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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.







Shadow of the Wolf


When Odin’s curse fell upon him, Harald Swiftaxe, the young Norse warrior, lusty in love and battle, was fully human no longer. He was incensed with the animal rage of the god’s devotees, the Berserkers. The snarling ferocious savagery of the bear possessed him. Immune to fire and steel, frenzied by the smell of blood and the sight of torn human flesh, he was driven to the worst of human deeds. The bear screeched its ecstasy – yet at times the man dimly understood the horror. Could the spell be lifted? If there was a way, the price of failure would be high, greater than death itself …


The Bull Chief


In the Celtic tribal lands of Connacht, he came of age among the Druids and headhunters and the ghosts of the great Bronze Age people of Danann. He fought his savage, bloodthirsty way to the east, as a naked warrior who had rejected the tribal laws. And there Arthur, Warlord of the Britons, came to find him, to exploit his skill and invulnerability in the war against the Saxons. Yet Swiftaxe, the Berserker, wanted one thing only: to break the curse that condemned him to his life of frenzied violence and bloodlust.


The Horned Warrior


Along the wild hills and forests of Britain, he was reborn as the Celt’s mightiest warrior. Even as a boy, his mad bloodlust spread superstitious terror among friend and enemy alike. He was Swiftaxe, known as the Horned Warrior: half ghost, half man – and all killer …




INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Robert Holdstock (1948–2009) was a British author, with an MSc in medical zoology from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; he spent 1971–1974 in medical research before becoming a full-time writer, though he published his first short story, ‘Pauper’s Plot’ for New Worlds as early as November 1968. He went on to write a number of pieces of short fiction before concentrating for most of his career on novels. Among the more notable stories of this period are the novelettes ‘Travellers’, a Time-Travel tale, and ‘The Time Beyond Age: A Journey’; some others are collected in In the Valley of the Statues (1982), which also includes the brilliant novella that became Mythago Wood (1984); taken together, these stories range across Holdstock’s entire career to that point. After the mid-1970s his writing broke into two superficially incompatible categories.


Under the House Names Ken Blake and Richard Kirk, and under his personal pseudonyms Robert Black, Chris Carlsen, Steven Eisler and notably as Robert Faulcon, he published more than twenty novels, novelizations and works of popular SF ‘nonfiction’ (these under his own name), almost all of them commercial efforts and most of them infused with a black intensity of action that gave even clichéd Sword-And-Sorcery plots something of a mythic intonation. The most striking of these may be two series: the Night Hunter sequence as by Robert Faulcon; and the Berserker Arthurian sequence as by Chris Carlsen (see below). Also of interest was the quasi-fictional Tour of the Universe: The Journey of a Lifetime: The Recorded Diaries of Leio Scott and Caroline Luranski (1980) with Malcolm Edwards, which describes a 26th century tour of the local galaxy. Though he wrote relatively fewer short stories after 1980 or so, tales like Thorn (1984) or ‘The Ragthorn’ (1991) with Garry Kilworth convey chthonic narratives with a parable-like density.


At the same time, under his own name, Holdstock began to publish SF novels in which he accommodated the mythologizing of his dark fantasies within the frame of ‘normal’ SF worlds. Examples include Eye Among the Blind (1976), in which he explores the interplay between Aliens and alienation; Earthwind (1977), the title referring to a ‘chthonic’ atavism pulsing deep in the blood of all that lives universe-wide, though tragically, the human cast, on an alien planet, seem not able to comprehend the multifaceted nature of a world they were not born to; and Where Time Winds Blow (1981), which is much more complex. On a world riven by literal winds, a conflicted cast is caught up in an ornate narrative which gradually reveals to them some of the plumbings of the structure of time, through which time winds blow, depositing valuable artefacts, which are coveted by all.


With the publication of the book form of Mythago Wood (1984), Holdstock’s two writing directions suddenly and fruitfully converged in a tale whose elaborate proprieties of rationale are driven by strong narrative energies and an exuberance of language. Much expanded from the 1981 fantasy (see above), Mythago Wood is a central contribution to late 20th century fantasy and is dense with fantasy tropes. It is fantasy rather than SF, perhaps because its cognitive premise – that it is possible to construct an ‘engine’ through which one might literally conceive racial archetypes – is much easier to convey in fantasy terms. The frame of the Mythago Cycle, which this tale initiates, is obdurately rational in tone, and the ‘mythagos’ discovered – and transmuted – by the contemporary protagonist are appropriate expressions of what might be called the unconscious tale of the race: they are that tale made animate, and each mythago bears a name or names – and enacts the nature – of those archetypes from whom flow the permutations of that tale. The wood from which they come – like the interior lands for which the protagonists of much British fantasy long – is a classic Little Big heartwood, huger inside than out, and more and more ancient the further one penetrates inwards. In describing this world Holdstock engages in language of a metaphoric density rarely encountered in marketable fiction, and through his language articulates a hard, knotty pain of desiderium so many English people feel for an Ur-land that never existed but which seems still to pulse through what remains of the astonishingly dense world of Britain. Mythago Wood won the 1985 World Fantasy Award.


The next volume in the Mythago Cycle, Lavondyss: Journey to an Unknown Region (1988), only increases the intensity of the Chymical Marriage between rational discourse and desiderium or Sehnsucht (a term C. S. Lewis employed to describe the melancholy longing for ‘something that has never actually appeared in our experience’, and by which he meant to designate the impulse behind certain kinds of fantasy). The longing of the protagonists of Lavondyss to enter the ‘unknown region’ – Holdstock’s term here for the wood within (and prior to) the world – is absolute, and it gives the book much of its obdurate potency. ‘Toward the Unknown Region’ (1906) is a choral work by Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), a composer whose evocations of a longed-for Britain are refreshingly muscular; Holdstock’s citing of this piece of music is therefore heavily loaded (Vaughan Williams himself appears in the novel); and the obdurate Sehnsucht of his music conveys to most listeners what Holdstock at his best conveys: a sense that the Matter of Britain is a Story that can be told.


The title novella in The Bone Forest (1991), and the title novel in Merlin’s Wood: Or, The Vision of Magic (1994), continue the Mythago Cycle in modes closer to conventional fantasy, as do The Hollowing (1993) and Gate of Ivory, Gate of Horn (1997). During these later years, Holdstock published a few more singletons of high merit, including The Emerald Forest (1985), which evokes the Lost Race stories of an earlier epoch as a father searching for his son in the Amazon jungle discovers a tribe of Indians in a world that echoes Mythago Wood; The Fetch (1991), which through the story of a small boy hauntingly explores the liminal region between the mundane and the true world; and Ancient Echoes (1996), in which another violent separation of a parent from its child climaxes in a temporally dislocated city accessible by an anguished father underground where, once again, reality is most intense.


Holdstock’s last sequence, Merlin Codex, comprising Celtika (2001), The Iron Grail (2002) and The Broken Kings (2006), the Merlin Codex is a complex and hauntingly surreal reworking of some central motifs from the Mythago Wood tales into a rendering of European mythology as a whole into a kind of temporal labyrinth, with lines of story interweaving through time. The central drama whose ramifications echo through the worlds of the series is the conflict between Jason and Medea, underlier figures who shape the complex epic. The central character, an immortal Merlin, serves as both victim and guide, whose quest for a primordial riven family – Jason’s abducted children – knits the sequence together.


In his last completed book, Avilion (2009), Holdstock returns directly to the central knot of story of Mythago Wood and Lavondyss, continuing the Huxley family tale through deaths and resurrections that amount in the end, as does his work as a whole, to a grave-song for England, though the wood continues.


In this volume a different Holdstock takes centre stage, the author (as Chris Carlsen) of the Berserker series of fantasies, Shadow of the Wolf (1977), The Bull Chief (1977) and The Horned Warrior (1979). In 1977 these tales may have seemed brutal and even thoughtless, but with the benefit of hindsight, they read very differently now, and we’re lucky to have a chance to appreciate them within the frame of Holdstock’s work as a whole. The protagonists of the sequence, at the heart of which broods a darkly conceived King Arthur, are like raw heroes out of the heart of Mythago Wood; their resemblance to traditional Sword-and-Sorcery figures can now be seen as almost accidental. The Berserker books lack the subtleties of Mythago Wood, but in a sense they supply a deep backstory for that tale, and for everything else Holdstock would write. They are the bone shop. It is a thrill to encounter them properly at last.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Robert Holdstock’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/holdstock_robert_p


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




SHADOW OF THE WOLF




Dedication


This, the first, for Angus Wells




Berserker – A Norse warrior who, in the sight of battle, would fill with a frenzied and irresistible fury; a devotee of the God Odin, from whom he gained his power; a ferocious fighter, as strong as a bear, immune to both fire and steel.




PART ONE


The Bear God




CHAPTER ONE


The wolf came.


Out of darkness, out of hell, out of the fire-licked country of the dead, stalking through the night of winter’s snow, through the struggling forest, among the stark, black rocks of the northern wastes, running in pursuit, panting as the warm-blood vision of its destiny drew it onwards … out of the God Sky, out of the rolling, booming, screaming land of ghosts, out of the past the wolf came nearer.


Huge, and even darker in the night than in the day when its darkness was almost absolute; eyes, in the moonlight, were like twin diamonds glittering in the loping form of the beast. Muscles, beneath black fur, rippled and tensed, blackly, carried the beast across the northlands, scenting, following, knowing – with its animal instinct – that it was not yet ready to meet with its destiny, but sensing that the time was approaching!


Sent by a god, it would soon enjoy the bloody taste of battle, mortal battle, tooth and sword, claw and shield.


Its prey was ahead of it, in the highlands, among the scattered villages and the bitter winds.


Unsuspecting!


He was called Harald Swiftaxe, but he might have been called the Innocent. There was blood on his sword, and on the scarred blade of the bearded axe his father, Erik Bluetooth, had given him. And the skin of his arms and chest had been several times parted and mended after the frenzy of battle.


