, the coughing died, the face ebbed back to a startling pallor.


The fourth man who stood by his three brothers, watching the draughts game, was leaning on a spear. He had not moved or spoken, had kept his eyes down. Slowly now he raised them to look at Brand. For the first time the tall messenger flinched. There was something in the eyes he had heard of but never believed, the pupils astonishingly black, the iris around them as white as new-fallen snow, startlingly clear, and surrounding the black totally like the paint around an iron shield-boss. The eyes glinted like moonlight on metal.


‘How did King Ella and the Christ-priests decide to kill the old man, in the end?’ asked the fourth of the Ragnarssons, his voice low, almost gentle. ‘I suppose you will be telling us it did not take much doing.’


Brand answered bluntly and truthfully, taking no more risks. ‘They put him in the serpent-pit, the worm-yard, the orm-garth. I understand there was some little trouble, as to begin with the snakes would not bite and then – from what I heard – Ragnar bit them first. But in the end they bit him and he died. It was a slow death, and no weapon-mark on him. Not one to be proud of in Valhalla.’


The man with the strange eyes did not move a muscle. There was a pause, a long pause as the intently watching audience waited for him to make some sign that he had heard, for him to show some failure in self-control like his brothers. It did not come. The man straightened, finally, tossed the spear he had been leaning on to a bystander, hooked his thumbs in his belt and prepared to speak.


A grunt from the bystander, a grunt of surprise, drew all eyes to him. Silently he held up the tough ash-wood spear he had been thrown. On it men could see indentations, marks where fingers had gripped. A slight hum of satisfaction ran round the hall.


Before the man with the strange eyes could speak, Brand interrupted, seizing the moment. Pulling his moustache thoughtfully, he remarked, ‘There was one other thing.’


‘Yes?’


‘After the snakes had bitten him, as he lay dying, Ragnar spoke. They did not understand him, of course, for he spoke in our tongue, in the norroent mal, but someone heard, someone passed it on; in the end I was fortunate enough to come by it. I have no invitation and no passport, as you said just now, but it occurred to me you might be interested enough to want to know.’


‘What did he say, then, the old man dying?’


Brand lifted his voice loudly so that it filled the whole hall, like a herald issuing a challenge. ‘He said, “Gnythja mundu grisir ef galtar hag vissi.”’


This time there was no need to translate. The whole hall knew what Ragnar had said:


‘If they knew how the old boar died, how the little pigs would grunt.’


‘So that is why I came uninvited,’ called Brand, his voice still high and challenging. ‘Though some told me it might be dangerous. I am a man who likes to hear grunting. And so I came to tell the little pigs. And you must be the little pigs, from what men tell me. You, Halvdan Ragnarsson’—he nodded to the man with the knife. ‘You, Ubbi Ragnarsson’—the first draughts-player. ‘You, Ivar Ragnarsson, famous for your white hair. And you, Sigurth Ragnarsson. I see now why men call you Orm-i-auga, the Snake-eye.


‘It is not likely that my news has pleased you. But I hope you will agree that it was news you should be told.’


The four men were on their feet now, all facing him, the pretence of indifference gone. As they took in his words, they nodded. Slowly, they were all beginning to grin, their expressions all the same, looking for the first time as if they were all a family, all brothers, all sons of the same man. Their teeth showed.


It was the prayer of the monks and minstermen in those days, ‘Domine, libera nos a furore normannorum.’ ‘Lord, deliver us from the fury of the Northmen.’ If they had seen those faces, any sensible monk would have added immediately, ‘Sed praesepe, domine, a humore eorum.’ ‘But especially, Lord, from their mirth.’


‘It was news we should be told,’ said the Snake-eye, ‘and we thank you for bringing it. At the start we thought you might not be telling all the truth about this matter, and that was why we may have seemed displeased. But what you said at the end – ah, that was our father’s voice. He knew someone would hear it. He knew someone would tell us. And he knew what we would do. Didn’t he, boys?’


