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Figure 1 Ireland before the Vikings
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Chapter 1
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I stood at the stern of ‘Wolf’. She was my ship, a drekar. She was not a large ship; she only seated fourteen rowers on each side. Sometimes warriors who did not know me derided her by calling her a threttanessa. I did not mind. They were speaking the truth, she was only small. The ‘Ran’ which was Jarl Erik’s boat had twenty oars on each side and my stepfather’s ship, ‘Man’ had fifty warriors on board, twenty-five on each side. The truth was that we did not decide on her size; the gods did. We used the longest and best pieces of timber for Prince Butar’s boat. That was as it should be. We had to use whatever was left over for my boat and so it ended the size that it did. Olaf the Toothless had built her, knowing that she would be mine someday. He and Ragnar had been oathsworn and he looked after me whenever he could. It did not stop me from suffering his blows and his comments when I did not meet his standards but I normally deserved such treatment. 

Her sea trials had been forced on us too when we used her on the raid to the mainland. It proved a godsend for we worked out all the smaller problems so that now she flew across the water. I was proud of her because the crew were all handpicked; they were Ulfheonar. They were the sea wolves who each wore a wolf cloak taken from the body of a wolf they had killed. We had all sworn an oath of brotherhood and we were feared by all who fought us. Many warriors feared me because I was Dragon Heart and I had the sword which was touched by the gods. My blade had been struck by lightning and was considered the most powerful blade on the island of our people, Manau.

This was the first time I had captained my ship and I was proud. Yet the pride was tinged with more than a little anger. We were sailing west and we were not raiders. We were heading for Hibernia to recover the family who had been stolen from our land by the pirates who lived there. My mother, Prince Butar’s wife, had been murdered by them when they raided our town of Hrams-a. Tadgh, a Saxon who had come from our village on the Dunum, led them and I had sworn to kill him myself. He had always hated me. When we had been children he and his friends had mercilessly picked on me because I was different. I had a Saxon father and a mother who had been stolen from her people in the west. My childhood had been a torment until I had been captured and enslaved. Ironically that improved the quality of my life.

The warriors who sailed with us on our three ships were not singing. That was always a sign that they were not happy. All of us knew someone who had been enslaved by the Hibernian Norse. Renegade Norse pirates were despised by true warriors and the Hibernians were known to have no honour. All of the men who rowed were determined to bring back all of the captives. My wife, Erika, and baby son, Arturus, were now prisoners, along with my half-sister, Eurwen. We would not return without them. 

I knew that Tadgh and his pirates had a good start on us; it had taken some time to gather the men and the ships together. My twenty-eight men were the smallest crew while Prince Butar’s drekar had over fifty warriors. Jarl Erik, my brother-in-law, commanded the third boat. A hundred and odd warriors sound like a large warband but we knew that we were entering an environment where everyone would be an enemy. The Hibernians were a treacherous people who would happily slit a neighbour’s throat for a cow or two. We were under no illusions, we would have to fight for our families.

We were still wary of our sneaky neighbours and our oldest and best warrior, Olaf, had remained behind to defend Duboglassio. With Jarl Erik with us, his settlement was undefended. There were many Hibernians and we had made our island prosperous. Olaf would defend it along with Jarl Harald and his men. We had temporarily abandoned Hrams-a for it had been devastated by the raiders. It was a brutal and stark reminder of the perils of a surprise attack. We would, once again, rebuild it but we needed to wait until we had recovered our families and our slaves. 

My ship was the fastest of the three; she was slim and had the shallowest draft. We were leading the others and heading west. Our ship acted as the scout for the other two. We had no idea where the raiders had gone. We had discussed where Tadgh might go. We could not imagine him sailing too far with overloaded boats. We would make the earliest landfall we could. We would land as soon as we could and search for them.

The night before we had sailed we held a council of war. We were under no illusions, this was war. They had come in the night and killed the old and taken the young and the women. If we did not fight for our families then there would be no one left on Man. We selected the men who would sail and those who would remain. Every warrior wanted to go.

My stepfather, Prince Butar, had become old almost overnight. My mother had been the love of his life and Eurwen the sun in his sky. Without my mother, he was half a man and without his child, he was little more than a dead man walking. It was as though the heart had been ripped from him. He cared for his people and it showed. Jarls Erik and Harald had both brought their families and oathsworn to serve under Prince Butar on our newly conquered island. The settlements and their families were safe. They had no need to follow us. Jarl Erik would not be left behind; his sister was my wife.