And yet, he was Innocent.


At eighteen years of age he could not conceal the smile of pride, the grin of triumph; at times, as he rode with his companion through the thin, dying forests of the mountains, he laughed aloud, shaking back his long yellow hair, which he wore loose, and letting his cry pierce the foliage and drift into the blue sky beyond.


He was a warrior now, and felt the part, even if his youthfulness was still all too apparent. He was tall, and lean, and his face, framed by silky yellow hair, was sparse of beard, though what grew, grew unmolested, for he hoped soon to sport a thick moustache and neatly pointed beard as did his father, the great Bluetooth of the Ironside campaign against Cormac, a generation before.


Wearing a loose green kirtle, and tight blue breeches, with tall, calf-skin shoes (very warm, very sweaty) Harald Swiftaxe was a strange mixture of styles, but very individual. More important were his weapons, and these he sensed and he knew were impressive. A short, broad sword hung in its wood and leather sheath from his low-slung sword belt; occasionally he drew the blade and watched the writhing snakes of the centre of the broad steel weapon, the marks of the pattern welding that had produced the splendid sword. Brass decorated the pommel, and the grip was carved from the bone horn of a great bull, and the power of the bull reached into the hand of the wielder when the sword was used in battle.


He was shieldless, his two shields having been hacked to pieces within moments of the first skirmish, but he still carried a short throwing spear, strapped across his back; this he used to thrust where his sword was good only for hacking.


Beside the sword he carried his father’s gift to him – the bearded axe that Harald had proved so agile with, and though he used it rarely, his own runes clustered beneath those of his father, near the hilt, before the great silvered blade narrowed to its razor edge.


Festooned with weapons, aching with the several wounds he had received, Harald felt every bit the warrior he had become, and thus his occasional cry of triumph, of joy, loud in the still forest air, frightening to bird and beast, and probably not a little startling to the youth’s companion who rode ahead of him.


But his companion was silent at the outbursts, merely turning in his saddle occasionally and shaking his head, a thin grin of amusement touching his lips. He was too old and too blooded in body and mind to see the humour in what they had done, or the pleasure in any single battle among the many he had fought. Still, this silent man made no effort to stifle the youthful enthusiasm behind him. He remembered, perhaps, his own first journey across the wild seas to the ragged, fern covered coasts of the bitter lands to the south. He remembered, perhaps, his own screams of delight as the flesh had parted before his blade, and the shaking legs of virgins before his lust.


Harald Swiftaxe was remembering too!


He slapped the short sword that hung across the saddle, touched the dents in the haft of his bearded axe, spread his hands across the shifting muscles of his horse’s shoulders and sensed, in their power, something of his own power – the power he had used as he had wielded sword and axe, and laid waste the lives of warriors, both old and young.


If it ever occurred to him that he was lucky to be alive he never brooded upon the thought. He had been on the winning side, and most of all, he had been alive at the end of the invasion. The men of the great town, that had been called Dublin, had fallen back and Gudrack, the invading king, had triumphed. The Innocent had survived to return to his northern hold and relate his initiation to his father.


How proud his family would be, how glad to see him! How his mother would weep! (Had she wept while he had been away? Had she held her youngest son – so like Harald in looks and spirit – and dreamed of her eldest?) His father would sneer, of course, and belittle him, but all in the cause of welcoming him as a man.


And Elena, lovely Elena … she would be there too, welcoming him as more than a man! Before he left the hold again he would finally take her as his wife, bonded to her as he had promised, and as their parents had encouraged them.


First, though, there would be the welcome (he could imagine it all!) and the accounting for himself. He would not brag, of course. Men did not brag of personal battle; that was the sort of indulgence that the Celtish peoples practised, expanding their prowess out of all proportion. There would be no such exaggeration when Harald related his adventures. Why bother? He had fought as hard as any man, he had killed as hard, and for as good a cause; and Odin had smiled upon him in the form of his silent companion, the old southerner, Sigurd Gotthelm, for the two men – becoming friends before the great battle at Dublin – had become blood brothers in the course of slaughter; they had fought side by side in the fiercest part of the fray, where the numbers of the Celts had been highest, and the flashing of swords in the weak sunlight had been like the glittering of a fierce, sunlit sea.


Time and again Harald had deflected the spear or the knife that was speeding towards the older man; time and again Harald had turned to see a barbarian giant toppling in death, face creased in agony as a sword blade probed from neck through mouth; and behind the corpse, shaking his head and grinning: Sigurd Gotthelm.


They had fought a war of conquest, a war that would continue as long as the people of the southern lands clung to their territory of rock and stone. In the earth was their heritage, and few men would part with that heritage without first leaving their blood in the soil. The battle would not be finally won until the Norse blood ran in Celtish veins as well as across the Hibernian earth.


He was proud, young Harald Swiftaxe, of his part in the fighting. He was proud of the killing he had done. And somewhere deep inside him there lurked a lesser pride, a pride that he would not acknowledge aloud, and yet which set him apart from many others of his own age, and race, and warlike position.


He was proud of the killing he had not committed.


In the sword of Swiftaxe, Odin was a merciful god. Odin was always as angry or as merciful as the warriors who wielded metal in his name, and it pleased Harald to think that Odin might not be unhappy with the young warrior’s compassion.


There had been the pagan monk, cowering in a brick grotto below the ruined chapel where he worshipped his one god. So young, so innocent of war, and instead of screaming abuse and chanting the weird spells of his solitary god, he had watched the smoke and blood-encrusted figure of the Viking through tear-filled eyes and finally had bowed his head, waiting for the death-blow.


Harald had leaned his sword against the man’s neck, and some primitive impulse had been urging him to strike the head from the shoulders; and yet …


He had spared the holy man.


The monk had looked up at him and puzzlement had creased his face in an almost comical fashion. He had made the strange cross sign, and Harald had tensed, waiting for some magic effect, but nothing occurred. The monk had spoken incomprehensible words to him. A question?


‘I shall spare your life,’ Harald had said. ‘If that’s what you’re asking me. I can’t kill a man who wields trust and love instead of a sword.’


Backing out of the small grotto he had paused, for a moment, and wondered if he was right to spare this Christian.


Later, retiring hurt from a skirmish, he had watched from some high rocks as three monks raped and slaughtered a young Celtish girl by the banks of a winding, red-stained river. Too tired, too hungry to attack them, he had crawled away and wondered at what he had seen.


And later still, recovered and running through a small town, sword in one hand and a fire-brand in the other, he had found himself alone with a screaming woman, a woman who was both young and yet experienced, because she clutched a child to her breast and cowered away from the lean warrior who approached her. Fire-brand dropped behind him, sword held towards her, as he had reached down and torn the woman’s child from her arms, and then her rough woollen robe from her plump body. She had frozen, in shock perhaps or hope that her submission would earn her the right to live. Full breasts, not sagged from their nourishing of the child, and a thick, handsome waist … he had stood above her and stared at her, and his desire had increased with every racing heartbeat, every wafting scent of her body odours, every glance to her slowly parting thighs.


She spoke strange words – like the monk’s words – and again he felt he understood her. Her knees had drawn up, and her white belly shook as she invited him to be gentle and to spare her all but his rape.


But he had backed away.


In the doorway he stopped and watched as she gathered her robe about her, clutched the screaming child to her body, and raced into the shadow of a large, metal cauldron. He had burned the house, standing in the flickering light, breathing the flesh-stinking smoke, listening to the screams of the dying and suffering, the cries and shouts of his own men, and had watched the woman slip from the hut to vanish into the darkness.


A hand on his shoulder!


Whirling, bringing up his sword to hack at the other man, he had only just managed to stop himself from killing; Gotthelm stood there, breathing heavily, bleeding from a vicious wound across his left cheek, below the face-guard of his strange, skull-like silver helmet. The man stank of blood and excrement; his hands shook as he touched Harald and smiled.


‘The young Innocent,’ he said, mockingly, but grinning again. ‘You spared that woman. Why?’


‘Why not? I have Elena at home, in the hills, and she is everything I need in a woman.’


A group of Celtish farmers ran past them, pursued by a shrieking Norseman who gave up the chase and darted into the blazing house that Harald had just left. A moment later he appeared again, looking around, searching through smoke-darkened eyes for something to kill.


A spear clattered noisily on to the flagstoned pathway and both warriors ducked and withdrew from this open place.


The horn sounded the instruction to re-group, the job of pillage having been completed.


‘I dislike this raiding tactic as much as you,’ said Gotthelm. ‘But it’s your right to take: to take life, to take women, to take a child and sacrifice it. It’s your right, Harald.’


‘It’s my right to choose what I take, then.’


‘Frey’s phallus!’ moaned Gotthelm. ‘Too bloody innocent!’


Innocent.


As they rode, months later, through the cold lands of his home, this night of the full moon and the high, white clouds that rolled across the stars in gentle waves, so that fight and Gotthelm’s exasperated rebuke came back to him.


Innocent of faith and innocent of sex. But a warrior none the less, and fierce and bloodied, and very very proud!


The wolf stalked.


Harald sensed it, and with each hour, with each pause for rest as they urged their horses on through the long night, across moonlit ridges and through sombre woods filled with the screech of owls and less familiar night life, so the sensation of fear grew stronger.


At times Harald stopped and rose up in his stirrups, turned to stare into the land they had covered.


Light sparkled on a river – a shadow passed across that river, but perhaps just a cloud …


Trees lined the ridges in stark formation, reaching towards sky and earth; they seemed to move, to shift position as a restless sleeper shifts position during a haunted night. But just wind, perhaps. The gods were sleeping too, and surely had no enthusiasm for wandering abroad at this depressing time of year.


Something howled in the darkness. A dog? A wolf?


Tensely, Harald sat in the saddle and spurred his horse forwards.


