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Chapter 1
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It was a misty and damp spring morning when the Vikings first came. I was with the other boys by the river, hauling in the nets filled with the salmon caught overnight. It was hard to see anything with the low mist which we called a sea fret hanging over the river. The cold chilled you to your very bones. I had taken off my hare fur boots before I entered the water as I did not want them to be wet and soggy all day. It was better to have cold feet. I waded to the furthest point from the shore. 

The other children did not like me. The boys called me Crow. The name was meant as an insult for I was the only dark-haired boy in the whole village. It marked me out as different and that was a bad thing. I was also thin and frail. I think I inherited those qualities from my mother. I looked a lot like her. She had been taken in a slave raid by my father who had been a warrior of some renown. 

She had lived on the west coast and, it was said, that she was of the old people of Britain. My father treated her well and she was better off than most of the slaves but I did not fare well. My father also resented my dark hair and, as he called it, my weedy appearance. All the other boys looked like true Saxons with their broad chests and blond hair. I was the freak that they could all gang up on. Of course, I learned to run really quickly to avoid their beatings. Tadgh, Saelac and Rald were my worst tormentors. 

That morning, as we worked in the water before the Vikings came, I was safe. Work time was not the time for bullying. It was not the time to hold my head under the water until I nearly drowned or to burn my feet with a brand from the fire. Work was my safe time and I volunteered for work as often as possible.

I say the Vikings came but we did not call them Vikings then. We just called them the men from the north or wolves from the sea. That was what they appeared like. They just arrived without any warning. They were something new. Their ships sailed from somewhere over the edge of the world in the east and they came silently. We had heard of raids further north but, until that cold, spring day they had never ventured to our river. It was called The River because no river was as big and it was ours in that we ruled the small part on the northern shore where we could trap salmon and steal heron’s eggs. We might have been a handful of families but we had a palisade and ditch around our homes and we feared no one. 

And so on that cold morning, the eight boys from the village trudged down to the river. I took with me, as I always did, an offering for Icaunus, the river god. That was another reason for my misery at the hands of the others. My mother and I followed the old ways and the old religion but the rest of the village followed the White Christ. I did as my mother did and, before I stepped into the water, I said a prayer and dropped the piece of wood I had carved the night before. I intoned the words quietly so that the others would not hear; if they did it would result in a beating later on. “I come as a supplicant, Great Icaunus. I exchange this gift for your bounty.” I dropped the wood into the icy dark waters and then waded out into the icy current.

I was up to my chest in the water, holding on to the net when I first saw the dragon boat. All that I saw was the red-painted dragon prow of the ship heading silently for the bank. It came from nowhere as though some wizard had summoned it. Even had I wanted to I could not have evaded capture. I was too far into the river. Aelle, who was closest to the bank tried to run and to shout a warning but an axe flew through the air and split his skull in two. I had seen that happen before but only to the pigs and sheep when we slaughtered them. The raiders leapt from the boat and while two of them secured it to a tree four warriors began to grab and bind the other six boys. I was the furthest out and I began to wade in. I could not swim. As I struggled against the water I reflected that my offering had not been enough and the village was being punished because they worshipped the White Christ and not Icaunus. A toothless old man waited for me. He smelled of sweat and pig grease. He turned me around and bound my hands behind me. He was accomplished and skilled and I was tied to the other boys in a heartbeat. 

The warriors began to leap onto the riverbank. The mist still lay like a blanket over the bank and they quickly made their way to the village. Our chief, Rald, was proud of the fact that the village was on a high piece of land, well away from the unpredictable water. It was at least four hundred man paces from the water and I watched as the fierce warriors trotted off. Most had a helmet and two had long coats of mail but all had a sword or an axe and a round shield. My heart sank. Most of the men in the village were naked in comparison. There were just two helmets in the village and only three swords. The old toothless one began to lift us one by one into the boat. I was the last one to be hauled unceremoniously on board and I watched as the others were lifted up. Raldson, the son of the chief began to struggle as they lifted him. He was the eldest of the boys and had seen eleven summers, he was almost a man. The old man took out an axe handle and stuck him so hard on the back of the head that blood poured from the wound and he fell unconscious onto the deck. No one else fought. When my turn came I obeyed meekly. I was no Raldson.