“Tomorrow Dragon Heart and I will take our drekar and we will sail to Hibernia to bring back our families.” He had looked at Olaf, his oldest friend, “I leave Olaf the Toothless in command until I return. Jarl Erik is oath-bound to rescue his sister and Olaf will protect all our people at Jarl Erik’s home.” He had stopped as though he couldn’t find the words but I knew it was my mother’s death which preyed on his mind. “I ask no man to follow me. All those who wish to sail with us do so of their own volition.” There had been a clamour of men shouting to become part of this attack to wreak revenge on the renegades. Prince Butar had held up his hands. “Some must stay to defend our home. If we succeed and lose the island then we have lost all.”

Jarl Harald stood, “I would follow you across the oceans to the edge of the world and back, Prince Butar, but what you say makes sense.” He had spread his arm in the direction of his men. “We lost many men in the raid on the Dee and others protecting our home. We would not be able to add great numbers to those sailing. I will stay and I swear that I will defend the island against all who try to wrest it from us.” I did not know how he could be willing to stay when there was a chance for revenge but he had suffered no losses as yet.

And so we had our warbands. Prince Butar had the largest number of men although in truth many of them were barely boys. Erik had some doughty warriors but he was forced to leave some to protect his wife and family and there was my band of Ulfheonar. We were the fewest in number but I knew our enemies would fear us. We were well trained in fighting at night. We were adept at infiltrating enemy camps and there was no one who could face us man to man. Although I was younger than some of those who followed me, they had all fought alongside me since we had come to the island. We had fought Saxons, Hibernians and now Norse; we had never been beaten.

It had been hard to leave Scanlan, my slave, for his wife and family had been kidnapped but I needed him at home. I needed him to keep what little we had for our return. He had begged permission to follow me but I had had to be ruthless. He was a slave and could not fight with my warriors. If he fought alone he would die. I cared too much for him and his family to risk that and so it was just the handful of us who pulled across that cold Hibernian Sea to the unknown land to the west.

I had two of the boys who would be warriors with me as crew. They acted as lookouts and brought the rowers sustenance. They would also guard the boat when we went raiding. It was a way of blooding young warriors. We had the sail raised to make the fastest crossing we could and their young eyes were invaluable. Snorri perched precariously at the top of the mainmast; his legs astride it and dangling over the red and white sail. It was he who first sighted land.

“Land to the north-west!”

His small voice carried aft on the wind and I waved to acknowledge it. I turned the tiller slightly and we headed in the direction of the distant land. We had all seen Hibernia when we sailed south but we knew better than to land on this island of half-naked madmen. It was an unknown quantity. We sought somewhere without people but yet close enough for us to explore. Bjorn the blacksmith’s son and the only survivor of the raid had told us that there was at least one drekar. The Hibernians did not use our ships and so if we found the drekar we would have found our families.

“It is an island! There are houses!”

That meant we could not land there. “Is there land beyond it?”

“Yes, my lord, to the west.”

I leaned on the tiller. The people on the island would see us and know us for what we were, they would call us Lochlannach or Gaill. They would hide their animals and bar their gates. The word would spread and it would reach Tadgh. It was now a race against time. Would we reach my wife before Tadgh heard that we were hunting him and were close?

I did not have to worry about the other two ships. They would follow me. We had been lucky that the sea was so calm and we had not had to bail. The wind, too, had helped us. Perhaps the gods were being kind to us now having been so cruel to us before. 

I could now see the land spied by Snorri. There were low hills that reminded me of our island home and, to the south, I saw the smoke of a settlement. “Snorri, is there anything ahead of us? Any settlements?”

“Just the one to the south, my lord.”

I decided to head into the lee of the hills that we could see. Hopefully, there would be a beach for us to run our boats upon. “Haaken and Egill, get the sail down.”

Olaf had taught me to sail and he had drilled into me the importance of a safe beaching. If I hit the beach too hard I could rip the bottom out of my boat. As he said to me once, “There is always time to go in slowly. It is getting out that sometimes has to be quick!”

I was also thinking about the two bigger ships. They would see my sail being lowered and know that we were landing. As Ulfheonar we were the scouts and the first to land. It was a great responsibility but you learned to make decisions beyond your years. 

I saw the beach ahead and there was no sign of rocks. The white caps just reflected the tide and not savage underwater obstructions ready to rip out your keel. I judged the moment was right and I shouted, “Up oars!” With only twenty odd men it was a slick operation. Prince Butar would struggle to achieve the same quick and efficient movement. My warriors began to ship the oars and store them out of the way. They donned helmets and grabbed their shields from the side where they had added protection from the elements. There might not be any hostile force waiting to greet us but we would take no chances. We would be ready to fight the moment we stepped ashore.