He sensed the wolf, sensed the pursuer, but did not fully understand what that beast was, and why it stalked him. And yet it was there.


Twisting in the saddle he stared into the night.


Diamond eyes watched him as from a great distance; lost among the stars they seemed to flicker between the trees and the clouds, to rise from the earth and to recede from him. Watching.


Fear dried the wetness of his mouth, wetted the dryness of his palms. He rode on. The beast followed.


The wolf might not have been seen by human eye for it was not yet manifest in this fleshy, earthy world of sword and conquest. It pursued Harald from the nether world, running sleekly along the edge of the great chasm that led from the place of gods to the place of man. Its saliva was the wetness that fell on the young warrior’s brow; its breath was the cold wind that froze his bones and made him draw a short cloak about his thin body; its padding was the thunder of sky and earth; its howl was the scream with which Harald awoke from his dreams to find Sigurd Gotthelm pressing him gently back to the blanket, calming him, smiling warmly as he recognised the symptoms of a haunted man.


‘It pursues me, Sigurd.’


‘The wolf?’


Cold wind at the mention of the name. The stars above him seemed to wheel and revolve, as if dancing in ecstasy at the coming of winter. Tall, bare trees framed the sky as he stared upwards; clouds rippled across the stars, grey and black, chasing each other before the winds.


‘It pursues me; it follows me …’


‘You’re dreaming that’s all. There’s no wolf, merely a nightmare. You’re having a nightmare.’


‘It pursues me!’


His scream added to the noises of the night, the howls and wingbeats, the rustles and grunts of dying creatures.


‘You need rest, Harald. You need days of sleep and eating, long nights of loving and kissing. You need to get the taste of blood out of your mouth. I felt the same when I was a boy. The fear will pass. We’ll soon be a-slaughtering again.’


‘There is something wrong,’ Harald murmured to the shadowy face of his friend. Sigurd’s eyes, in the night, were dim white shapes, staring earnestly down; the fire-light caught the eyes redly, gave them the appearance of a demon’s.


Sigurd wiped the boy’s forehead, grinned (red flame on white teeth, the teeth of a wolf – Harald tensed).


‘Calm, boy. Keep calm. It’s just a dream.’


‘It pursues me. It’s no ordinary wolf. It comes from Hell, Sigurd. I know it, I sense it.’


‘A nightmare. Think of that woman you could have had but spared. Remember her? Think of her, and you’ll fall asleep with aggravation. What a waste …’


Before dawn they were riding. It was still dark. Harald turned in the saddle and stared behind him.


He heard the growl, smelled the urine stink of the great beast, saw its coalfire eyes blinking and surveying as it rested a moment in some woody recess of his haunted mind.


Sunlight spilt across the hills to the east; the trees became alive with fire, no longer black, pathetic skeletons, restlessly waiting for summer. Birds sang, but so few now, the hardy remnants of the summer flocks.


Sigurd had forged ahead, riding between the trees as they wound towards the final ridge before the tiny village of Unsthof, and then his father’s hold at Urlsgarde. The dawn light flashed off the metal of Sigurd’s shield and belt, and as the old warrior rode across a bare earth knoll, red cloak streaming behind him, so the light caught the gleaming facets of his helmet. Harald froze again, pulled his horse to a stop and stared with his heart thundering at the mysterious man ahead, at the helmet, the skull-like helmet with its drawings and carvings, and the frightening fact of its link with Sigurd Gotthelm’s own destiny.


Unable to shake the past few months from his mind, Harald reminisced again on the events of his first battle, and in particular on his meeting with the older Viking …


Sunlight glittered on a metal helmet.


Harald Swiftaxe dropped to a crouch behind a jutting boulder and slowly rose again to peer down the slope to the dark pool of water by whose softly lapping edges a pile of blue and red clothes lay scattered, as if they had been discarded in a great hurry.


Hot and bloody, sore, wounded, the warmth and stickiness of his own blood irritating him, Harald thought how truly inviting that pool looked.


But where was the owner of the pile of garments?


The helmet sat on the top of the leather jerkin, glinting and sparkling, a large metallic skull, watching the countryside through its empty eye sockets; but beside it there was no weapon to be seen, no sword, no spear, no axe.


A thrill of fear passed through the young Viking and he cowered lower, touched the soreness of his shoulder where the Celtish sword had tried to hack off his arm before his own blade had sought and found his attacker’s heart.


He would not be good in a fight at the moment; he was weakened, and thirsty. The clothes by the pool were Norse, but there were so many different types of men fighting this war that it was not safe to call any man brother or friend until the heat of battle united them into a single war machine.


But that pool … it looked so good!


It was nearly midday. The sun was baking hot (a change from the depressing rain that usually thudded on to the saturated earth of this westernmost land of the continent). The main force of Gudrack’s men were camped some miles to the south, having left Harald behind when he had been struck down and left for dead.


Were there wolves here, he wondered? A wolf could smell blood a mile away, and no doubt they were already ravening and fighting over the spoils of the war, tearing the living limbs from the dying men who lay in the small valley to the south, among the burning timbers of the village that had been raided earlier.


How soon before they found Harald himself?


He could hear no howls or cries that he recognised as the hunting call of the great dog and wolf packs that struck such fear into the farmers of his own land.


The water …


Coolness, a chance to soak away his hurts …


That helmet!


Unlike any helmet he had ever seen, it tantalised in the way it watched him from the pool-side, blind eyes staring upwards hauntingly from the silver skull that in battle would completely encase the skull of the warrior who wore this strange protective garment.


Surely if the man was in the pool he was dead. The pool surface was quiet, almost gentle, and no man could remain submerged for so long.


And the rocks and gently sloping land around the water seemed free of any naked warrior, sleeping or crouching, waiting for an intruder …


The owner of the helmet, then, had been swimming and had chased some small animal across the rocks, and found his destiny at the end of a blood-encrusted Celtish sword.


It was a good enough argument for Harald. He stood and ran down the slope, crouched by the water and touched its coolness. He looked around, listening to the bird song and high-summer earth sounds.


Picking up the helmet he stood and stared at the strange and beautiful armour.


Like the helmet of a Norse king, and yet unlike any helmet he had ever seen on the heads of the warlords behind whom he ran into battle. The vault was divided into small partitions, small frames and richly decorated with drawings … vivid drawings, precise in their execution, again unlike any helm decoration he had seen on a warlord.


Here a man slew three bull-helmeted Angles … there a man (the same man) wrestled with a troll … here again the man recoiled from beneath the blow from a ragged and giant warrior who stood impaled on a spear … and there a wolf fought a bear, with tooth and claw, upright on its hind legs, snapping at the gaping mouth of the great shaggy beast.


Many frames were empty, bare metal reflecting the sunlight; dents and scars testified to the efforts of many a swordsman to split the softer tissue beneath the helm; the man, the wearer, had survived well in battle …


Unease caused icy fingers to clutch at Harald’s youthful heart. A warrior this unusual, this powerful, would surely not fall prey to a lone Celtish swordsman.


He looked around, still holding the helmet.


Nothing.


He stared into the pool, the quiet surface reflecting the rocks and trees of this peaceful part of the land.


With a sound like the rushing of a waterfall the giant man rose from the pool, casting the water aside, sending waves breaking across the yellowing grass that bordered the tiny lake.


Harald stood frozen and open-mouthed as the figure rose, almost stiffly, almost without effort, from deep in the pool. A tall, broad-shouldered man, aged, but full of strength; long blond hair and a short beard dripped water; water ran down the man’s body in great rivers, splashing back into the turbulent pool.


Deep, black eyes fixed Harald with an angry gaze. The man’s sword arm rose from the water and a short, scarred sword waved close to Harald’s throat.


‘Put down the helmet,’ said the man.


And Harald dropped the helm from fingers suddenly shaking.


The warrior stepped from the pool, shook his hair like a dog shakes its fur after swimming. Cold water drops rained across the younger warrior who stood his ground and stared at the Norseman.


Naked, the warrior was more than a head taller than Swiftaxe himself, but he seemed disinclined to battle, recognising a fellow countryman, recognising also, perhaps, the impetuous inquisitiveness of youth.


Still naked, the man squatted by his clothes and picked up the helmet, stared up at Swiftaxe.


‘Its eyes are my eyes. I’ve been watching you for some minutes. Are you badly hurt?’


A voice like gravel, but a warm voice. Harald dropped to a crouch and touched his shoulder where blood clotted and the flesh ached. ‘Not badly,’ he said. ‘But it hurts like … like …’


The warrior laughed, swept back his hair from a face as brown and ridged as oak.


‘Your first taste of the Celtish blade, I suppose.’


‘My first taste of blood,’ said Harald Swiftaxe. ‘I killed many.’


‘At least a hundred, no doubt.’ The warrior grinned.


‘I’m no Celt that I need to brag my death score.’


‘How many then?’


Abashed for a moment, but then feeling that even a single kill was worth a moment’s pride … ‘Three. It would have been more but I felt merciful.’


The older warrior laughed. ‘Mercy is the right of kings. These Celtish sword-sluts wouldn’t spare you, so don’t go being merciful. They’ll cut off your tail when your back turns. Or your manhood.’


Harald shivered at the thought. ‘I wouldn’t care for that, not at all.’


As if reading something into the expression on his face, or the tone of his voice, the older warrior chuckled. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never used your mightiest weapon! Don’t tell me that young fair-haired blood-arm is innocent! Never slain a beast in a Celtish slut’s cavern? Never chased the sleep from a Norse matron’s belly? Odin’s arse! I’d tie metal round it, if I were you. You haven’t lived boy. You haven’t known manhood yet!’


Too tired to object, Harald laughed with the other man. ‘I’m saving such pleasure for Elena. She’s my betrothed, and she’s waiting for me.’


‘Unless some Berserker gets to her first.’


