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			To dead friends.

			Too many, too soon.

			 

		

		
			 

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			‘In his anger at the English barons, William commanded that all crops and herds, chattels and foods should be burned to ashes, so that the whole of the North be stripped of all means of survival. So terrible a famine fell upon the people, that more than 100,000 young and old starved to death. My writings have often praised William, but for this act I can only condemn him.’ 

			ORDERIC VITALIS 

			 

			 

			‘I have persecuted its native inhabitants beyond all reason. Whether gentle or simple, I have cruelly oppressed them; many I unjustly inherited; Innumerable multitudes, especially in the county of York, perished through me by famine or the sword.’ 

			WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			1 The Harrying of the North

			 

			 

			 

			 

			It was winter, and the land bloomed with murder. From the shoulder of the frost-stained fell she could see the burning had reached the near villages. Four fingers of smoke clawed at the pale blue sky. The brittle evening was hazy and in her mouth was the taste of other fires, now spent. On another night she might have mistaken the distant screams for the cries of gulls, blown inland from a sea she had never seen. 

			She had asked about the sea but her grandfather, who had come over from Denmark with Canute and had been a great traveller, said it was a dirty big grey thing that killed people; a serpent that cast its coils around the world, and best avoided by those who had any sense. The Norman invaders, the killers down in the valley, came from over the sea, but it was a different sea to the one her northern ancestors had travelled.

			The Normans worked with a terrible industry. From dawn she’d seen them moving in, raising plumes of smoke from the villages like black banners in their wake. Tola had to run if she wanted to live. She had no choice.

			She was cold to the bone but she could feel the killers’ effort even at that distance. She imagined herself among those columns of men; her arm warmed by the toil of slaughter, her body glad of the heat of the animal beneath her and the fire of destruction about her. For an instant she felt herself inside the thoughts of a Norman soldier, one real or imagined so sharp he may as well have been real. He felt not entirely warlike but a fussy, particular man. He would see that Old Nothgyth’s apple tree was felled and split to the root, her pigs slaughtered and their blood turned into the hard soil, lest it freeze on the earth and the people creep back to suck at it in their starvation. The axes blunted easily on frozen wood and frozen soil and it was an effort keeping them sharp.

			He would see the fields salted from the bulging carts that followed the column, the well fouled with pitch and the corpses of Nothgyth’s sons. He knew the salting was only a gesture but it was worth doing – the rebels needed to believe that their land had been laid waste for a thousand years. When the house was fired and everything she owned along with it, he would lead his men away, turning back at the gallop after a short while to catch her digging at the grain she had buried. He knew all the tricks. Only then would he leave her, standing close by her burning home taking the last warmth she would ever know before she died. He had to hurry away. The scene would be repeated one more time before the end of the day. It had been played out nineteen times already. Sometimes he would leave a survivor to spread the fear for a while before the cold took them. Sometimes he would not. There was no reason in who lived and who died. It was a matter of feel, he’d tell his men.

			She heard an echo of words in the man’s mind. If they had been spoken to her face she would not have understood them but in the cavern of her head they took on meaning. She saw a stern-faced man, bald at the front of his head, strong-armed, pot-bellied. ‘No one alive from York to Durham.’ That was the whole world.

			She came back to herself and gazed out over the wide land. White everywhere, like the little woollen blanket the travelling fool had put over the coins at the summer fair. When he’d removed it the coins were gone. The world was changing, hiding itself to emerge anew. When it did, there would be no place for her.

			How many soldiers? She didn’t know her numbers but she had never seen such a host – not even at the market day at Blackdale. More people than she had ever seen, more than she could ever have imagined seeing. They had come upon the dale at an easy pace, walking their steaming horses through the wide snows. One column from the north, another from the south and a third from the sea. It was not a net, nor even an encirclement. The attackers were indifferent to whether their prey stayed and died or fled to the hills. Death by fire or death by cold; death either way. 

			‘Yes,’ she said, though no question had been asked. The man who stood beside her was to have been her husband. Hals. He had not been a rich man, though he had a little land and kept a few sheep. She was a poor woman, pretty enough to marry better, her mother said. A man with five or six hides might have considered her. She hadn’t wanted a man with five or six hides. Hals would do. Tola, so sensitive she could put herself into the mind of a Norman across a valley, knew Hals was a good man and she understood him. 

			She shivered deeply. ‘We can’t stay on the hill all night,’ she said.

			Hals hugged her and she sensed the question in him. ‘What can we do?’ He was of the Danish line too, his father coming over with Canute to farm, so Hals would more naturally trust a woman’s opinion than an Englishman of older heritage might.

			‘Wait and see if they move through. Then go down. To whatever’s left.’

			She saw that he feared they would come back.

			‘They’ll go everywhere,’ she said. ‘It’s a hunt to them. What man doesn’t love to hunt?’