I felt relieved as the keel gently slid along the sand. I left it to my men to secure the boat to the shore and I donned my helmet, shield and cloak. My sword, Ragnar’s Spirit, hung from my side. It was a deadly and powerful weapon having been made from the finest Frankish iron and forged by lightning. None of us used axes; that was the way of the Dane. Swords had a heart of their own and lived in a way that an axe could not. We were true warriors.

By the time I reached the prow most of the men were on the shore in a defensive half-circle. ‘Wolf’ was tied to two trees that had somehow managed to grow on a grassy knoll above the beach. I looked behind me and saw the other ships coming into shore.

“Snorri, watch the ship. We will scout.” I did not issue any more orders; it was unnecessary as the men of the Ulfheonar knew exactly what to do. I began to climb the hill. There was no settlement to the north of us; we had seen that as we had entered the small bay. The hill proved to be higher than we had anticipated. It seemed to climb up into the sky. There were no rocky gullies and precipices but each time we thought we had reached the top we had not. Eventually, I could see no more hills before us. Just below the ridge, we dropped to our hands and knees. It was undignified but, with our wolf cloaks, we appeared like animals from a distance. 

Cnut reached the top first and he waved his hand to signal that he could see something. I took off my helmet and slithered towards the bracken crowned crest. There was a village on the other side of the inlet. It looked to be about the same distance as that which we had climbed. It was a good, safe bay and would make a perfect anchorage. The people had built a wooden palisade around their huts. I looked at Haaken, who had just joined me. “This is not Tadgh’s settlement.” There was disappointment in my voice. I had hoped for a little luck.

“No, he would have his ships there if that was the case.”

“You and the others stay here and keep a watch. I will go and report to Prince Butar. Egill, come with me.”

When we reached the bottom the other warbands waited expectantly. There was no criticism from my father-in-law, just a question. “Did you have a problem?”

“No, Prince Butar. The hill was higher than we thought. It looked to be the same as the one at home but it is bigger. Beyond the mountains there is an inlet and, on the other side, a settlement with a wall around it. The anchorage is a good one but it is empty. It would be safer to anchor there than here.”

Butar stroked his beard as he weighed up his options. Erik looked up at the mountain. “Then Tadgh is not there?”

“If he is then he has no ships and that seems unlikely.”

Prince Butar nodded as though reaching a decision. “We will visit this settlement.”

“With our ships?”

“No, Jarl Erik, for that would alarm the people. I will go with the Ulfheonar. We will walk there. Keep a watch from the hill tops and when I signal then bring in the ships.”

I could see the doubt on my brother-in-law’s face. “Suppose they attack you?”

He laughed, “With Dragon Heart and the Ulfheonar? I think I will be safe enough.” He looked at me, “How many huts are there?”

“No more than fifteen.”

“Then we will be safe. That would only mean ten or twelve men who could be warriors. I do not wish to harm these people. I just want our women and children returned. Spread the crews out in the three ships to bring them around.”

“Egill, go and tell the men to join us. It will be easier to walk around the mountain than go over it.”

We walked slowly; this was partly to allow our men to catch up with us and partly to avoid walking into an enemy. I glanced at Prince Butar who looked distracted. We had not been alone since my mother’s death. We had both grieved as she had been buried but our thoughts remained our own. I knew that she would not be shedding tears in the Otherworld. She was too strong for that. She would, I knew, want her child and my wife and son brought safely home. She had been enslaved twice and it was only the second enslavement that had been a happy time for her. The first, with my father, had been a living hell. Happiness came with Prince Butar.

Perhaps Butar sensed my thoughts for he said, quietly, “We will find them. Of that I am certain.”

I nodded, “I know. We will find them but I wonder in what condition? Tadgh is cruel and he hates us both. I dread to think what he might do to them.” I had sent those dark thoughts far away. Therein lay madness.

“Do not let anger cloud your judgment. Do not become a berserker.”

His father had been Ragnar, a crippled and half-blind warrior, but he had made me into a warrior. “Your father trained me too well for that. I will kill Tadgh. I should have killed him when I had my chance but pity stayed my hand; pity and the remembrance that we were children together once.”

“Good.” He peered around the land. “There seem to be few people around here.”