‘She lives high in the hills of the northlands. No warrior in his right mind would venture so far away from decent action.’


‘Talking of which,’ said the warrior, changing the subject, ‘the action here lies towards the great central settlement of MacNeill. We’ll have the sword-slut eating worms before the sun sets tomorrow evening. But we have some catching up to do.’


He stood and dressed, while Harald stripped and briefly washed the blood from his aching arm and shoulder. The older man helped him bind the wound, and then he pulled on his skull-like helmet and regarded Harald through the eye-sockets. He seemed to become more serious for a moment, as if – when encased within the helm – he was possessed of some darker spirit that destroyed his humour and set his sword hand itching, ready to strike at anything that moved.


But he said, ‘My name is Sigurd Gotthelm, and I allow none to touch my helmet. I shall spare you because of your innocence and pleasantness, and because I want to see you fight. But most of all,’ he went on, his voice rising in humour, ‘I want to see you bloody that innocent axe you keep so quiet!’ He laughed. ‘So we’ll go together, young fair-haired blood-arm, scrawny-figured, blue-eyed virgin with his three mighty kills … we’ll go together and poke our swords up MacNeill’s guts.’


‘My name is Swiftaxe, Harald Swiftaxe,’ said Harald loudly. ‘And I may be scrawny, but the scrawny hen is the one that lives the longest.’


‘Very true,’ shouted Gotthelm, already on his way, short red cloak flying behind him as he ran. Harald followed, running up the slopes away from the pool. They stood, for a moment, looking out across the green and rolling land. Mountains probed darkly at the edge of vision, half hidden in the heat-haze of summer. To the south they could see other hills, gentler, more inviting. That was where the great river flowed into the land, and between them and that river lay the strange mounds of dead warriors and gods, and that was a place that filled many of the Vikings with a strong sense of fear. Others less so. A magic place, a place where the spirits of the dead and the not-yet-born could be heard singing their prophesies in the dark hours before dawn.


‘Are you a king?’ asked Harald as they stood, getting their bearings.


Gotthelm laughed. At last he said, ‘I am a wooden doll,’ and the smile faded. He didn’t meet Harald’s gaze but he was obviously disturbed by something. ‘No, not a king. A warrior, a killer, a sword slut at the mercy of fate’s whim.’ Now he looked at Harald, deep eyes peering from the darkness of the helm. ‘As a young warrior, not so many years ago, I saved the life of a warlock. This was at home, in the snow-capped mountains where no man lives, but trolls are professed to walk – not that I ever saw such infamous things. I shouldn’t have been there, of course. They are forbidden hills where the trolls live. But the warlock lived there, and it was he I had sought out. When I found him he was being savaged by a bear, and I saved him from certain death. He forged me this helmet – it was his gift to me, he said, his thanks. My destiny was portrayed in twenty frames. A frame for each year of life remaining to me. Each frame might be my death, but until the last frame is blanked from the metal, I shall live. His gift to me, counting down the years, counting out the battles and the adventures.’


‘You sound unhappy with the gift.’


‘Time draws short,’ said Gotthelm. ‘And there are ways of death that I really would rather do without. The thing being, that each frame shows my death, but from all I am destined to recover, all but the last, of course.


‘I have died too many times, Harald. Too many times.’


Harald found his eyes drawn to the helmet again, and for a second, before they began to run, he noticed the strangest frame of all again. The bear and the wolf, savaging each other, neither seeming to be the victor or the loser. The wolf and the bear, but no man, no Gotthelm character to indicate the meaning of that enigmatic frame.


‘A bear and a wolf,’ said the youth. ‘Are you bear or wolf? What soul lies beneath your human skin?’


‘Both,’ said Gotthelm. ‘If I could obliterate that panel I should do so with pleasure. It is the one frame that fills me with loathing. I believe it depicts my final death. But I don’t understand how.’


And for a moment, as they stood there, the wind blew cold, and seemed to merge their souls, the young and the old, carrying a life force between them both, along the line of the blue-eyed, black-eyed gaze.


Each man smiled, recognising something that neither understood, an inevitability of friendship, an inevitability of entwined destiny. It might have made them afraid, but they were unafraid; it might have made them happy, but there was a scent of blood on the air, and the metal blades they carried seemed to cry for the feel of air passing swiftly across their flattened surfaces …


And the bite of bone and flesh.




CHAPTER TWO


Months later, after an eternal and terrifying ocean crossing, they rode out of the forestlands of the north on to the low hills that led to the great hold at Urlsgarde. They were still not far from the coast, and the hold itself lay at the tip of a great fjord; but first, quite close now, they would come to the tiny settlement of Unsthof, where Elena lived and where the farmers were all warriors who had fought with Bluetooth, Harald’s father.


As they neared Unsthof Harald’s excitement grew. And the horses too sensed something and began to whinny and shake their heads.


Harald broke from his thoughts of days and nights to come and noticed Gotthelm glancing back at him, face beneath the helmet creased with puzzlement.


Then Harald caught it, the terrible message that the horses had already reacted to. The air. It stank of blood.


He reined his steed to a halt and the black mare shuffled restlessly on the dry turf, whinnied and snorted as if she, too, could sense the danger in the blood stench she could clearly smell.


The land rose steeply ahead, bare ground, tight, spiky grass thinly shot through with yellow flowers. Overhead the sky was a dark, rolling grey, a sombre build-up towards a storm, marking the turning point between autumn and winter.


And on the wind, the last thing Harald Swiftaxe had expected this close to his father’s hold, the smell of death.


Harald turned to Sigurd Gotthelm.


‘Unsthof lies over the ridge – it’s just a small farming settlement.’


The older warrior nodded thoughtfully, almost certainly unaware of the deeper reason for Harald’s concern, imagining that Elena was a girl of his father’s hold. He stared up at the ridge, then twisted round in his saddle, sharp eyes narrowed as he searched for danger, peering hard through the small skeletal eye-holes in his heavy steel helmet.


Harald’s panic grew and he felt glad that the southerner had agreed to accompany him to his father’s hold, to rest and regain strength in comfort rather than in the filthy wharf-side villages where the Viking forces gathered for their raids. Gotthelm’s presence instilled strength and courage into the youth, and he had an awful feeling that both would soon be needed to fight an enemy that was unaffected by sword or axe – the enemy of grief.


Gotthelm slipped from his horse and gently removed his helmet. Like a glittering skull it again watched Harald with its empty eyes, the intricate designs on its crown seeming to move, playing through the heroic deeds they depicted. Gotthelm knelt down to the ground and listened.


After a moment he stood up and stared thoughtfully up the slope, wondering, perhaps, what scene of horror lay over the other side.


‘No sound, but it smells like a battle,’ he said, rubbing a leather-clad hand across his blond beard. ‘Fought some hours ago.’


‘A battle at Unsthof?’ cried Harald, feeling his unease crystallise into dread. ‘But why? Why would a battle be fought this far north? What point is there in that? And Unsthof! It’s … it’s so insignificant. I know the families who live there.’


On impulse, feeling the blood draining from his face so he became dizzy with anticipation, he spurred his horse up the rise. Gotthelm shouted to him. ‘Harald!’


‘Come on, Sigurd!’


‘Harald, wait!’


Gotthelm climbed back into his saddle and rode up to Harald Swiftaxe, who waited impatiently, his face white and angry.


‘What is it?’


‘Are the people of Unsthof your friends? Your special friends?’


‘I know them well. I spent a lot of time here as a child. Yes, most of them are my friends.’


And one friend especially!


Gotthelm drew his short sword and kissed the blade once. He waved it round his head and spurred his horse ahead of Swiftaxe, shouting, ‘Prepare yourself for grief, my young friend. But if there’s any fight to be had, then let’s fight it hard!’


From the top of the rise they stared down at the silent settlement. It had every semblance of being deserted. A small community, it consisted of no more than four long houses, and a scattering of stables, storehouses and corrals. There was no sign of life, but indefinable shapes lying all around the buildings were a certain sign of death.


Harald led the way at a gallop, his sword held tightly by his side, Gotthelm’s shield slung behind him, on his saddle, since Gotthelm himself preferred to fight without one. Cows watched them pass, running only if the two warriors rode close by. A broken wooden corral had spilled its population of black pigs and they were spread about the planted land that surrounded the small community, rooting up the winter’s provisions prematurely.


Arriving between the four long houses, Harald could not hold back his cry of horror. Even Gotthelm was sickened by the sight, but he recovered quickly and rose in his stirrups to search outside the settlement for a sign of the killers.


Bodies littered the stone pavement between the four houses where the families had lived. Severed limbs and twisted torsos lay in profusion. The stench was appalling, worse even than the stench of battle. A woman’s head stared obscenely from a spear that had been pushed into the mud from around one of the stables; Harald recognised her and felt sickness rise in his throat. Her eyes open, her long fair hair hanging limp around the gashed neck, she seemed almost to be trying to speak. Her body lay elsewhere, with the bodies of the other women, naked and sprawled, bellies and thighs covered with blood from the final rape with a short broad-sword.


Harald climbed down from his horse and the beast whinnied and cantered away from the scene of murder, perhaps to escape the foul smell of decay.


‘By all the gods,’ cried the youth. ‘If Elena is dead …!’


‘Berserks,’ said Gotthelm indifferently. ‘I recognise the style.’


‘Elena … Elena! …’ Harald searched among the defiled corpses, pushed into the smallest long house, and appeared again, shaking his head. ‘She isn’t here. Elena isn’t here. Pray Odin she’s been spared.’


He ran across to the largest house, then stopped. Puzzled, he stared at Gotthelm. ‘Berserks? But why? Why such a tiny settlement as this? Berserks are warriors …’


‘They’re beasts,’ said Gotthelm. ‘In some parts of the land they’re feared more than wolves, or even bears from which they gain their strength. Did you see them fighting in that first campaign against MacNeill? Remember those creatures who led us into the fray?’