A gesture, and someone rolled forward a great round chopping-block, an oak trunk sawn off. A heave from the four brothers together, and it crashed down firm on the floor. The sons of Ragnar clustered round it, facing their men, each raising one foot and placing it on the block. They spoke together, following the ritual.


‘Now we stand on this block, and we make this boast, that we will –’


‘…invade England in vengeance for our father’ – so Halvdan said.


‘…capture King Ella and kill him with torments for Ragnar’s death’ – so Ubbi.


‘…defeat all the kings of the English and bring the land into subjection to us’ – so Sigurth the Snake-eye.


‘…wreak vengeance on the black crows, the Christ-priests who counselled the orm-garth’ – so Ivar spoke. They ended again together.


‘…and if we go back on our words let the gods of Asgarth despise us and reject us, and may we never join our father and our ancestors in their dwellings.’


As they ended, the smoke-blackened beams of the longhouse were filled with a roar of approval from four hundred throats, the jarls, the nobles, the skippers and the helmsmen of the whole pirate fleet in unison. Outside, the rank and file gathering from their booths and bunkhouses nudged each other with excitement and anticipation, knowing that a decision had been come to.


‘And now,’ the Snake-eye yelled over the din, ‘pull out the tables, spread the boards. No man may inherit from his father till he has drunk the funeral ale. And so we shall drink the arval for Ragnar, drink like heroes. And in the morning we shall gather every man and every ship and make our way to England, so that they shall never forget us nor be quit of us!


‘But now, drink. And, stranger, sit at our board and tell us more of our father. There will be a place for you in England once it is ours.’


Far away Shef, the dark boy, the stepson of Wulfgar, lay on a straw pallet. The mist was still rising from the dank ground of Emneth, and only a thin, old blanket covered him from it. Inside the stout-timbered wooden hall his stepfather Wulfgar lay in comfort, if not in love, with the boy’s mother, the lady Thryth. Alfgar too lay in a warm bed in a room by his parents, and so too did Godive, the concubine’s child, Wulfgar’s daughter. At Wulfgar’s homecoming they had all eaten lavishly of the roast and the boiled, the baked and the brewed, duck and goose from the fens, pike and lamprey from the rivers.


Shef had eaten rye porridge and gone out to his solitary hut by the smithy where he worked, to have his only friend dress his new-got scars. Now he was tossing in the grip of a dream. If dream it was.


He saw a dark field somewhere on the edge of the world, lit only by a purple sky. On the field lay shapeless huddles of rags and bone and skin, white skulls and ribcages showing through the remains of gorgeous garments. Round the huddles, everywhere on the field, hopped and swarmed a great army of birds, huge black birds with black beaks, stabbing savagely into eye-sockets and pecking bone-joints for a morsel of flesh or marrow. But the bodies had been picked over many times, the bones were dry; the birds began to croak loudly and peck at each other instead.


They ceased, they grew quiet, they clustered together to where four black birds were standing. They listened as the four croaked and croaked in ever louder and more menacing tones. Then the whole flock rose as one, into the purple sky, circled and closed formation, then banked slowly like a single organism and flew directly towards him, towards Shef, to where he was standing. The leader flew straight at him; he could see the remorseless unblinking golden eye, the black beak pointed at his face. It did not pull back. He could not move, something was holding his head firm and rigid; he felt the black beak driving deep into the soft jelly of his eye.


Shef woke with a shout and a start, leaping straight off the pallet, clutching his thin blanket round him as he stared out of the hole in his hut’s wall into a marshy dawn. His friend Hund called from the other pallet.


‘What is it, Shef? What frightened you?’


For a moment he could not reply. Then it came out as a croak – he did not know what he was saying.


‘The ravens! The ravens are on the wing!’




Chapter 3


‘Are you certain it is the Great Army itself which has landed?’ Wulfgar’s voice was angry but unsure. It was news he did not want to believe. But he did not dare to challenge the messenger openly.