I too had noticed the lack of farms. The soil looked good enough and I knew they had the same weather we did. There had to be a reason. It was soon after Egill and the Ulfheonar caught up with us that we discovered a possible reason for the lack of people. We found a burnt-out village. From the chewed and discarded bones, this had been destroyed some years earlier. We halted to examine the remains. We could see that the bones had savage cut marks on them, as well as the marks of the teeth of animals. These people had been butchered. We had heard of the internecine warfare of these people and now we had evidence of it.

“Who rules here, Prince Butar?”

He shrugged. “They have a High King but his power depends upon his popularity. Otherwise, they have smaller kings and warlords. It is easy to see why they would hire someone like Tadgh and the others. We are better prepared for war than these people.”

When we reached the bay, we sheltered behind the trees and bushes so that we could spy out the settlement. They had no guards on the gates and we could see no armed men. We had to approach quietly without frightening them and making them retreat behind their walls.

Haaken shook his head, “They will see us long before we reach them.” He pointed, “Look it is open land right up to the walls.”

I scanned the opposite side of the bay. “But if you notice the bay shelves and anyone approaching along the water would be hidden.”

Prince Butar said, “You are right. I will walk slowly, with Haaken here while the rest of you make your way to the point over there where the shelf hides you. Keep yourselves close to the bank and to the walls and then hide.” He smiled, “It is one of the things Ulfheonar are good at is it not?” We grinned and nodded. We prided ourselves on our ability to hide in plain sight. “Haaken and I will walk up to them. They will not fear two men and when we are close you can reveal yourselves.”

It was decided and we quickly ran through the woods towards the head of the bay. When we reached the edge of the woods we crouched in the undergrowth. Although there were people a mile or so away I thought we could make the water without being seen.

“Egill, you bring them through and I will go first.” I crouched down and crawled towards the water. I reached down to the river mud and smeared some on my face and hands. I then pulled my wolf cloak over my helmet. My shield was already hidden and I was as dark as I was going to get. All that anyone would see would be a shadow and not a man. I waited until I judged that I could not be seen and then I plunged into the water. It seemed icily cold but I knew that was an illusion. It came up to my waist but, more importantly, I was well below the bank of the river which led to the bay. I could not be seen. I waded east, towards the sea. 

The sound of the sea masked all other noises. I would have to rely on my sense of smell to tell me when I was near to the village. I had marked a spot on the opposite bank which was approximately level with the village but I didn’t know for certain. It was hard pushing through the water and trying to stay upright in the current. By this, I knew that I was nearer to the village. The sudden splash of me hitting the water would be sure to alert the villagers. I halted. I glanced over my shoulders and saw that the rest of the Ulfheonar were also in the water. I could see that the bank was much higher than their heads. 

When I judged that I had reached the right point I stopped and turned to the bank. It was hard to get purchase on the slippery, muddy earthen wall which rose above me. I had to grip with my hands and haul myself up. When my blackened muddy hand clutched air I paused and slowly raised my head above the bank. Had anyone been looking in my direction all that they would have seen would have been an animal, nothing more. I could see the village; I was about sixty paces too far away. We had not travelled far enough. I slithered down just as Cnut appeared next to me. I pointed towards the sea and he nodded.

I counted out sixty paces and then repeated my climb. It was the perfect position. I could see the gate and I was between the settlement and the sea. I waved for Cnut to climb and he did so.

The settlement was just forty yards away. My original plan had been to crawl towards it and hide even closer. That plan would have to change for the villagers were returning to their huts and we would have been seen had we attempted to move. I looked down the line and waved at the others. I used my flattened palms to make them lower themselves. They all knew what we had to do. It might be wet and uncomfortable but we were Ulfheonar.

I slid my sword from my scabbard and laid it on the bank next to me. We now had to wait until Prince Butar appeared; hopefully, it would not be long. I peered through the marram grass at the settlement. It looked to be self-contained. There were small coracles for fishing drying against the palisade. Through the gate I could see women weaving baskets from reeds and others, churning butter. I wondered why I could see no larger fishing boats; perhaps they were still at sea or they just used the one man coracles like the people of Cymru.

I could see men returning with animals they had hunted and I saw animals being herded into the enclosure. That told me a great deal. There were raiders in this land who would steal their beasts. They had to keep them protected at night. It made it a little more likely that Tadgh or other predators were in the vicinity. 