‘Like mad men,’ said Harald, remembering. ‘Screaming, cutting themselves with their own blades … I’d never seen such warriors before.’


‘Imagine that sort of mindless kill-Iust pitted against forty or fifty innocent, unarmed farmers. Harald, this is the work of Berserks. I know the signs. Did your Elena come from here?’


Harald nodded, bitterly, glancing around again at the mention of her name. Then he looked up at the more experienced man.


‘But … but Sigurd, why? Why would trained warriors just attack for no reason? Why kill their own countrymen?’


Gotthelm smiled grimly, looked distantly to where dark mountains were shrouded in cloud. ‘They can’t help themselves. Harald. And these were not their countrymen. A Berserker has no countrymen, but his own kind, and hell is his resting place. My young friend, you still have a lot to learn.’


Harald pushed through the wicker door into the main long-house. It was dark inside, the shutters being still closed. On the open hearth, at the far end of the single room, a spilled cauldron lay across the body of the old woman, Ingredd. Harald remembered her tales, tall and not so tall, of the days when the gods had walked these desolate northlands as men, dressed in golden armour and wearing helmets with bulls’ horns that were wider than a man’s reach. He wept as he crossed to her ruined body, and saw the terrible wound in her chest. It had been quick, and she had not been defiled, and for that he was thankful. But what meaningless slaughter! What tragic incomprehensible retribution from so innocent a community!


Gotthelm called to him, and he ran, thinking perhaps that the older man had discovered another girl’s body, terrified that he would soon gaze down at Elena’s soulless form. But the discovery was of Bjorn the Axe, the elder of the settlement, a warrior of old who could still have boasted prowess with his double axe, even though long years had passed since the steel blades had last taken life. The old man’s glorious dark brown hair, always his most prized clothing, had been tied around a high, wooden spar in an open stable, and his naked body had been used for javelin practice; seven great tears in his torso told of the seven well-aimed throws.


‘Something put them into a rage,’ said Gotthelm, as they looked at the corpse hanging above them. ‘But by this time the rage was finished, and it was pure malice that took the life of this man. We are dealing with vicious killers, Harald; not only Berserks, but blood-hungry humans in their quiet times.’


They cut the old man down, and Harald wrapped him in his short lambswool cloak.


Elena was not in the settlement.


They had not finished the search, but Harald felt, now, that she had escaped; how he didn’t know, except to suppose that she was at the hold, caring for his mother as she had often done. He fought away from the notion that the killers had taken her with them; she was beautiful, yes, but not so special that she would have received a different sort of death from the others in the village.


The bodies of Bjorn and Ingredd he lay together and covered with turf blocks which he found stacked inside the door of the largest house, perhaps ready to be added to the drystone walls for extra warmth now that the first bitter winds of autumn were fetching strong.


As he stepped out into daylight, hands trembling with anger and grief, mind full of Elena, he heard a whispering sound …


At the last moment he threw himself backwards, looked to his right in time to see the twisting spear slice past his face, its shaft spinning faster than he had ever dreamed it was possible to spin, the tightly coiled cord in the haft’s centre blood-stained and partly cut through.


The spear clattered off the drystone gable wall of the horse stable, fifty paces further on.


‘Sigurd! Where are you?’


‘Harald! He’s behind the latrine! Be careful!’


Gotthelm’s voice was sharp with urgency. He was searching the other side of the main house and could probably see the small building that was the community privvy. Harald hefted his sword and ran, stooped low, along the length of the smallest house to where the spear lay. The weapon was crusted with gore, its long, narrow blade blunted and chipped, but still very deadly when thrown. He held it in his left hand, low down on the shaft, ready to use it as a second sword. He circled the outside of the settlement and finally saw the danger.


At first he thought it was a naked man, painted red as if in some magical rite of winter. When the figure opened its mouth and roared, however, he got a better idea of the creature’s nature.


It was a dying Berserker, his thick furs matted and plastered down with the spillage from his own wounds. His head was bare and even the lank blond hair on his scalp was riddled through with cuts and slashes, almost certainly self-inflicted. He was holding himself upright against a dog-tether pole and he balanced there, bestial and bizarre, among the hacked corpses of the dogs; his red crusted sword waved in a wide circle as he looked first at Harald Swiftaxe, then at Gotthelm advancing carefully from the opposite direction.


A huge spear had been driven through the Berserker’s belly. Its recurved hooks were jammed back into his flesh, and the shaft was hacked and splintered where the man had tried to cut it out of his body but had failed. One of the younger men of the settlement perhaps had had at least one word of revenge, had perhaps turned the Berserker’s own looted weapon against him.


As Harald closed in he became aware of the smell of the beast, a rich, fetid odour, the stink of split guts and voided bowels. And blood. Always blood.


The Berserker roared again, his eyes narrowing, his lips drawing back from teeth that were black with decay. His sword slashed through the air, stopping both Gotthelm and Swiftaxe, then Gotthelm closed in to kill.


His first vicious swipe was knocked aside by the Berserker, whose parrying sweep completed the arc and nearly cut Harald’s throat. Harald drew back and threw the twisting spear from a range of ten paces. It homed true and straight, spinning as it flew.


The Berserker released his hold on the upright pole and plucked the spear from the air before the point could make contact with his body; he twisted round and the weapon sang on swiftly towards Gotthelm who had no trouble knocking it aside, the throw was so weak. He attacked again, swiping wildly with his gleaming blade.


It happened, then, almost too quickly to appreciate.


Steel met steel, rang loudly in the still air. Blow was parried by blow, and the Berserker, hanging on to life though he was, seemed only slightly outclassed by the other warrior.


Then there was a high-pitched yelp. Metal flashed from hand to hand, then back again. Gotthelm hesitated. The Berserker seemed to be toppling, but as he fell he lunged, then caught the upright pole again to stop his fall. His reddened blade found the gap between two of the whalebone plates in Gotthelm’s leather jerkin, entered his body, tore at his heart.


Harald felt his head spin with shock. He leapt at the Berserker, who grinned and barked, and then shouted obscenities. Gotthelm crawled away, leaving a trail of red on the cracked flagstones of the small roadway.


Engaging the Berserker in close combat, Harald felt the power of the man-beast, the animal frenzy transmitted to every devastating lunge and cut. Harald’s youth and agility kept him narrowly out of the range of the biting edge of the warrior’s blade.


He had left his shield on the horse, and without it he had no way of hampering those devil’s thrusts. If he persisted in attacking, the Berserker would take his life by strength alone.


If Harald could only get a grip on the disembowelling pilum which would claim the Berserker’s life anyway, given a few hours.


He drew close again, swiped at the warrior’s head, felt his blade driven earthwards. He recovered and thrust up at the man’s throat, but again he felt his blow parried, turned down to the earth so that he only just managed to keep a grip on the hilt. As he prepared for a third lunge he saw a blur of movement, and felt icy steel shattering through the thin metal links of his father’s short mail-coat, which he wore in preference to a leather and bone breastplate. Broken edges of the iron links bit into his shoulder agonisingly, but the blade was stopped, and for a split second caught in Harald’s armour.


And Harald grabbed the pilum and twisted it viciously.


The Berserker screeched in pain, and released his grip on the upright just long enough for Harald to use the spear to push him to the ground. Harald cast his sword away and unslung the bearded axe from his belt ready to hook the sword from the Berserker’s grasp; even so, a frantic slash by the dying man cut a groove across the youth’s forehead that blinded his left eye with blood and pain.


But the Berserker was down, a dying animal, staring through insane blue eyes at the warrior towering above him. As he tried to cut Harald’s legs, Harald hooked the sword under the blade of his axe and wrenched it from the man’s grip. Then he lopped off the hand that had held it.


‘See me Odin!’ he cried angrily, triumphantly. ‘Blind as you are blind, yet I destroy one of your animals!’


He stood over the Berserker and drove the pilum deep into the soil by the side of the flagstone road. The warrior screamed as his body was firmly pinned down. He clutched with his remaining hand at the point of entry of spear in body, strained to raise himself up, but could no longer even twist.


He screamed once more as Harald hacked off his head, taking his time about it, crying out the names of the dead of Unsthof as he severed the neck cords with gentle blows that ate an inch at a time into the Berserker’s bull neck. The severed head he wrapped in a cloth garment that had been stripped from a young girl, and then he went to where Gotthelm lay, face down, absolutely motionless.


Turning him over Harald realised at once that his friend was not lost just yet. The wound was deep, it was severe, but if it were going to be fatal, Gotthelm would have been dead by now. If the Berserker had not been so severely weakened, it might have been a different story entirely.


‘Gotthelm! Come back to the land of the living.’


After a moment Gotthelm’s eyes opened, fractionally, then widened by degrees. He coughed and bloody froth rose to the corners of his mouth.


‘What … what are you doing here?’


‘Who were you expecting?’


‘A Valkyrie at least,’ gasped Gotthelm, trying to smile. Harald eased the man’s helmet off, and rubbed his cloth sleeve across his face, wiping the drenching sweat that ran into his eyes. Gotthelm blinked and smiled. ‘Harald … I was slain … I felt life pass from my body, drained into that beast.’


‘The beast is dead. He was weakened. He was still as strong as three men, but weakened. His thrust has pierced a lung. Men have lived through worse.’


He helped Gotthelm into a sitting position and watched the southern warrior explore the gash in his leather tunic. ‘The blow drove whalebone into my ribs. I can feel it.’


‘My father’s hold is just a few miles away, now. We should make it by sundown, or just after.’


Gotthelm raised his head, coughed again and grimaced with pain. ‘There are Berserkers … loose … keep constant watch, Harald …’


‘Once at Urlsgarde not even the gods can harm us.’


Gotthelm reached round for his helmet and drew it to his chest, staring at it. ‘Another death,’ he murmured quietly. ‘Another year.’