‘There is no doubt,’ said Edrich, the king’s thane, trusted servant of Edmund, King of the East Angles.


‘And this army is led by the sons of Ragnar?’


Even more fearful news for Wulfgar, thought Shef as he listened to the debate from the back of the room. Every freeman in Emneth had crowded into their lord’s hall, summoned by runners. For though a freeman in England could lose everything, land-right, folk-right, even kin-right, for failing to answer a lawful summons to arms, for that very reason it was also their right to hear all issues debated publicly before they answered any call.


Whether Shef had any right to join them was another matter. But he had not been collared as a slave yet, and the freeman standing by the door to verify presence and absence owed Shef still for his mended ploughshare. He had grunted doubtfully, looked at the sword and shabby scabbard at Shef’s side, and decided not to press the point. Now Shef stood at the very back of the room among the poorest cottagers of Emneth, trying to hear without being seen.


‘My men have spoken to many churls who have seen them,’ said Edrich. ‘They say this army is led by four great warriors, the sons of Ragnar, all of equal status. Every day the warriors gather round a great banner with the sign of a black raven. It is the Raven Banner.’


Which the daughters of Ragnar wove all in one night, which spreads its wings for victory and droops them for defeat. It was a familiar story, and a fearful one. The deeds of the sons of Ragnar were famous all over Northern Europe, wherever their ships had sailed, England, Ireland, France, Spain, and even the lands beyond in the Middle Sea, from which they had returned years before, laden with booty. So why now had they turned their fury on the poor and puny kingdom of the East Angles? Anxiety grew on Wulfgar’s face as he pulled his long moustaches.


‘And where are they camped?’


‘In the meadows by the Stour, south of Bedricsward.’ Edrich the king’s thane was visibly beginning to lose his patience. He had been over this several times before, and in more than one place. It was the same with every petty landowner. They didn’t want information, they wanted a way out of their duty. But he had expected better from this one, famous for his hatred of the Vikings, a man – so he told it – who had stood sword to sword with the famous Ragnar himself.


‘So what are we to do?’


‘The order of King Edmund is that every freeman of the East Angles capable of bearing arms is to muster at Norwich. Every man over fifteen winters and under fifty. We will match their host with ours.’


‘How many of them are there?’ called one of the richer tenants from the front.


‘Three hundred ships.’


‘How many men is that?’


‘They row three dozen oars, mostly,’ said the king’s thane, briefly and reluctantly. This was the sticking point. Once the yokels realized what they were up against, they might be hard to move. But it was his duty to tell them the truth.


There was a silence while every mind confronted the same problem. Shef, faster than the others, spoke aloud.


‘Three hundred ships, and three dozen oars. That’s nine hundred dozen. Ten dozen is a long hundred. More than ten thousand men. All of them warriors,’ he added, more in amazement than fear.


‘We can’t fight them,’ said Wulfgar decisively, turning his glare away from his stepson. ‘We must pay tribute instead.’


Edrich’s patience was at an end. ‘That is for King Edmund to decide. And he will pay less if the Great Army sees that it is matched by a host of equal size. But I am not here to listen to talk – I bring a summons to obey. You and the landholders of Upwell and Outwell and every village between Ely and Wisbech: the king’s order is that we shall muster here and set out for Norwich tomorrow. Every man liable for military service from the village of Emneth must ride or be liable to penalty and punishment from the king. Those are my orders and they are your orders too.’ He turned on his heel, facing the room full of stirring, unhappy men. ‘Freemen of Emneth, what do you say?’


‘Aye,’ said Shef compulsively.


‘He’s not a freeman,’ snarled Alfgar from his place by his father.


‘Then he damned well should be. Or he shouldn’t be here. Can’t you people make your minds up about anything? You’ve heard your king’s commands.’


But Edrich’s words were drowned by a slow, reluctant mutter of assent from sixty throats.


In the Viking camp by the Stour, things were very different. Here the four sons of Ragnar made the decisions. They knew each other’s minds too well for more than the briefest discussion.