It was the movement and reaction of the villagers which heralded the approach of Prince Butar and Haaken. The women and children quickly rushed inside driving the animals before them and some of the men picked up their weapons to form a defensive barrier in front of the gate. I signalled to the rest to be ready. The eight men approached our two comrades and they had their swords and spears aimed at both of them. It was foolish. The two of them could have slaughtered the eight easily had they chosen to do so. Prince Butar had chosen Haaken as he was one of the other men who owned a mail shirt. I was another. Their crude weapons would have been useless against armour.

As they moved forward to meet them I raised my sword and we silently slid from the bank and ran across to the gate. Everyone’s attention was on our two warriors who were striding boldly towards the waiting villagers and no one seemed to see us. Moving silently, we had almost reached the gate when there was a scream as a woman, standing inside the village, saw us. By then it was too late. We stood, back to back, with weapons drawn in the gateway. The settlement was ours.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Prince Butar and Haaken held their hands palm uppermost; a sign for peace. I lowered my sword too and the rest of the Ulfheonar followed suit. Prince Butar was a fierce warrior but he was also a friendly and affable man, some even called him kind. He smiled at them and it was not the wolf’s smile of Harold One Eye, our former jarl; it was a smile which invited conversation and not war. They were too far for me to hear the words but when I saw the ten of them approach us then I knew we would not be fighting.

“Let us move inside the walls. The gate is secure.”

As we did so the people fled inside their huts. I almost laughed. We could have taken anything we wished to and their huts would not have stopped us. This was a land ripe for raiding. When they had entered the settlement, I waved at two of the men to stand guard at the gate. “Cnut, take Egill and light the signal fire although it is light enough for the men on the hill to have seen us. They should know that we have succeeded.”

Even with four men otherwise occupied there were still plenty of us to prevent any trouble. Prince Butar came over to me. “I do not understand them and they do not understand me. We have a problem.”

“Have you tried Saxon?”

He shook his head, “I will try.” He turned to the eight men, for they were the only ones he could see; the rest were hidden. He spoke in Saxon, “I am Prince Butar of Man and I come here in peace.”

Two of the men looked at each other and one of them shouted something. After a short while, a woman with the yoke of a thrall around her neck was led over to us from the largest hut. The two men spoke harshly to her. She looked terrified and shook her head. The oldest man slapped her across the face. Still, she shook her head; when he raised his arm for another smack I grabbed it and said, in Saxon, “No! We just need someone who can speak Saxon!”

The woman gave me a half-smile. “I am Seara and I can speak Saxon.”

Prince Butar nodded, “Tell them we come in peace, Seara.”

She told them and they began to speak. She translated, “The headman is called Padraigh and he asks why you sneak up and come armed if you come in peace.”

The conversation took some time because of the translation. “If we had come unarmed wouldn’t they have hidden behind their walls?” 

His cunning smile was answer enough. “Then what do you seek here? We are a poor people and we have nothing worth taking.”

I suddenly said, in our language, “Excuse me, Prince Butar may I speak?”

“Of course. You have something in mind?”

“It seems to me that she might know as much as they do. If we ask them then when we leave they may reveal what they have learned of us.” I turned to the woman and spoke Saxon again, “Where were you captured?”

“In the land to the west, the land of Northumbria.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Five summers.”

“Are you alone?”

Her eyes filled with tears and she nodded. “My husband was killed and my son and daughter died when the coughing sickness came.”

“We are looking for our families who were taken as slaves. I know that they are not here for the ships which took them are not close by. Were you brought here first?”

She shook her head, “There is a bigger place with a market and many ships. It is half a day south of here.”

“There is nothing north of here?”

“Not that I know. They take me to the market when they go and I carry back the heavy goods.” 

The woman was little more than a two-legged horse. “You see our armour and our weapons?” Again, she nodded, “Have you ever seen warriors with these kinds of weapons before? Perhaps in the place with the market and the ships?”

She was now eager to please; I was speaking quietly and smiling at her. There were no blows and no harsh words. “There were. They came towards the end of the last year and they serve the king there, Colm the Mighty.”

I saw Prince Butar’s eyes widen as he took in the import of the message. I took her hands in mine; they were red and thin, much as she was. The men frowned as I did so. “Two last questions. Did they have a ship there? It may have had a dragon at the front.”

She shook her head, “The dragon was not at the front.” I felt disappointed. It was not Norse. “The dragon’s head was laid next to the boat.” I almost cheered out loud when she said that. Some warriors believed it was unlucky to have the dragon prow on a boat in port and removed it. “My second question, would you like to be free?”

She nodded, tears filling her eyes. “More than anything.”