Harald stared at the metal skull, and felt a strange uneasiness stir his soul.


Where, just yesterday, there had been a picture of a man fighting an impaled warrior, now there was just blank metal, gleaming brightly in the autumn daylight.




CHAPTER THREE


It was near dusk when Harald saw the first flickering torches of the hold at Urlsgarde; his spirits surged immediately at that welcome sight. He found himself spurring his tired horse faster across the rolling hills, towards that beacon of warmth and security.


Gotthelm, slumped forward in his saddle, moaned loudly as the pace suddenly increased and Harald stopped a moment, rode back to comfort his friend.


‘A few more minutes and we’ll be in more comfort than we’ve known for a year. With some of this mead we pillaged from Dublin we’ll soon forget our aches.’


Gotthelm tried to smile, but his agony was too great. ‘Ride,’ he said, his voice no more than an urgent whisper.


Harald again took up the reins of the older warrior’s stallion and rode fast towards the palisaded settlement.


On the highest ridge, looking across a shallow valley to the hold itself, the riders stopped, Harald watching as the sun vanished behind those dark hills that protected the winding fjord, some miles to the west. The fjord was a silver snake, stretching into that wide and hostile sea that was the graveyard of so many valiant hirdmen and young and bloodthirsty warriors. In that sea had drowned so many fine and lusty drengs, cheated in death of the death they had desired to administer.


How soon before he, Harald, would once again brave those rolling seas? How soon before he listened in terror to the ice floes cracking against the tarred timbers of the Sea Strider, his father’s dragon ship, now docked at Thorskeid in the south, where Gudrack had commandeered it for the next great campaign to the Celtish lands of soft rain and green valleys that they all so loved?


A few months only, time enough to wed gentle Elena, if she had survived. Time enough to raise his own band of hirdmen from among the adventure-loving sons of the scattered hauldr, the free farmers who made this cold and inhospitable land into a fertile area, cultivating the ash and bone of their ancestral dead and never parting from the spirits and gods who sang and danced across the mountains and the silver waters of the fjord.


Dark mountains, possessed not by men but by the dark forces of the angry gods, framed this plateau of gentle land. Cold winds, the angry cries of Thor and Odin, carried frustration to Frey’s seed as it sprung from the soil as corn and rye, as crop and cattle. Here, more than anywhere else in the wide and hostile northlands, the gods warred constantly, fiercely, without remorse …


Go to war, go pillage and conquer! cried the trolls and warlocks of the Bear and Bull gods, Odin sparking the skies with his displeasure, Mjollnir crashing on to the land as Thor spat and laughed at the struggling villages, inciting the blood-lusty youths to brave the snake seas and dragon oceans and take the seed of death and glory to the Saxon sword-sluts of Engle Land and the Celtish romancers of the Western Isles.


But against their cries, whispering in the gentle summers and the fire-log winter evenings, the loving dirges of Frey and Freyja, urging fertility and love, compassion and the soft and careful turning of the earth.


Here we lie, they cried. Here we lie, among the bones of the dead, among the spirits of the past; use us, love us, draw food and warmth from our bosom, and let the seas and the spray winds and the black rocks of alien lands know only the touch and the blood of foolhardy southerners and war-lusting jarls. Turn the soil, sleep in the walking shadows of your past …


Harald had heard the call of the gods, long ago as a boy, when to be called a dreng had insulted him – he, the son of the hersir of Urlsgarde, he Harald with three bondmen of his own to do with as he chose, and a Gaulish thrall to kick when he felt like kicking, a miserable youth whose tongue was irritation to Harald’s ears, and whose life had ended as the lives of most slaves ended, at the point of a knife when he had not acted fast enough for the young master’s entertainment.


Harald had gone to war, against his mother’s wishes but with his father’s blessing. He had left the farmlands, this pocket of thriving life in the bitter Harjedal mountains, and was now returning triumphant.


A follower of Thor! A speaker of praise for Odin! A spurner of Frey and a laugher at farmers and the dirt-grubbing life.


Yet now, after a year, this quiet valley which looked down to the fishing village and the wide, sheltered fjord, seemed so attractive, so welcoming.


His gaze fled across the dark communal sites, the clusters of two or three long huts, grouped in the middle of their corrals. They were all in darkness, for the low roofs hid the warm fires from the hungry eyes that searched them from a distant ridge. Fire could be seen only at Urlsgarde, burning from the palisade that rose above the deep earth ditch.


Harald could see smoke rising from his father’s hall; he could imagine the smells of roasting mutton, the sweet tang of elderberry, the heady stench of ale, brewed down by the shore in one of the boat huts by the old man known only as Ale-bringer.


Night came swiftly, darkness sweeping the land and even the dark mountains fell more sombre as the night demons painted the land with jet and rolling grey clouds that seemed to ever herald the fall of snow, but which rolled on out across the snake-seas to become lost in the hellish whirlpools of Njord’s marine Kingdom.


Harald, leading Gotthelm’s horse, rode down the slope and up the rise until he stood before the cross-beamed gate which led through the wooden walls of the hold.


‘Open the gates! It’s Harald Swiftaxe and a friend.’


A face peered at him from on high, waved a torch towards him and seemed to recognise his sparsely bearded features. The gates opened, pulled by stoop-backed thralls who bowed their heads as he rode past into the muddy courtyard, scattering dogs and ducks, and sending a goat bleating and limping towards the shelter of some stinking corner of the hold.


The gates closed; torchlight was a poor substitute for daylight and the hold seemed cramped and dark. Harald’s feasting eyes found little that he could recognise. His father’s hall had its doors open and the brilliant fire-glow flooded into the yard; voices murmured and the crackle of flame and the sizzle of fat were welcome sounds.


Distantly, in a corner of the compound, a low fire burned in a shallow pit. Several shapes hunched around the flame and watched Harald through red, reflecting eyes, but they turned away after a few moments and silently contemplated the conflagration before them. Harald felt a moment’s puzzlement, but then involved himself with helping Gotthelm from his horse.


And his father emerged from the long hall and embraced him.


‘The gods told me you were alive,’ he said, hugging his son. ‘Some starlings’ entrails too. But I didn’t know when to expect you back.’


An old man, with his hair long (long like Bjorn the Axe’s – the two men had fought together and adventured together – did his father know?) hanging lank and dirty white around his shoulders. He was still upright and strong, and his green cloth tunic, loose though it hung, could not conceal the power of the man beneath. There was a sparkle in old Eric Bluetooth’s eyes, a touch of a smile on his lips – pride, thought Harald. The old man is proud of me.


Bluetooth slapped his son on the back and hugged him again. ‘You killed many Celtish dogspits. Many. I can see by your eyes, your scars.’


He touched the double scar on Harald’s cheek. Harald drew up and grinned. ‘Not many,’ he confessed, ‘but enough. I fought beside Gudrack at least twice, and my battle cry would have made you wince to hear it, it was so full of anger and death.’


‘You must tell us all your adventures over a fine meal. We’re eating poor scrap at the moment, but we’ll soon have a goat on the spit.’ Bluetooth’s eyes flickered towards the leaning, silent Gotthelm. ‘You are …?’


‘This is my good friend Sigurd Gotthelm,’ said Harald. ‘A jarl from the mountains south of Hringar, and a very fine warrior. He is honoured to be in the hold, but he brings honour by his sword and his spear.’


‘And mystery by his helmet,’ said Bluetooth, staring at the strange metallic skull that encased the old warrior’s cranium. ‘And death by his blood unless we get him tended.’


They helped Gotthelm into the small hut that ran alongside the main hall; here there were beds, fine wooden benches covered with deep layers of bear fur and horse leather. Gotthelm lay and allowed a young bondmaiden to strip off his clothes, caressing his body as well as the wound. He winked at Harald and grinned, and Harald’s fear for the man’s life swiftly subsided.


‘She’s the daughter of a Saxon thrall, given to me in payment for hunting down the Saxon himself when he killed a gestir at Trollestad. If she aids his recovery I shall give her her freedom – if your friend doesn’t desire her.’


Harald laughed. Such generosity was quite unlike his father, but his father’s pleasure at his return was probably very great.


Something about old Bluetooth’s attitude, however, filled Harald with unease. The man, though obviously overwhelmed and happy, seemed to walk beneath a dark cloud; there were shadows on his face that were the shadows of fear and stress.


And when he found out about Unsthof, and the slaughter of the people there, it might be even worse. Had they been attacked here by the same band of Berserkers?


Sudden fear gripped Harald’s heart. Elena! Had she survived the rape of Unsthof only to find death during a later attack on Urlsgarde?


‘Elena …’ he said loudly, but his father, guessing at his son’s anxiety, said, ‘She’s well. Tomorrow we shall ride to Unsthof and bring bawdy old Bloodaxe and his talespinning wench to our hall.’


‘Bloodaxe is dead,’ said Harald quickly, hardly daring to watch his father’s face. He was relieved, as he spoke, relieved that Elena was safe. But he was terrified now, of what his father would do.


In the event his father did nothing, merely stared. He said, ‘Dead? Bloodaxe? How can that be? We were only hunting together four days ago …’


In the quiet of the hut, while in the main hall the voices grew louder and more excited as preparations for feasting began, Harald told of what they had found over the rise, at the tiny community.


Bluetooth’s face drained of all blood and his eyes closed. He seemed to stoop a little, to grow older.


‘I would not have blinked five years ago,’ he said. ‘Death meant so little when death was so much around us. But now … Bloodaxe … my old friend, so cruelly dead.’


‘We know who did it,’ said Harald.