‘They’ll pay in the end,’ said Ubbi. He and Halvdan were very much like the rest of their army, in both physique and temperament. Halvdan ruddy, the other already grizzled, both of them powerful and dangerous fighters. Not men to be trifled with.


‘We must decide now,’ grunted Halvdan.


‘Who shall it be then?’ asked Sigurth.


All four men considered for a few moments. Someone who could do the job, someone experienced. At the same time someone they could afford to lose.


‘Sigvarth,’ said Ivar finally. His pale face did not move, his colourless eyes remained fixed on the sky, he spoke only the one word. What he said was not a suggestion, but the answer. He who was called the Boneless One, though never in his presence, did not make suggestions. His brothers considered, approved.


‘Sigvarth!’ called out Sigurth Snake-eye.


A few yards away the jarl of the Small Isles bent over his game at knucklebones. He finished his cast, to show a proper spirit of independence, but then straightened and walked hopefully over to the little group of leaders.


‘You called out my name, Sigurth.’


‘You have five ships? Good. We think the English and their little king Edmund are trying to play stupid games with us. Resisting, trying to bargain. No good. We want you to go out and show them who they’re dealing with. Take your ships up the coast, then round to the west. Push inland, do as much damage as you can, burn some villages. Show them what could happen if they provoke us. You know what to do.’


‘Yes. Done it before.’ He hesitated. ‘But what about spoils?’


‘Anything you get, it’s yours. But loot isn’t what this is about. Do something that they will remember. Do it as Ivar would do it.’


The jarl grinned again, but more hesitantly, as most men did when the name was mentioned of Ivar Ragnarsson, the Boneless.


‘Where will you land?’ asked Ubbi.


‘Place called Emneth. I was there once before. Found me a nice little chicken.’ The jarl’s grin was cut off this time by a sudden movement from Ivar.


Sigvarth had given a stupid reason. He was not going on this mission trying to repeat the escapades of his youth. It was unwarriorlike. It was also the kind of thing Ivar did not discuss.


The moment passed. Ivar leaned back in his chair and turned his attention elsewhere. They knew Sigvarth was not the best in the Army – one of the reasons they were letting him go.


‘Do the job and never mind chickens,’ said Sigurth. He waved a hand in dismissal.


At least Sigvarth knew the mechanics of his profession. At dawn two days later his five ships were sweeping cautiously into the mouth of the river Ouse, with the tide still on the flow. An hour’s rowing took them at high tide as far inland as the water would bear them, until their boats’ keels grated on the sand. The dragon prows nuzzled in, the men poured ashore. Instantly the assigned ship-guards backed water, pulled their wave-coursers offshore to the mudbanks and waited there for the ebb-tide to ground them out of reach of any counter-attack from the local levies.


The youngest and swiftest men of Sigvarth’s command had already moved out. Finding a small stud of ponies, they cut down the lad in charge and raced off to round up more. As they captured the horses they sent them back to the main body. By the time the sun struggled through the morning mists a hundred and twenty men were pounding along the twisted and muddy paths towards their goal.


They rode in a hard, disciplined group, keeping together, without advance or flank guards, counting upon strength and surprise to drive through any resistance. When their path took them up to any inhabited place, farmhouse, garth or hamlet, the main body halted for as long as it might take a man to piss. The lighter men on the better horses swept round to the flanks and rear and halted, to prevent any escapes that might raise the alarm. Then the main body attacked. Their orders were simple, so simple that Sigvarth had not even bothered to repeat them.


They killed every person they met, man, woman, child or babe in cradle, immediately, without halting to ask questions or seek for entertainment. Then they remounted and drove on. No looting, not yet. And, on the strictest of instructions, no fire.


By midday a corridor of death was slashed through the peaceful English countryside. Not a single person was left alive. Far behind the attackers men were beginning to notice that their neighbours were not astir, were finding horses missing and corpses in fields, were ringing the church bells and lighting their alarm beacons. But ahead of the Vikings there was not the slightest suspicion of their deadly presence.