I looked the village elder in the eyes as I said to her, “Tell them we would like to buy you. When they ask why say that we are men and wish to use you.” I smiled, “We do not but it will make them believe the reason for us taking you.”

For the first time, she smiled and said, “I do believe you but that would not be as bad as living here with these...”

“Just ask them.”

She did so and they looked curiously at me. After a brief discussion, they spoke to Seara and she said, “What have you to trade for me. You do not look as if you have any wealth. They say you do not even have a ship.”

I laughed. “Then they know little.” I reached into my pouch and withdrew some small black stones. I counted out five. “Ask them if five pieces of jet are worth the price.”

Their eyes widened as they looked at the jet and saw how many pieces there were. I had offered far more than they thought she was worth. They spoke to her and she said. “They ask for ten.”

I drew Ragnar’s Spirit and it made a savage rasping sound as I did so. I put the point at the elder’s throat. “Tell him I could take you for nothing and slaughter his entire village. Ask him to reconsider.”

He was frightened enough with the blade but when she translated he nodded and held up five fingers. I threw the stones at his feet and he scrabbled after them. “Stand behind me. We will take your yoke off later on.”

Cnut’s voice sounded, “The ships, they are here, as are the village boats.”

The demeanour of the men changed instantly, their shoulders slumped. I think they had counted on delaying us here until their fishing boats arrived with the rest of their men. No wonder he had acceded to my request so easily. They had thought to surprise us with their extra men.

Prince Butar’s eyes narrowed. He now saw their treachery. He turned to Seara. “Did you know the fishing boats would return now?”

She shook her head and pointed inside the settlement. “They do not let me near the sea in case I try to escape. Another slave did just that last year and so I am kept within the walls of the village.” Her eyes pleaded with Butar, “I knew they fished but I swear, my lord, that I knew not when they returned.”

His face softened into a smile. “I believe you. Stay with us a while longer while you translate for us and then, as my son promised, you shall be free and the yoke will be removed.” He turned to the rest of us. “Disarm them! We cannot trust them.”

They were not expecting that and within a moment or two, they were all disarmed. I pointed into the village, “Haaken, take a couple of men and search the village. They may have arms hidden.”

The sound, as the men went through the village, was like that when a fox moves through a hen coop. There were squeals of indignation as Haaken and his men searched for weapons. They had a good haul and returned with five axes and three swords. His one eye twinkled, “I wonder how many of us would have woken up to Hibernian steel up our backsides?”

When Sweyn and Erik brought the rest of the men from the ships they also brought the fishermen. Unable to speak their language Sweyn had used the universal language of the tip of a sword to make his point.

“Dragon Heart, see if there is another entrance to this village.”

I sheathed my sword and strode around the outside of the palisade. The ditch, I noticed, was a pitiful affair that would not have stopped a ten-year-old. It led me to believe that this village was protected by some warlord or king. I was even more hopeful about finding Tadgh. As a warrior, I always examined defences when I saw them. People had learned to hide behind walls when we came and I needed to know how to destroy those defences. These were only as high as I was. I could see beyond them into the village. It helped that I was bigger than most of the Hibernians but, even so, I would have had a higher wall and fighting platform if this had been mine to protect. I saw that, at the far side of the village, they had dumped their waste there. It stank like a midden! 

By the time I had returned to the only gate the settlement had, Prince Butar had the men kneeling in a circle. He was addressing them through Seara. “You have tried to deceive me and for that alone, I could raze your wooden walls to the ground.” The women nearby, who heard that began to whimper. “But I will not do that. Instead, we will allow you to feed us and then, tomorrow we will be gone from here so long as I have your assurance that you will not tell anyone of our presence.” Seara paused as Butar held up his hand.

The village elder smiled and said something. Seara said, “He so swears.”

Sweyn laughed, “I would not take his word that day followed night without the evidence of my own eyes.”

“And neither would I. Seara, which is the headman’s son. Do not point, just tell me where he is. Dragon Heart when he is identified, grab him and bind him.”

“He is the small boy hiding behind his mother; she is the one with the raven hair and the eyes like daggers.”

It was a good description. The woman oozed hatred while the boy’s eyes were wide with wonder. In four strides, I was next to them and I reached down to grab the boy. The woman squealed and, pulling a knife, tried to stab me with it. The blow would have pierced my flesh had it not struck, first my cloak and then my byrnie. I reached out with my left hand and twisted her arm sharply. There was a crack and she dropped the weapon. I leaned down and picked up the dagger. “Seara, tell her I could kill her for that but I know she was protecting her son. If her husband keeps his word then the child will be returned unharmed.”