Bluetooth’s eyes were heavy in the darkness, but watched the youth with obvious pain, obvious expectancy. When Harald told of the dead Berserker Bluetooth tensed, then uttered a fearful scream, of desperation perhaps, but mostly of anger. The cry woke Gotthelm who watched from his bed, brushing away the gentle caress of the bondgirl. Harald backed away from the fiercesome man, but Bluetooth, rather than striking the nearest object as Harald had expected, merely turned and walked away, glancing towards the strange fire near the palisade, and vanishing into the glare of the hall.


Again Harald watched the fire outside. Those shapes – large men, fur-clad and not of the hold – who were they?


‘They came to the hold yesterday evening,’ said a voice behind him, and he turned quickly.


‘Elena!’


For a moment they clung to each other, Elena sobbing and Harald, conscious of but unembarrassed by Gotthelm’s grinning voyeurism, closed his eyes and hugged her until she gasped. She was so soft, and pressed against him their bodies seemed to melt together. When they parted and looked at each other they didn’t release their grip. Her fingers touched his face, and two ugly scars, and his own touch wandered from her mouth to her neck, and quickly, tentatively to her breasts, pressing against their softness, exploring the flesh that he longed to kiss without the encumbrance of her clothing.


She backed away and smiled, blue eyes alive with pleasure, long fair hair framing her face and shining with the distant firelight. ‘My father would go mad if he saw you do that.’


Harald froze, but managed to keep the smile on his face. ‘Elena …’


Before he could bring himself to tell her she kissed him again, a long and lingering embrace, her tongue darting into his mouth so that he jumped with surprise, but clutched her tightly, hands gripping her with his passion that rose and surged and forced its way between them.


He couldn’t tell her, not now, not yet. She hadn’t heard him tell his own father, and it would be so cruel to destroy her first moment of pleasure in a year (he hoped her first moment, at least) with the tragic news.


They stood in the doorway and watched the cloudy skies, felt the cold air dance before hot gusts from the fire; the smell of meat was heavy on the wind, mouth-watering; he could smell sour ale and that was mouth-watering too. A goat shrieked as it was slaughtered and he watched, his arms around Elena’s waist, as the carcass was dragged into the hall.


Despite the festivity, the pall of gloom was almost tangible. Men of the hold stood in small groups or alone and watched the gathering of strangers around the fire, the invited guests who were nevertheless being afforded the barest minimum of hospitality. There were so few women in sight that Harald wondered if some plague had hit the settlement, but he guessed that with strangers inside the palisade the women were crouched in the corners of their huts, fearing for their honour and their menfolk.


And gradually, as Harald sensed the unease about him, watched the superficial activity and the underlying fear of the group around the fire, so he came to realise who those unwelcome guests were …


‘Thor’s cry! Berserks!’


Elena slapped a hand across his mouth and her eyes widened with sudden fear. She pulled him back into the hut and eased the wooden door closed; Gotthelm shifted on his bed and tried to ease himself up.


‘Harald … are they out there?’


Elena looked at each man with a warning frown. ‘Keep quiet,’ she urged. ‘If we leave them alone they’ll do us no harm!’


Gotthelm laughed sourly. ‘Berserks? Love plays tricks with your senses. They may leave you in peace, or they may not, but whatever you do or don’t do, they’ll spill blood if the mood takes them.’


Harald glanced at Gotthelm and by the expression on his face tried to tell the man to keep quiet. Gotthelm subsided and closed his eyes. The bondgirl climbed on to the pallet with him and began to kiss his forehead. Gotthelm sighed with pleasure and began to take the girl very seriously, notwithstanding the vicious and deep gash in his left chest.


Harald turned back to Elena and took her by the arm, pulled her back to the door and peered out at the six shapes, still sitting peacefully by the fire.


What hatred he felt for the beasts! What loathing. To think that Elena had escaped their butchery by mere chance, visiting the hold as she so often had visited it to keep his mother company, weaving and embroidering during the long and lonely nights. If she had come tomorrow night she would never have come at all, but her mutilated body would still have been staring at Harald as an after-image of horror and shock …


What they had done at Unsthof made them no human brother of his, no northman blood kin … they were lower than wolves, less than a broken-legged pig … they did not deserve to live.


And here they were, feasting within the defensive walls of his father’s hold, burning his wood, eating the flesh of his soil, enjoying those protective comforts of the fortified settlement, and perhaps …


Perhaps growing towards one of those unpredictable and frightening rages that possessed them as a group, sending them whirling and shrieking, slashing and killing, oblivious of wounds, invulnerable to all but a mortal blow.


They were quiet now, but for how long?


In the name of Ull, why had they been let in? Wasn’t this settlement protected against just such roving bands of killers as these?


Why had they been let in?


Elena sensing the question, placed a finger across his lips and whispered to him. ‘They came first several months ago. In the height of winter they were cold and starving and they seemed calm. Your father let them in and they respected his hospitality, staying until they were strong and then leaving. They came again and again, each time for just a few days as they wandered the lands hereabouts, and they never abused the settlement in any way. This time it seemed pointless to argue, as it seemed pointless the last time they were here, but they brought with them a smell of blood when they came last night, and the hold is terrified; some of us sense they are close to a blood rage, and none of us want that. So we’re trying to keep as quiet and as normal as possible. With luck they’ll be gone tomorrow …’


‘With bad luck so will we,’ said Harald. ‘Why did my father ever agree to let them inside the gates? He knows the sort of animals those creatures are!’


‘They have a power over him,’ said Elena sadly, staring straight at Harald as if the directness of her gaze and her statements could alleviate the shock. ‘They seem to possess him, to grip his soul. Your father knows it and it weakens him, makes him disgusted with himself, but he is the hersir and none would ever dare to rebuke him. He needs you, Harald … help him …’


Harald nodded slowly, thoughtfully. He stared at the fire, at the silent Berserks, and wondered what sensations of the night, of the coming winter, of the future ran through their blood-crazy brains.


‘We must get them outside the hold,’ he said.


‘Why? They’ll go of their own accord before long.’


Would they, he wondered? Perhaps Unsthof was just the beginning; perhaps they had no intention of leaving Urlsgarde standing this time. They had overwintered here, and after a summer of killing and fighting, who knew where, they had returned as the first winter winds began to blow, cold and mournful. There was no telling how they might react, how they might have changed during the past few months.


And they had lost one of their band during the fury at Unsthof, and that might be preying on their minds; if they had any feelings at all those feelings might have been for revenge.


And yet …


There were only six of them, and from what Harald had seen it took a while for them to invoke the spirits that came from Odin, to rise to that great rage: a blood fury could be spontaneous at the smell of blood, but before battle they had to work into that rage, as if the possessing spirits had departed for a while, as if Odin, fighting and killing through the bear men he owned, tired easily of their filthy games and withdrew into the stars to rest and love, returning only when his appetite for chaos was sharp again.


These men were calm. It might be possible to attack and to kill them now, when their strength was normal, their spirits the normal dulled spirits of the lumbering human beasts they were.


As he watched them Harald felt an uncontrollable anger rise within him, saw red, the red of blood, heard sound, the sound of screams, the screams of the people he had known and respected at the farming village of Unsthof. Again, the tattered body of Bjorn the Axe haunted his mind’s eye. The grinning, dead face of the woman on the spear seemed to speak in a monotonous, Hel-guided curse – kill them, she said, revenge us, strike while Odin rests, use the strength of the wolf to counter the might of the Bear god … strike them … revenge us …


Harald’s head spun. Elena drew back from him, struck by his suddenly distorted features, the feral anger that brought a growl to his throat, a blood-light to his eyes.


‘Harald …’ she began, but he waved her silent, and then turned on her, pushed her into the corner and snapped, ‘Stay there. Don’t move!’


Anger took his arms and legs and he walked, slowly, deliberately, to where his horse stood feeding at a low wooden trough; its saddle was still in place, the large leather bags still hanging across the pommel.


Reaching into one of the bags he drew out the bloody rag and the bulky object it concealed. Without unwrapping the cloth he walked to the fire and stood a few feet away, staring at the six Berserks.


Huddled together, crouched and bent towards the warmth, they seemed unfiercesome beasts. Shaggy hair shook as heads turned towards him; bodies tensed, and the thick fur wrappings they wore rippled and shifted as hands crept towards bone-scarred metal blades. Eyes watched him, mouths chewed, shapes stiffened … they remained silent.


‘I was at Unsthof,’ said Harald quietly. ‘I saw what you did.’


The nearest beast-man glanced at the others then back at Harald. He was red haired and wild, his eyes spread far apart and pig-like in his face; his nose and lips were thick and wet, and he drew an arm across his jowls to dry his features. Grease stained his beard, dripped from the piece of meat he held on to his thick leggings.


‘I saw what you did,’ said Harald.


Still silence.


Deliberately, then knowing that he would provoke them to anger but feeling unconcerned by the foolhardiness of the action, feeling unafraid of the consequences, he unwrapped the severed head and held it by its greasy, blood-matted hair. The head swung in his grasp, the dulled eyes regarding the eyes of its friends, and perhaps in their minds the dead lips spoke to them for they all cried out in anger, and cast their food on to the flames, drawing swords and tensing, waiting for the word to kill.


The Berserker nearest Harald didn’t move; he watched not the head but the arrogant youth who held it, and something in his face told Harald that he would survive this encounter but that the event would not be forgotten; the Berserker was half smiling, but when one of the others staggered upright and growled, ‘Let’s cut his slut-poker and stuff it …’ he was silenced abruptly.


Harald tossed the head on to the flame and watched as the fire ate the hair and the skin and crisped the flesh until it was indistinguishable from the charred wood.


‘The same for you all,’ said Harald. ‘The same for all killers of innocent farmers. The same for all beasts of Odin.’


And he turned and walked towards the great hall.