The party from Emneth had set out considerably later in the day than Sigvarth’s men. They had had to wait for the reluctant contingents from Upwell, Outwell and beyond. Then there was a long delay while the landholders of the area greeted each other and ponderously exchanged courtesies. Next Wulfgar decided that they could not start on empty bellies and generously called for mulled ale for the leaders and small beer for the men. It was hours after sunrise when the hundred and fifty armed men, the military service of four parishes, set off down the road through the marsh which would lead them across the Ouse and in the end to Norwich. Even at this early stage they were already trailed by stragglers whose girths had broken, or whose bowels had loosened, or who had slipped off to make their farewells to their own wives or to other men’s. The troop rode without precautions and without suspicion. The first inkling they had of the Vikings’ presence was as they came round a bend in the road and saw heading towards them a tight-packed column of armed men.


Shef was riding just behind the leaders, as close to Edrich, the king’s thane, as he dared to go. Speaking up at the council had got him Edrich’s favour. No-one would send him back while Edrich was watching. Yet he was still there, as Alfgar had taken pains to point out to him, as a smith, not as a freeman on military service. At least he still had his self-forged sword.


Shef saw them as soon as the others, and heard the startled cries of the leaders.


‘Who are those men?’


‘It’s the Vikings!’


‘No – it can’t be! They’re in Suffolk. We’re still negotiating.’


‘It’s the Vikings, you porridge-brains! Get your fat arses off your horses and form up for battle. You there, dismount, dismount! Horse-holders to the rear. Get your shields off your backs and form up.’


Edrich the king’s thane was by this time bellowing at the top of his voice, whirling his horse round and riding into the tangled confusion of the English column. Slowly men began to appreciate the situation, to drop from their saddles. To root desperately for weapons that they had stowed for comfortable riding. To edge towards the front or towards the rear, depending on personal inclination, boldness or cowardice.


Shef had few preparations to make: the poorest man in the column. He dropped the reins of his nag, a grudging loan from his stepfather, pulled the wooden shield from his back and loosened his only weapon in its sheath. All the armour he had was a leather jacket with such studs as he had been able to collect sewn on. He took position immediately behind Edrich and stood ready, his heart beating fast and excitement clutching his throat – but all outweighed by a vast curiosity. How would the Vikings fight? What was the nature of battle?


On the Viking side, Sigvarth had grasped the situation as soon as he saw the first riders coming towards him. Dropping his heels from their tucked-up riding position, he rose in his saddle, turned, and bellowed a brief command to the men behind him. Instantly the Viking column dissolved in practised disarray. In a moment they had all dismounted. One man in five, already told off for the task, seized horse-reins and led the mounts to the rear, bending down, as soon as they were clear of the throng, to drive pegs into the ground and knot the reins to them. As soon as this was done, the two dozen horse handlers clustered in the rear and formed a reserve.


Meanwhile the others halted for the space of twenty heartbeats, some in grim silence, others swiftly re-knotting their shoes, or gulping water or pissing as they stood. Then all simultaneously unslung shields, loosened swords, passed their axes to the shield hand, poised the long battle-spears in their casting hands. Without further words they spread into a line two deep, from edge to edge of the road where it dissolved into swamp on either side. At a single shouted word from Sigvarth they stepped forward at a brisk walk, the flanks falling back until the line formed a broad shallow arrow pointing directly at the English levies. At its apex was Sigvarth himself. Behind him his son Hjörvarth led a picked dozen – the men who, when the English line was broken, would sweep through and round to the rear, cutting men down from behind and turning setback into rout.