Seara translated and the woman began to wail. I do not think the news that her son was to be a hostage caused the wail but her broken wrist and my treatment of her. She barely looked at the boy and the headman also appeared unconcerned.

“Dragon Heart, take Seara and the boy onto my boat.”

The boy did not seem to struggle as I led him. Perhaps the treatment of his mother had made him wary or perhaps she was indifferent about him. Seara followed me gratefully. The boys who were guarding the boat were eager for news.

“My lord, what has happened?”

“This boy is to be our hostage.” I looked at Seara, “What is his name?”

“Aiden.”

“His name is Aiden and he does not speak our language.” Snorri from my boat was the eldest of the ship’s boys. “Snorri, he is your responsibility. Arrange watches and keep him tethered.” Snorri nodded and grinned. I pointed my newly acquired dagger at him, “He is not to be hurt. I will inflict any pain he receives on you. Understand?”

He nodded fearfully; they all knew I was a man of my word. I casually threw the dagger so that it landed in the sand between his legs and grinned, “There is payment for you.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Come with me Seara, and I will remove your yoke.” I had suffered a yoke and knew how painful it could be. “Kneel down.” Once she had knelt down I used the pommel of my own dagger to knock out the wooden pin securing it and the two halves fell to the floor. Her neck was red and angry. It would take her some time to fully recover. I held my hand to allow her to rise. “That is my ship, ‘Wolf’. You can sleep on there.” I pointed to the spare sail which was rolled up close to the bow. I saw the unspoken question in her eyes. “You will be safe. My men are Ulfheonar and they are honourable. Your time of suffering is at an end.”

“You are Saxon too.”

“I was and I was a slave like you. Now I am a Norse and I have put my former life behind me. You would be advised to do the same. You can never recover what you have lost. It is better to start anew.”

“And yet you seek your family which is lost to you.”

“You are wise, Seara. True but they are not yet lost and we will find them. Come let us see what food they have to serve to us.”

The next day, before we left, we towed the fishing boats out into the bay and, filling them with stones, we sank them. We did not destroy them. They would be able to recover them but it would take them some time. We had Aiden but I still did not trust the headman. He did not seem bothered that we had taken the silent Aiden. He just watched all that was going on. He did not appear to be afraid. We sailed south. Aiden and Seara were on my ship and the boy seemed remarkably calm. He reminded me of me when I had been captured by Harald One-Eye. The difference was that he was alone and I had had my mother. 

Seara’s description of somewhere half a day’s journey south was not as helpful as it might have been. We sailed slowly down the coast and kept well out to sea. Our sails were furled and we would be hard to identify as Norse from the land. We needed to find somewhere to land close to this unknown slave market. We eventually spied the town. The smoke spiralling from their fires marked it clearly. It looked to be a much bigger version of the one from which we had rescued Seara. More importantly, we saw the masts of ships. It was impossible to see if one was a drekar but it was worth investigating.

We passed the inlet and sailed until it disappeared from sight and then I headed due west. We saw no other signs of habitation and I beached my ship in the shelter of some sand dunes. This time we had to set up a camp proper. We did not know how long we would be here. Sweyn organised sentries while the ships were turned around ready for a speedy launch should that prove necessary. Erik, Butar and I met while the rest of the men busied themselves.

“It looks like the place but we need more information before we try to rescue them.”

Both Erik and Butar looked at me and I nodded, “The Ulfheonar.”

“You are perfect for this role. How long will you need?”

“Although it is not far we will have to be careful. I would not expect us to be back before morning at the earliest.”

“Good. Then gather your men.” He clasped my arm, “Take care, my son, I would not wish to lose someone else as precious as your mother.”

I smiled, “Remember Prince Butar, Ragnar still watches over me.”
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Chapter 3
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I led the way. In the Ulfheonar we had no leaders; we were all young men who had grown up as warriors together. Sweyn had been our leader but he was much older and now led Prince Butar’s oathsworn. The rest were of an age with me. We did not move in a single file but walked in an arrow formation. We moved like a wolf pack. Each person protected someone else. I had good reflexes and was able to react quickly which was why I was at the front. Unlike the rest of the warriors, we went to war quietly. There was neither banter nor bravado. Our shields were slung behind our backs and our swords remained sheathed. I ran without a helmet; it hung from my shield. I needed my eyes and ears as well as my sense of smell.