The six of us stood on the thwarts of the ship and found that we could see to the village. None of us had the courage to voice a warning and I fear we would have been silenced like Raldson had we shouted. We could only watch as the warriors entered the open gates of the settlement unhindered. The guards both lay dead. We had not seen them killed but I knew the two men; they had probably been asleep. We heard the screams and the clamour of metal on metal. Our men were putting up a fight but I had seen the warriors; the fourteen men of the village would not be able to do much against the thirty hardened pirates who carved a path of death through my home. When the noise stopped we saw the first of the captives being led down towards the boat. The mist was beginning to be burned off and we were able to watch them as they trudged down the well-worn path to the river. It was the women and the children who were driven down to their ship. There were no men. I saw my mother walking in the middle of the first group. I would not be alone.

The warrior who led them wore a helmet that had a face mask. He looked terrifying. You could see nothing, not even his eyes and it made him seem inhuman. He wore a fine mail shirt and carried a shield with a dragon’s head painted upon it. He carried a long sword. There was blood on the blade. His men formed two lines on either side of the captives and, at the rear, four of his men drove the few animals we possessed: a handful of sheep and goats, two pigs and a milk cow. The sow was heavy with young.

Suddenly we were yanked from behind and we were pulled away from the side. The old man said something. Parts of it sounded familiar but none of us understood a word. We were pushed and dragged towards the dragon’s head prow of the ship and I noticed there was a piece of cloth rigged to cover it. Raldson was slumped there, his head still bleeding. None of the others paid him any attention. All of us were looking for our mothers and sisters as they were pushed towards us. My mother was not popular with the other women and they rushed to their own children, pushing Mother out of the way. I was used to being patient and I waited.

She threw her arms around me; there were no tears and there was no fuss. She had been taken as a slave once before and she had survived. She would survive this. “You are safe?”

“I am safe.” I looked up. “Father?”

“He was the last to die and he died well. You are now the man, Gareth.” A further reason they all despised me was my name. It was not a Saxon name and a further reminder that I was not one of them; I was one of the old tribes. 

How they managed to haul the cow on board I shall never know but we had turned east and headed back to the sea almost before we knew. I looked to the small settlement on the slight rise and wondered what would become of the deserted village filled with the dead. The village was now packed into the prow of the boat and heading towards the land of the raiders. The only memory of the old place would be in our hearts and heads. I would not miss it for I had never been happy there.

When we reached the sea I expected them to continue east but they turned south. South of the river was a different land with people we did not know. My mother held me tighter. I did not want the other boys to hear me and so I whispered, “Why are we going south, Mother?”

“I know not.” I felt her fingers squeeze into my scrawny back. “They may be going to sell us to others, I do not know.” She looked down at me and, for the first time, I saw fear in her eyes. “If we are separated then do all that your new masters ask. It will make life easier. There is no point in fighting it only results in beatings or worse.”

I nodded and lowered my head into the comfort of her body. “You were taken once.”

“Aye, and my father was killed. I found a life with your father who was a kind master and I was given the gift of you my son. We never know what wyrd has in store for us.” She surreptitiously slid the necklace she wore from around her neck and gave it to me. “Hide this and keep this. It has protected me and it will protect you.” I knew what it was without even looking. It was a piece of stone carved into a wolf’s head and in the eye was a tiny piece of blue glass. Mother said it was a precious stone from the lands far to the west. I was about to refuse when she tightened her hand about mine. “Take it! My mother gave it to me and I pass it on to you. We have had this in our family for generations. So long as it survives then the family will also survive.”

The raiders had left just two young men with spears to watch us. They looked as though they would happily spear any of us who moved. The rest of the crew rowed steadily along the coast. The leader had removed his helmet and was standing at the stern holding on to the tiller. I could see his face now. His hair was a frightening white blond. His beard showed that he was not an old man. He had a scar running down the right-hand side of his face and crossed his eye. It gave him an angry look. Later we found that his name was Harald One Eye and that this was his first expedition as a leader. Perhaps that was why he had not returned to his home across the sea. 

I wondered how far we would travel when suddenly the ship began to turn. We had just passed an estuary and there was a cliff with buildings at the top. The dragon boat ground up onto the sand at the foot of the rocks. The leader shouted orders and the warriors leapt from their oars and followed him up the cliff. I could hear a bell tolling. There were four men left to guard us. I heeded my mother’s words but Scald, one of the boys who followed Raldson, suddenly tried to leap overboard. It was almost impossible as his hands were still tied; I suspect he thought he was close to shore and might be able to survive the surf. I do not know if the guards had been expecting something but as he stood on the ship’s side he was speared through the back. His lifeless body dropped into the foaming sea. Scald’s mother began to wail and the toothless old man walked up to her and punched her in the side of the head. She whimpered instead. The old man then examined Raldson who had not moved since he had been deposited. He lifted an arm and dropped it. Raldson was dead. They threw his body over the side too.