Facing them, the English had formed into a rough line three or four deep, also extending from edge to edge of the road. They had solved their problem with the horses by abandoning them, dropping reins and leaving the animals to stand or trot away. Among the mob of ponies there were also a few men who slunk quietly to the rear. Not many. After three generations of raid and war many of the English had personal grudges to pay off – while none wished to be exposed to the derision of his neighbours. Shouts of encouragement rose from all the men who thought their rank entitled them to make them. But no orders. Glancing round, Shef saw that he was very much alone immediately behind the group of armoured nobles. As the Viking arrow drove toward the English line, men had unconsciously edged to left or right. Only the most determined were there to take the first blow, where the weight would fall if Wulfgar and his colleagues were to fail. The wedge formation was said to be the invention of the Viking war-god. What would happen when it struck?


Spears began to fly from the English line, some falling short, some batted aside by the shields of the leaders. Suddenly, simultaneously, the Vikings began to trot forward. One, two, three paces, and the throwing arms of the leaders drew back and a shower of javelins whirred at the English centre. In front of him, Shef saw Edrich adroitly twist his shield boss so that one spear flew over his head and far to the back of the line, smash another with the edge so that it fell at his feet. A few places to one side, a noble dropped his shield to block a spear aimed at his belly, choked and fell sideways as another ripped through his beard and throat. Another landholder cursed as three spears found his shield at once, tried to knock them free with his sword, then frenziedly struggled to pull the strap from his elbow and drop the now clumsy encumbrance dragging down his arm. Before he could succeed the Viking wedge was on them.


In front of him Shef saw the Viking leader swing a mighty blow at Wulfgar. The Englishman caught it on his shield, tried to stab in reply with his sword. But the Viking had already recovered and swung again with all his force, backhand. Once more Wulfgar parried, with a mighty clang as his own blade met the Viking’s, but he was already off balance. With a sudden thrust the Viking clubbed him in the face with his sword pommel, thrust a shield boss into his ribs, and hurled him aside by main force. As he stepped forward to stab, Shef sprang at him.


For all his size the Viking leader was amazingly fast on his feet. He jumped back a pace and slashed at the boy’s unarmed head. Shef had realized two things already from his three-heartbeats’ observation of real battle – one, in battle everything must be done with full force, with none of the unconscious restraint of training or practice. He put all his smithy-hardened muscle into the parry. Two, in battle there could be no interval or pause between blows. As the Viking swung again, Shef was already braced for him. This time his parry caught the blow higher up. He felt a clang and a snap, and the fragment of a blade whirred over his head. Not mine, thought Shef, not mine! He stepped forward and stabbed exultantly for the groin.


Something knocked him sideways and backwards. He staggered, caught his balance, and found himself shoved aside again by the figure of Edrich, bellowing something in his ear. As he glanced round, Shef realized that while he exchanged blows with their leader, the tip of the Viking wedge had broken through. Half a dozen English nobles lay on the ground. Wulfgar, still on his feet, was backing dazedly towards Shef, but a dozen Vikings were facing him, pouring through the broken line. Shef found himself shouting, brandishing his sword, daring the foremost of the Vikings to come on. For a heartbeat the man and the boy stared into each other’s eyes. Then the man wheeled left, following his orders, moving through the gap to roll up the English line and drive the flankers in disorder and confusion into the swamp.


‘Run for it!’ shouted Edrich. ‘We’re beat. Nothing to do now. Run now and we can get away.’


‘My father,’ shouted Shef, lunging forward to try to grasp Wulfgar by the belt and haul him back.


‘Too late, he’s down.’ It was true. The dazed thane had taken another smashing blow on the helmet and staggered forward, to be enveloped by a wave of enemies. The Vikings were still fanning sideways, but at any moment some would press forward and overwhelm the few men left standing in the centre. Shef found himself seized by the collar and hustled half-choking to the rear.


‘Damned fools. Half-trained levies. What can you expect? Grab a horse, boy.’


In seconds Shef was cantering down the track the way he had come. His first battle was over.


And he had run from it within seconds of the first blow being struck.




Chapter 4


The reeds at the marsh’s edge moved slightly in the morning breeze. They moved again and Shef peered out at the empty countryside. The Viking raiders were gone.
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