We had never crossed this land before but we knew in which direction the settlement lay. We kept heading in the right direction. We would smell it before we saw it. The smells told me that it was not far away. It was the smell of smoke mixed with animal and human dung. By an hour after noon, we were within sight of it. There was precious little cover close to the water but I spied a wood not far inland and we trotted there. There were no farms on this southern side of the palisade. It made it less likely that we would stumble over anyone when we approached for a closer inspection. Once inside the cover of the wood we halted and took a drink from our water skins. It would be a long day.

“How do we get in? If we try now we will be stopped and if we wait until after dark then the gates will be barred.”

Cnut was right and I had no immediate answer. Haaken came up with the only solution which we thought might stand a chance of working, “If we all crawl closer to the walls and watch then we may gain more information that way. We only need to find out if there are Norsemen within those walls and, if they are, then is it Tadgh’s band.”

Harold Blue Eye was not certain, “It is a long time to wait. We would have to be very still and very lucky.”

“I have done this before Harold. I have hidden in plain view. Choose your watching place wisely and blend into your background.”

There were no more questions. We slipped to the ground and began to crawl towards the distant walls. I had learned to move sinuously like a blind worm. It made fewer disturbances and looked more natural. When moving through grass it simulated the action of the wind. The trick was to get as close as possible and wait without being seen. I had taken the position at the end of the line of warriors and I was the closest to the sea. Its sound made listening more difficult but I knew that it would be my eyes that would tell me more. I moved so slowly that sometimes I stiffened as I spied out the land ahead and sought out the hollows and the limited cover available. I found a small depression that gave me the opportunity to creep faster towards the wooden walls. I could not see the others but I knew that they were doing as I was. After what seemed an age I saw some gorse bushes forty paces or so from the walls. They masked my approach and, when I was safely ensconced beneath their prickly protection, I was hidden and I was safe.

Sometimes you wait for hours and see nothing. We all knew we would have to lie there until dark and then make our way back. That day however I struck gold within the first hour. Not only did I see warriors armed and dressed as we were; I saw Tadgh himself. He was dressed in fine clothes; he had neither armour nor helmet. That made it easier to identify him. He now braided his hair and his moustache. The sword which hung from his baldric was a long one of Frankish origin. He was with two other mailed warriors. From their deference, I deduced that he was some kind of leader. The next question was if he was here where were the captives?

My view was limited to the side of the settlement close to the boats. As such I could see that they were preparing the nearest ship for a voyage. She was a drekar. I assumed that she was Tadgh’s ship. Now that I had the information that this was the correct village I set to counting the warriors and the men. If this had been one of our villages then every man would have been a potential warrior but the Hibernians were like the Saxons and had elite warriors. They were easy to identify as they all wore a sword. I counted thirty such warriors. At least half of them were warriors such as we had while the rest were Hibernians. It looked like they had farms from the carts which came in filled with produce. This was an important town.

Dusk seemed to take forever to arrive. I was in such a prominent position that any movement would give me away. As soon as the gate was shut and barred then I knew that it was safe to leave. I still had to be careful for the drekar was crewed and ready to sail. I backed out and kept going that way until I reached the depression. Once there I rolled down and moved a little quicker to the woods where I hoped my brothers would await me.

“At last! We thought you had decided to stay the night!”

“No Haaken, but I had the furthest to go did I not?”

“Enough! We have some way to go before we are safe and we have talked too much already.” Egill hated wasting time and we left duly chastised. Egill loped along at the head of us. We hoped not to meet anyone on the way back. The Hibernians were a superstitious people and the dark places were avoided at night.

We reached our boats faster than we had taken to reach the walls. Prince Butar, Erik and Sweyn were eager for news. As we had not shared our information with each other all of the Ulfheonar were present. We each had some information and none knew which was valuable and which was not.

I began because I could give them the vital information they needed. “Tadgh is there and the drekar too. They are preparing her for sea.”

A murmur ran around all the men. Prince Butar held up his hand. “Let us hear from all of the scouts.”

From the rest, we learned that there were, at least, some of the captives there. They had been seen. We calculated that there were at least thirty warriors such as us and another forty or more Hibernians. The numbers did not worry us. We knew there would be more inside that we had not counted. It was how many there were like Tadgh.

“You have done well, Ulfheonar. Go and take food and drink while we ponder what to do.”

Haaken could not resist having the last word. “If the drekar leaves tomorrow then we should go back now. Strike while they sleep.”

Prince Butar sent him away with an irritated wave of his hand. “We will travel when I say, Haaken One Eye!”
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