The splashes of the two bodies in the water seemed ominous. I knew that we would be slaves and that we had value but I now knew that we were disposable and my mother’s words rang loudly in my ears. I would do all that I could to survive. The truth was that my life in the village had not been the best. I was lonely and I was beaten. As I peered around at the boys I saw that none of them was my friend nor would I wish them to be. The life in this new land could be no worse than the old life in the Saxon village.

The boat seemed to be on the beach longer than I would have expected. The men they left as guards had to push her into the water once to avoid her being stranded on the tide. Eventually, we saw a straggly line descending from the building at the top. “What is that building?” I whispered.

“It is an abbey and a church of the White Christ.”

I had heard of these churches and abbeys. When tales were told around the fire they spoke of great riches and gold within. I could see that the raiders were heavily laden as they descended. This time, however, there were just two slaves. They were young women. Both looked tearful and afraid. They were being carried by two of the bigger warriors. I had not counted the raiders as they had left the ship but I did not think that they were fewer in number. However, as they began to board the ship I saw some small boats put out from the estuary we had just passed and other armed men running down the cliff path. I began to wonder if we would be rescued.

The warrior who led the raiders barked out his orders. The two women were dumped with the other prisoners and the warriors took to their oars. These were strong men and they began to pull away from the shore. I was right at the prow of the ship and I peered over the wooden edge. The ships which were coming out to meet us were small boats, mainly fishing skiffs. It looked like the warriors from Streonshal were trying to rescue the two prisoners. They began to close with us and I was surprised that the crew did not seem more worried. Three of them leisurely strode forwards and stood just behind us. They each had a bow and they began to loose arrows at the nearest boat. It only took them six or seven arrows to make a hit. The boat slowed and I heard one of the men say something to a companion who laughed. They kept loosing at the first boat and had two more hits. The crews stopped following. We were now picking up speed as we headed eastwards. The archers walked along the centre walkway and positioned themselves at the side where they kept up a flurry of arrows until the boats gave up their pursuit. 

It was then that we learned of the leader’s name for, as they rowed, the men all chanted, “Harald, Harald!”

It was almost noon; we could work that out from the position of the sun and we were all now, effectively slaves. There would be no pursuit and these raiders would take us to their home. When the coastline was no longer in sight the leader took off his helmet and strode towards us with another, older man. The older man had many scars on his arms and he had necklaces and bracelets on his neck and arms. Even I knew they marked him as a great warrior. Rald had had but two and I saw that Harald wore both of them now; he had killed our leader

The older man spoke Saxon, “You are now the thralls of Harald One Eye and we are going to his home, Ulfberg. There you will be given to warriors who have pleased the chief. Some of you will become his slaves. The two boys who died were brave but you are now his property and he wants no more bravery. Any further attempts to escape will result in blinding.”

He turned to leave and one of the two females taken from the abbey suddenly shouted. “I am Aethelfrith, the daughter of King Aethelred of Northumbria. I demand you take me to my father’s castle!”

The older warrior smiled as he translated for Harald who burst out laughing. “Jarl Harald cares not what Saxon princesses want. If your father wishes to buy you then he will set a fair price.”

They returned to the stern and we all looked with new interest at the two women who had survived from the abbey. We knew that we had a king but none had ever seen him. The only contact we had was when the fyrd was called to war and the men went off. We had had years of peace and I had never heard of the king summoning his farmers to fight. Looking at these raiders it was a good thing for I could not see them standing for long against such muscular and well-armed men.

As we hit the open water the motion of the boat became more severe and, added to the smell from the animals, some of the villagers began to empty the contents of their stomachs over the side. I stared ahead, watching for the new land where I would soon live. I could hear them vomiting behind me but I just peered towards the horizon. When it became dark I became hungry and thirsty. I turned to Mother. “Will we be fed do you think?”

She smiled, “Probably, my little man. They do not want us dying but I think it is just you and I who will be eating.”

Eventually, the older man who had spoken to us came down accompanied by the toothless warrior. They had some bread and some water. “I am Butar Ragnarson. This old one is Olaf the Toothless. Would anyone like some food and water?”