CHAPTER FOUR


An hour later, in the long hall, the gloomy atmosphere lifted for a while as the celebration of Harald’s return grew wild and noisy. The great fire spluttered and crackled as the carcass of the goat turned on its spit and browned and crisped, filling the muggy air of the hall with its own delicious stench; wood smoke stung the eyes and choked the lungs of the gathered menfolk who sprawled and lounged along the great table, listening to jests and tales that they had heard a hundred times before. Harald laughed as well, seated by his father who grimaced as he swilled the stolen mead that Harald had brought home, and spat the honey-sweet liquid into the fire where it flared for a moment.


Laughter.


‘Celtish piss!’ roared the old man, and reached for the pottery jug of sour ale. A far better drink, and far faster in its effect.


Harald too filled his horn mug with the local brew and drank it in great quantities, drowning out of his mind the haunting memory of the slaughter, the terrible responsibility he felt about breaking the news of her father’s death to Elena – and drowning most of all the fact of the killers seated outside the hall, brooding through the dark and cloudy night, tensing, rising towards some vile and mortal action.


Father and son lost themselves rapidly in the effects of the drink. Minds whirled, faces creased with laughter, hands slapped tables and spittle flew through the air to register disgust or amusement at some overblown or too often heard brag or tale from the gathered townsmen.


The remains of the summer berries, raspberries and mould-covered strawberries, were placed before them, with cakes of rye and acorn bread that soon vanished into hungry mouths.


The goat crisped. Harald felt his mind lose coherence, as his stomach fought the ale whilst it waited for food.


Most of the berries found themselves projected through the stinking air of the hall; berry war and laughter raged across the table; noisy, drunken youngsters stood and toppled as they voiced a story of some nearby wench whose legs had gripped them in the eternal vice behind some stable or other, or down by the water’s edge where seals played splash games, watching the human antics, safe for the moment as lust took time away from hunting.


Fathers growled and roared as they recognised their own daughters, but reason prevailed as the frightened youngsters protested that this girl was ugly, and the daughter of the prominent hauldr who so honoured the hold with his presence, was a girl for their dreams only and had never been touched by hand or ‘axe’.


At last the goat was served. Harald drew his honoured knife across the flanks and a great cheer arose from the hall. Hacking off his liberal portion Harald wolfed the meat and waited, hoping for the effects of the drink to drain away, but of course they didn’t.


He watched the spinning, reeling room, the rising smoke and awful flatulent stench assailing his nostrils and lending an unpleasant flavour to everything that passed his lips. The fire’s crackling was loud in his ears, the flickering of its yellow flame sending the writhing shadows of the gathered farmers dancing and gesticulating across the turf walls and the dry straw roof.


His father, perhaps himself now well barricaded against his grief behind the wall of drink, slapped his shoulders and urged his son to his feet.


And Harald, swaying unsteadily, grinned sheepishly as he looked at the suddenly interested host and began to tell of his adventures.


‘Bravely I fought …!’ he began loudly, but fell backwards on to the bench to a great cry of laughter and further urging to stand.


He swayed upright, raised his short sword into the air. ‘Singing life taker I christened my blade, and singing she took the life of … of … three Celtish sword-whores, who fought as fierce as Wolves, as rabid as a mad dog, but they fell before me, cut to ribbons … begging …’


He fell backwards again and the shrieks of laughter drowned a clap of distant thunder outside and above the hall.


‘Did you take MacNeill?’ called a voice, an old warrior whose early life had taken him to the same Celtic shores, fighting those same red-haired devils … green-eyed, red-haired he-wolves.


‘We struck his men down in droves,’ shouted Harald. ‘Gudrack is a mighty leader, with mighty strategy.’


‘Strategy?’ laughed the host of men. ‘What strategy?’


Harald swayed forward, started through glazed eyes at the heaving table, the distorted faces and bodies of the men. ‘A mighty strategy,’ he repeated, conscious of his slurring words. ‘We all formed …’ he drank from his horn, and waved the half-full mug at the farmers, slopping ale across his hand and his platter. ‘We all formed into a single huge block of men … mighty we looked, fiercesome we shrieked, our swords clattered against our shields and even the ghosts of the dead ran amok with fright as we sped down the valley – a mighty strategy. We smashed them to pulp! We cut them to ribbons! We trampled them into the green grass! Red ran everywhere; limbs lay twitching and heads, severed from their body, rolled away in fright as we approached, screaming for mercy, but we put out their eyes and boiled their brains. Mighty were the Norsemen.’


Again he slumped down heavily and the cheers and laughter brought him angrily back to his feet.


His father’s eyes streamed tears, of mirth, no doubt, and yet …


‘They laugh at me,’ murmured Harald, and Bluetooth sobered and shook his head.


‘They envy you, Harald. They see themselves in you, but themselves as they were and can no longer be. Brash, youthful, full of life. They love you, Harald. They want to be you. Tell us more.’


‘There was this woman …’ said Harald loudly, thinking of the wench he had spared, but quickly trying to imagine how it would have been. The hall echoed to the howls of interest and, as the noise died, so Harald doubted his ability to lie.


‘No there wasn’t,’ he confessed, and laughter almost brought the roof down. ‘But there almost was,’ he shouted, and then fell sombre again.


‘But you couldn’t find a hook to hang your breeks,’ laughed a voice, and the company of feasting men fell hysterical to the table.


‘Tell us of your scars!’ shouted a younger man.


Harald drew himself upright and cradled his sword in his hand, oblivious of the terrible manners he was thus evidencing. ‘Fiercely I fought,’ he cried. ‘My war cry was terrible to hear. It struck fear into the hearts of the Celtish sluts. It struck fear into the hearts of the Celtish sluts. It struck fear into the hearts of my own brothers. Even Odin fell silent before my war cry …’


‘Aaagh,’ cried the host of men, impressed by the acceptable blasphemy.


Emboldened by this interest Harald went on: ‘I fought alone against ten red-haired giants of the tribe of MacCormac. Hissed their blades, but my blade hissed louder; flowed my blood, but their blood spilled with their tripes as I slit them groin to throat with slash after slash. Left for dead I lay on the green earth and cried my war cry even then, and the sound of it kept the loathsome sluts at bay.’


The table was thumped by fist and elbow as the youth’s bravado set the images of their pasts dancing in the farmers’ minds.


‘I closed my eyes and drew strength from my sword, from the souls of those it had eaten. I opened my eyes to see a black-robed valkyrie hovering above me, drooling on my face as she revealed and shook her full, white breasts and beckoned me upwards.


‘No! I cried, and she revealed her plump, soft thighs.


‘No! I cried, and she sang a song, entrancing me, inviting me. But I shook my head and poked her with my singing life-taker, my blooded sword!’


At this great cheers and the thunder of the oak table being solidly pounded by bronzed and brawny fists.


Harald grinned and swayed, reached for the jug of ale, glancing at his father as he did so. The old man winked and laughed, and Harald felt a great surge of pleasure; amid the din there was the sound of thunder, a scream, perhaps of laughter, perhaps of something else …


And then:


With a crash the door of the hall flew open. Bitter wind blew suddenly across the table, sending the warmth and smoke swirling before it. The night, the winter darkness, sent fingers of ice running around the gathered hold.


For a moment Harald thought the sound, the noise of thunder, was just the antics of the guests; but when the fire dimmed, and the atmosphere of contentment and pleasure drained away to leave a haunting silence, grey shapes and staring, frightened eyes, he knew that the festivities were ended.


Lurching upright, feeling the ale’s heady drug make a fool of his body and vision, he stared at the door, across the turned heads of his fellow village folk.


Walking slowly into the hall, swaying as great bears sway when they walk towards some panicking deer, the Berserks came.


Led by the huge, red-haired man who had seemed to Harald to be the leader of the group of killers, they stopped inside the hall and stared at Erik Bluetooth. Grotesque to look at, their smell was worse – the stench of blood and excrement soaking their furs and seal-skin leggings. Around the bull neck of the leader hung a necklace of flashing, fire-trimmed bear-teeth. All six wore, on their metal helms, the skull of a bear, canines reaching down across the forehead to point to the narrow, deep-set eyes of the warriors of Odin who carried these trophies.


Swords slithered from sheaths, waved threateningly in the fire glow, flashing and glittering as the six Berserks moved in towards the table. The giant who led them was grinning and his gaze seemed fixed on Harald.


‘A burning for us all, is it?’ he muttered loudly, menacingly. ‘Then come and try us, young farmer whore-slit. Come and hack the heads off our shoulders and see how long your tripes remain unspilled.’


There was sudden panic in the hall; the benches were overturned as men, old and young alike, fled from the Berserks’ approach, ran for cover, or in rare instances darted for weapons stacked against the wall.


Harald wielded his sword, manifestly unafraid, secretly petrified. The great Bear Tooth himself came towards him, preceded by his fecal stench, the eyes that watched the young Viking filled with hatred and shot through with red and black.


Smoke choked Harald as the fire billowed and guttered, torn before the icy gale blowing from the yard.


A man screamed, his body arching as a Berserker’s sword split his head through to the jaw, spilling brains and blood in a pink and grey mess.


At once there was frenzy.


The smell of blood, the sight of it, sent the Berserks into that frightening rage of animal frenzy, of sword-wielding, invulnerable offensiveness, that was so useful in battle and so terrifying in any other place.


Harald had seen it before, the wheeling, whirling, screaming action, as singing blades took off scalps, heads, arms and feet, the Berserks crouching and jumping as they spat and screamed, thrusting, lunging and slashing everything including themselves.


Men fell like pigs at a midwinter fertility feast, stuck through and split open, guts and brains washing the earthen floor and draining through into the valleys of the mid world. Harald fled from the hall, driving one Berserker before him, dodging the frenzied shape as its screams deafened him and its blade sang close to his ears, narrowly missing cutting him down for once and for good.


In this state, he knew, there was no personal motivation, no desire for revenge; there was only the need for killing … Odin had possessed them, drawn from Asgard by the sudden stench of human blood, drawn from his idle games by the thought of slaughter, directing his beast-men in their whirling dance of destruction.
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