Mother was the only one of the women who had not been seasick. “My son and I will eat and drink.” She flashed a look of superiority at the other pale women who would normally have claimed any food going first. They only wanted the water. Olaf gave us a loaf to share and poured some water into two wooden beakers. 

Butar stayed with us while Olaf saw to the other women and gave them water. “You two look different from the rest.”

“I am from Cymri. I was taken as a slave by the Saxons.”

“And now you and your son have been taken again. You seem calm about this.”

“It is the first time that is hard. I survived then and I will survive now. I do not know if you are to be good or bad masters. That may change my opinion but for now my son and I eat, we drink and you have not beaten us.”

I could see this man called Butar, appraising my mother. I did not know her age; I could never judge a person’s age. She must have had me when she was quite young for she looked younger than most of the other women and seemed to be about the same age as the Saxon princess. I know she laughed a great deal and played more with me than the other mothers did with their children. He smiled, “What is your name?”

“Myfanwy and this is Gareth, my son.”

“Well, Myfanwy, you might just have the right attitude to help you to survive. I will watch you.”

She caught me staring at him. She tore the bread in two. “Eat while we have food. When the others become hungry, they will regret not eating any of this food. I fear we will not be offered more.”

I did as I was told. “When will we reach their land?”

She shook her head, “I know not. It depends on the weather and how far they sailed. When the Saxons came they only travelled a little way across the German Sea but these sometimes travel from the land of the ice.”

“How do you know so much, Mother?”

“I listen and I learn. You will do well if you can do the same. Now get some sleep while we can. If a storm blows up we will get precious little rest.”

Surprisingly I did get some sleep despite the fact that I thought that we would sail off the end of the world. I was in my mother’s arms and I was safe. Nothing could hurt me there. When I awoke the next day my mouth felt salty and I was incredibly thirsty. Olaf brought the water around. The other mothers and children tried to clamour for the water first but Olaf beat them back and served first my mother and then me with the precious liquid. I saw the hate in the eyes of the others and I did not care. I devoured the stale, rock hard bread and then peered over the prow again. The horizon was still empty. We had not reached our new home.

After another two days of tortuous sailing, a thin smudge appeared in the distance. It was land again. I would be happy to reach the shore. The main reason was my fellow slaves. They wailed and they complained. They were sick. Three small children, all girls, had died and their bodies thrown to the fishes. Their mothers were now looking drawn and haggard. My mother and I had continued to be treated courteously, compared with the others. I did not know why. I had expected the Saxon princess to have been afforded such treatment. I suspect their haughty attitude did not endear them to our captors. My mother and I grew closer and we were able to speak on that long voyage. We had rarely had that luxury. She told me of the land she had lived in before she had been taken. It was Cymri, the land the Saxons called Wales. Her father had been a warrior and a leader of his people. I wondered if that made her a princess. She had been taken when her father had been visiting the borderlands and she had been the only survivor of the savage ambush.

She had shaken her head and become quite tearful at that point. That was not my mother who was strong. “I think my father died because I was with him. I was precocious and wanted to be a son for my father. I had begged him to take me on that journey and when we were attacked he protected me instead of fighting the enemy. He was a mighty warrior but he died and so did his oathsworn.” She shook her head and closed her eyes. When she opened them she said, “Now promise me that if you get the chance to escape you will do so. I do not want someone else to suffer because of me.”

I was about to say no when she became angry and gripped my shoulders, “Promise me!”

I was a little afraid of her and I blurted out, “I promise.” Deep inside, I thought that it would be unlikely that I would ever escape. How would I cross the mighty sea we had just traversed? I agreed to her request but I never thought that I would have to keep that promise. 

When the crew began to clean themselves up I knew that we were close to their home. That meant that I was closer to my new life as a slave and a parting from my mother.
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Chapter 2
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When we reached Harald’s home I saw my first fiord. It was much later that I learned the name but it was something I had never seen before. It was something I could never have dreamed up. We sailed through a rocky inlet that was as wide as our river. The rocks just rose straight from the water and it was hard to see how anyone could live here. Even the sea birds would have struggled to find a nest on those sheer walls. Suddenly we turned a bend in the fiord and saw a beach and there, perched on a rocky ledge, was the village that would be my new home. There were a few people waiting to greet us; mainly women and children with a few old men and they stood, expectantly at the wooden quay. The ship was made secure and then the important passengers, the animals were taken off. The crew followed carrying their oars, weapons and treasure and then Butar, Olaf and Harald came to us with four men. The women were led off by the four men. Butar put his hands on his hips and looked at the six of us who were left grinning broadly. He pulled out a wicked-looking knife and sliced our bonds. I noticed that Harald One Eye also had a sly smile on his face. 

“Now then, Saxons, you are here in your new home. Before you are assigned to new masters you have a task to perform.” The lower part of the boat was empty. He pointed at the bottom. “Your animals did not have the luxury, as you had, of sticking an arse over the side. We want all that valuable fertiliser collecting and putting in these sacks. Olaf will oversee the work. When he is happy then you get to go ashore.”

Tadgh said, “Do we get shovels.”

Butar translated for Olaf. Bearing in mind Olaf’s previous reaction to any kind of dissent I thought that this was brave but the old, gnarled warrior suddenly cracked his face into a toothless chortle. Butar smiled, “Use your hands!”

The others hesitated but I heeded my mother’s words and took a sack and descended into the bottom. I saw a nod of approval from Butar. I began to grab handfuls which I dropped into the sack. The smell was bad but I had smelled worse. Some of it had dried into hard lumps which made collecting easy but some of it was liquid slurry and that was harder to harvest. The others behind me hesitated and then I heard a crack and suddenly the other five each had a bag and had joined me. They glanced belligerently at me as though I was the cause of their work. I just kept working. When I had filled my sack I looked at Olaf who pointed up the gangplank. I swung the steaming pile onto my back and tried to climb up the short ladder. The dung was heavy and as, as I reached the top I began to overbalance. In a heartbeat, I was pitched forward by Olaf’s hand and found myself balancing precariously on the narrow plank. Thankfully I regained my balance and I struggled to the quayside. 

Butar was there supervising the division of the spoils. He turned when he saw me, “Take that up the hill. You will see the dunghill before you. Then return here with the sack.”

By the time I returned the other boys had filled their sacks and were heading up the hill. Butar restrained me as I tried to get back aboard the ship. “No, it is done, little one. You did well. Go to the river and wash.” I began to take off my short tunic.” He shook his head. “That will need washing too. Jump in and wash everything.”

The river might have been icy cold but it felt good as I jumped in. The smell soon went and the icy water woke me up. I washed as quickly as I could. The main reason was I did not want to be in there when the others jumped in. They would pay me back for their own punishment. I managed to reach Butar by the time the others trudged slowly down the hill. My little run from the river had warmed me up but as I stood there I began to shiver. Butar took off his fur cloak and draped it around my shoulders. I wondered why but I was too grateful to ask and I just wrapped it tightly around my shoulders. The warmth gradually came back into my bones. 

The other boys were almost blue with the cold when they emerged. Butar did not spare them a glance he just strode up the hill to the palisaded settlement. Olaf trudged behind with the flat of his palm ready. I could see that everyone was waiting for us and we ran to our mothers when we saw them. I hesitated and went to return the cloak to Butar. He smiled and shook his head. I also noticed that my mother seemed happier than the others. 

Butar stood next to Harald One Eye as he translated his words. It was obvious that Butar’s role was to assign the slaves to the warriors. The princess and her companion were led to Harald’s sharp-eyed, thin-faced wife. They did not look like they would have a happy time. Then the other women were each given to a different warrior. My mother was not and she stood, calmly, with us six boys and the gaggle of girls. Tadgh was given to Olaf who had an evil grin on his face. The younger girls were all given to their mothers but the boys were apportioned randomly. Some to the same owner as the mothers but others were not. Finally, there was just my mother and me. Harald One Eye said nothing but smiled and everyone left.

Butar turned to us two; the last ones left. “You are to be my slaves. Your mother already knows this. You,” he struggled to say Gareth and it came out Garth, “young Garth, will look after my aged father.” Despite my best efforts and those of my mother, I became Garth. My mother fared even worse. No-one could get their tongues around Myfanwy and so she became, ‘my love’ to Butar who took her to his bed and ‘Butar’s woman’ to the rest of the village. Those who had come with us from Northumbria called her Butar’s Whore but only when they thought my mother and Butar were out of earshot.

I was fitted with my wooden collar, the mark of the thrall, as were the other women and slaves. The exception was my mother. At the time I did not understand but as the months passed by it became clearer. The collar felt uncomfortable and I wondered how I would bear it. I discovered that the human being is an adaptable animal and within a few weeks I barely noticed it. Old Ragnar was the half-blind father of Butar and he had just one arm. He was scrawny and he was cantankerous. After one week with him, I was not sure that I would be able to cope but, as with the collar, I adapted.

Ragnar Haraldsson lived almost like a hermit outside the palisade. He had his own hut tucked into the rock face. It was a good walk from the village. Butar led me up the slope. He had given me a clean tunic to wear. I idly wondered where he had got it but I discovered that later.

“My father is the oldest man in the village and he is very independent. The trouble is that he cannot see well enough to look after himself and his one arm prevents him from doing simple tasks. Your job is to be his arm, his eyes and his guard. You will leave him, at night, when he is abed and you will return in the morning before he wakes.” He looked at me as though he expected a complaint. I nodded. “You are a strange one Garth. I saw that on the boat. You seemed calm when they were angry and you were willing when they were not. I can see that you and your mother are different. It is why I asked Jarl Harald for the two of you.”

It may sound strange but I felt proud that I had been selected. I might only be a slave but I was a chosen slave. It is important to find good in life; it makes it easier to bear the disasters when they come. He paused before the door. “Always announce yourself. He has sharp ears and knows where the door is. I would hate for you to get an axe in your head. He was a fearsome warrior in his time and could take a maiden’s pigtail with an axe.” I wondered why anyone would want to do that. “I will tell him who you are. You will need to learn our language quickly.” He rapped on the old wooden door. “Father, it is Butar.”

The door was held to the wall by a piece of leather and Butar had to lift it slightly in order to open it. “Who is that with you?”

“I told you he has good ears.” He changed to his own language. “It is a thrall from across the sea.” He told me what he said. The old man shouted loudly and I did not understand one word. Butar shook his head. “He says he needs no foreigners. We will return to the village and I will get some food for him. You can bring it back. He may be in a better mood later.” Butar spoke, for a time, to his father who seemed to argue with his son. I peered around the room. I could see that it had been cut into the rock and the sleeping part was in a cave. I wondered how warm that would be. The furniture was basic, there was a table and the old man was seated on a log which had been carved into a chair. His missing arm was his right one. I could see how that would have been a problem for a warrior. He was thin but I could see that, in his prime, he would have been a powerful warrior. He kept turning his head when Butar spoke and he reminded me of a bird. Butar sighed and, shaking his head, we left.

As we walked down I asked, “Lord, how will I avoid having an axe in my head.”

He laughed, “Firstly, I am not lord. You just call me master and secondly, you are clever. I will teach you the words to say.” By the time we reached the village I could say. “It is your thrall, Garth the Saxon!”

I was still not confident but I was determined to earn this warrior’s respect. My mother was busy working in Butar’s hut. It was the second largest in the village and only Harald One Eye had one which was bigger. There was even a separate sleeping section with an actual bed. It just convinced me that no matter what Butar said, he really was a lord. Mother just smiled and continued preparing the food. She never shirked work.

“That will be where you sleep.” He pointed to a pile of straw by the fire in the middle of the room. It was better than the bed I had had before. He then spent the time until the food was ready teaching me words. I may not have been strong but I had a good mind and could learn quickly. As long as the old man didn’t speak too quickly I would be able to speak a little with him.

I took the metal pot with the stew, the black bread and the jug of beer up the hill. Both were heavy and the hill was steep. When I reached the door I was out of breath. I laid Ragnar’s food on the ground and rapped on the door. “It is your thrall, Garth the Saxon.”

I heard no reply but I steeled myself and lifting the door slightly, opened it. Thankfully no axe came my way and I hefted the pot and the jug into the room. He was seated still on the carved wooden chair next to a fading fire and he was asleep. I placed the pot of food next to the fire and then fed the fire. I could see that he would need more wood and I was about to get some more when he stirred. His eyes opened and then widened when he saw me. His hand went to his axe. “No sir, I am your thrall. Garth the Saxon! I bring food. Butar!” My phrases were exhausted and I waited for the blow which, thankfully never came. I took the lid from the pot and held it to him. He sniffed. My mother is a good cook and I could see he liked the smell. I gave him the bread, which he snatched from me and he began to eat.

I went outside and looked for the log pile. There were a few logs but not many. I put them in my arms and went inside. I put some on the fire and then placed the rest next to it. He looked up at me. I pointed to his axe and mimed cutting wood. He shook his head. I pointed to the small pile of wood and spread my arms. He said something which I didn’t catch. When I didn’t do anything he pointed to the wall where there was another, smaller axe. I took it down and then realised that the small axe he had was a fine weapon, it was a throwing axe. The other was a more functional axe. I was learning the old man’s ways.

As I went outside I tested the edge and found that the axe was dull. I sharpened it on the stone outside the door and then began to chop the wood. It was harder than it looked and I did not seem to be making headway. I was suddenly aware of the old man behind me. When he laughed I turned around, “No, no” was all that I caught. The rest was indecipherable. He put his good arm on my right and moved it the way he wanted me to then he did the same with my left. Finally, he took his own axe and swung it one handed to show me the action. This time, when I swung the axe a chip of wood flew off. The old man showed me the direction of the next cut and soon the chips were littering the ground. I laughed. I was cutting logs! He tapped me on the shoulder and mimed for me to bring them in. I did so and then he took me back outside and made me pick up all the chips which I also carried in. I saw that he had a wooden pail next to the fire. This was obviously his kindling.

I noticed that it was getting dark and wondered when he would sleep. He shouted something at me which I didn’t understand. He waved his arm at me. I repeated the word he had said and he nodded, “Go!” I had learned another word.

I felt afraid as I raced through the woods and down the hill. I had no idea what kind of monsters lived up here. There were all sorts of trolls, aelfes and fairies who could bring harm upon you. I would need to make a sacrifice to the gods of these woods when I found out who they were. We had no forests such as these at home on the river. I gripped the wolf head charm my mother had given me on the ship and I felt happier. There was a guard at the gate. He looked at me suspiciously until I said, “Garth, Butar, thrall!”

He laughed and waved me through. I almost burst through the door and my mother’s face became cross. “Gareth, I thought I had taught you better. This is not your home. This is the master’s house. Next time, knock.”

“Sorry.”

Butar said something in his language and I repeated it. He laughed. “Well done. You have now learned the word for sorry. Let us hope you do not have to say it too often.” He came over to examine my head and my mother frowned. “I am just checking that my father did not throw an axe at him.”

I smiled, “He had his food and he showed me how to cut logs. I took in the logs and the kindling and he told me to go.”

Butar ruffled my hair. “Well done, Garth, then you have earned your food. Sit and eat.”

I wolfed the food down for I was starving, having only eaten bread and water the past days. Butar and my mother seemed oblivious and they talked incessantly. When I had finished my food I drank the small beer they had poured for me. I was tired but I was curious. I waited for the conversation to die and Butar took a drink and I asked, “What made you come to our village?”

“Garth!” My mother was outraged at my rudeness.

Butar held up his hand and smiled, “Let him ask his questions. It is a reasonable one and it shows he has an inquiring mind.” He stood and poked the fire to make it burn brighter and hotter.

“We are, as you can see, a small village. I know that you have only seen a little of it but there are many empty huts. Last year a terrible disease laid waste to us. I lost my wife, my son and my three daughters. My mother died. Everyone in the village lost someone from their family. Most of our slaves died. Harald One Eye had gone a-Viking before and knew that your land was peaceful and unprotected. He decided to lead his own raid for the first time. That way we could find women to replace those who died and get slaves who would work for us.” He smiled at me and emptied his beaker. “Does that answer your questions?”

I thought about it, “Almost. How many warriors do you have?”

“Gareth!”

“It is all right. There are but twenty-eight warriors left. We had many more and could have filled every bank of oars last year but the disease killed many.” I opened my mouth to speak and he laughed, “A last answer. We do need more warriors for others could raid us but we will have to wait until the young men are old enough to go to sea.” He held up his hand. “And now it is time for our bed, if not yours. Your mother will wake you with Father’s food. Sleep well tonight you will need it.”

He was correct of course but sleep took some time to come for I could hear my mother and Butar coupling in the sleeping room. I had heard it before with my father and her but this time it seemed noisier. Normally it had just been my father I had heard. Tonight my mother was making as much noise as Butar. Eventually, I fell asleep.

I seemed to be asleep for no more than a moment before I was woken. I was given a bowl of porridge and then the old man’s food. It was pitch black dark when I left. The guard grumbled as I approached but Butar must have spoken with him and I was allowed through. The forest seemed even more terrifying than the night before. When I finally reached the door I wondered if I should just go in for the old man would probably be asleep. I had to put down the pot of food anyway and so I knocked and shouted my greeting. I was surprised to hear a shout from inside and I entered. 

The old man was awake and beckoned me over. He handed me the empty pot from the night before. He said something and rubbed his stomach with his good arm. I took the word to mean good and I repeated it. He nodded, seemingly satisfied. I took the lid off the pot and he sniffed appreciatively. He said another word; I repeated it and he grunted. So the day passed. I learned words by his pointing, speaking and me repeating. It tended to be objects but soon I was picking up the sound of the word. He worked me hard. I was given a brush and told to clean. I was sent to climb into the upper part of the cave and take away the nests and spider’s webs I found there. I chopped more wood. He took me into the forests and he showed me which berries we could pick to eat. He had to bend down and peer at them closely but he could find his way around the paths quite easily. We went to his hives and he showed me where they were. I was thankful I was not asked to get any honeycombs. I looked at the sky and saw that it was late afternoon. It was time for his meal. I had learned the word for food and he waved me away with a, “Go!” As I turned and ran I think I saw a ghost of a smile but I could not be sure.

This became the pattern of my day for the next weeks. I only ever saw four other people, Butar, my mother, the guard on the gate and Ragnar. There was a change in me. I learned the language very quickly. I seemed to have an ear for it. I began to fill out. We ate better here than we had at home. Back across the sea I was given whatever my father hadn’t eaten and he could eat a lot. Here, even for a slave, there was plenty. These people liked their meat and they ate huge quantities. The fish and shellfish were plentiful too. The constant climbing of the hill with heavy weights and the cutting of the logs all seemed to make me more muscular. I was no longer the scrawny crow who would blow over in a strong wind. Soon the hill and the wooden collar meant nothing to me.

There was a change in the old man too. He seemed to be less frail and slept less than he had when I had first arrived. He still rarely smiled but he did not scowl as much as he used to. One summer’s morning he was waiting for me. He had a bow and a quiver of arrows. He had learned to use the words I knew and then he would teach me the new words I needed. 

“Today, when we have eaten we will hunt. Now go and chop wood.”

He came out and I was still chopping. He handed me a bow and a quiver. “Have you hunted before?”

“No.”

He sighed, “If I want to eat well then I must teach you.”

He began to teach me how to draw and release an arrow without an arrow and then with an arrow. He did not seem bothered if I could hit anything, just as long as I could draw a bow. Then he led me through the woods. He pointed to the ground and taught me to track animals. He would ask me to describe the tracks I saw. He told me what the animal was. He was in the mood for some game and he wanted hare. I wished that he had picked something bigger. He must have been a good hunter when he was younger for he brought us to the edge of the forest and a patch of bare hillside. He seemed to know how to get there almost by touch. We would walk with his good arm on my shoulder. When we reached the bare ground we could see the hares but they seemed too far away to hit. He led us around the hillside until they could not smell us. We managed to approach to within fifty paces of our prey, sheltered by the trees, and he handed me an arrow. He pointed at eight hares which were close together. He mimed aiming at them. I took an arrow and pulled back. Looking back now I can see that he could not have given me an easier target. I loosed and, to my delight, a hare was pinned to the ground. As we hurried over he explained to me how I could have done it better. He criticised everything I had done. I did not mind. I had succeeded. I retrieved the arrow; to the old man they were precious and put the game in my bag. He then taught me how to make a trap which we laid outside the burrow.

“Tomorrow you can come back and find another hare.”

I did and so another pattern began to emerge; chopping wood, cleaning and hunting. I learned that his one arm was very strong having had to do the work of two and he could see things but they tended to be shapes rather than detailed images. His hearing and his sense of smell were uncanny. He could smell me approaching when I was not making the slightest sound. Under the old man’s tutoring I became quite adept. When I killed my first deer the old man insisted on coming to the village so that my mother could skin it and cook it under his supervision. 

Ragnar and my mother approved of each other as soon as they met. While they talked Butar took me outside. “Thrall I am pleased with you. Come with me.” He took me to the blacksmith’s, Bagsecg. “Take off his collar.” The blacksmith was surprised but Butar was an important man and the smith did as ordered. “You are still my slave but I do not think you will run.”

As we passed through the village I saw some of the boys from the village and they all had their collars on. I might not have seen them for months but their looks were still murderous. I suppose they now had another reason to hate me. I was given special treatment and they were not. When the skin was cured my mother made it into my first jerkin. As we killed more deer during the summer it meant that all four of us had fine footwear and jackets. I was growing so much that mine had to be renewed quite frequently. My Norse was now fluent. There were few words that I did not use. Ragnar and I would come down to see his son once a week. My mother told me that this was a good thing for the old man had lived alone too long since his wife had died.
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