			He gestured behind him. Nine standing stones circled the hilltop. The local people called them the nine ladies. They were said to protect the valley. They offered scant help now.

			When she was girl, wandering up on the fell on a sunny morning, they had spoken to her. The weather up there could not be trusted, and in the afternoon a grey mist had come down so quickly it was as if the day had closed its eyes. She had found herself among the standing stones then. They’d given her a start at first, as she’d thought they were people standing watching her in the mist. She’d realised they were just stones with her next breath. She’d wandered among them, trying to get her bearings. The last stone slewed at an angle, pointing along Blackbed Scar and out to the boggy top. There was a quick route down from there and she knew it well. The mist was cold on her nose and lips, the shawl tight about her as she stepped along the broad arc of the Scar and out onto the sodden earth of the top.

			The going was harder than she’d thought. There had been little rain but the bog had held its water. She was soaked within twenty paces, about to turn around, when she’d seen him under the surface. The hanged god, his skin blackened from its long soaking, the frayed noose at his neck, one eye ­ruined and eaten, the other half-open, looking at her. She looked across the Scar and saw the nine standing stones, no longer stones but eight fierce women, staring across the valley, spears in their hands and shields at their side. Where was the ninth?

			She saw a vision of a great battle in the north – Danes camped around a river surprised by an onrushing horde of Englishmen screaming over the brow of a hill, a scrambled defence, no armour, no helms, as the English king led his men against them. 

			And then, from a strange country of chalky soil, the other men came; those she now knew to be Normans with their teardrop shields, their shaved heads. The English king rode south to meet them, his weary warriors at his side, and from every shire and every village men ran to meet him to join and refresh his army, though they might have walked or not bothered at all.

			Even Tola knew that the Norman king was done for. She sensed his feeling for his ships; it was a familiar one that she felt largely from the young – one of need and resentment. The king could not go far from the ships. If he was beaten he needed a way home. He had ravaged the land, so he needed to resupply. This man, with the pot belly and the strong arm, was walking a ledge above a crag. He felt vulnerable, arrogant, belligerent and exhilarated. He had come too late in the year. He feared winter, feared being king of only the wasteland he had created, his army coughing, rotting and dying beneath its tents. There was a lurch in the pit of her stomach, a vision of two ravens flying against a stormcloud sunset. The English king would not listen to counsel. His mind sank into the blood mire. He would give the Norman king his battle. She knew that the man in the peaty water was a god and he had entered the mind of the English king to drive him on to death and to a place in stories to last a thousand years.

			She fell into the mire and through the god’s mind to a burning city where gigantic beings, half shadow, fought in the ruins. One shadow was a wolf, another the noose god, battling forever under a cold sun. Then the god had turned his eye towards her and she had seen bright shining things, symbols that expressed everything – how a baby grows to be an adult and a calf to become a cow; how the sea pushes against the land and the land pushes back. More light than she had ever known was all around her. After that it was dark.

			Her brother had found her, half dead in the water, and ­carried her down to the farm. 

			Her brother. Where was he in this burning land? He had gone with a party of men to face the Normans, to ambush them as they rode through the woods. It had given her the pause she needed to run to the fell. He was dead now. She could feel the hounds dragging him down, their weight more awful than their teeth; hear the swift and certain stride of the Norman soldier coming through the woods towards him, the punch of the dagger into his ribs.

			She used the cold against her emotions, locking them in under ice, under the will to survive.

			‘The ladies never offered me help,’ she said to Hals.

			He hugged her tighter, his arms shaking with the cold. The last rays of the sun warmed them from the rim of the hills. They’d have to move again soon and keep moving throughout the night if they weren’t to freeze where they stood.

			Hals had ice in his beard. There was no wind yet, no rain. Even without them she knew they couldn’t spend the night still in the open. 

			Hals’ eyes were full of tears. He was a strong man and she had never seen him cry. She knew he wanted her to ask the ladies.

			‘It is against God’s law. The priest told us that.’

			He drew his knife.

			‘That too is against God’s law.’

			‘Orm at Ing End took that way out,’ Hals said.

			He was trembling, with fear and cold, with misery. 

			‘His father was a northern man. He should have fought.’ She pulled her cloak around her. ‘You couldn’t kill me, Hals.’

			He offered her the knife. ‘You do it,’ he said. ‘You are stronger than me. Kill me and then yourself.’ 

			She turned her eyes away. Out over the valley, a silver half-moon lit the smoke, the dying light rendering the land grey but for the red sun in the west. Away by Alfred’s house a flame sprang up. The Normans were burning again. Surely soon they would stop, if only to secure shelter for themselves.

			A flash from down in the valley – someone holding up a bright sword that caught the light of the burning house. A cry, bounding towards them from far away. Had the warriors seen them? 

			‘Do you remember the rhymes Nana used to tell? About the end of the world?

			 

			Surt fares from the south with the scourge of branches,

			The sun of the battle-gods shone from his sword.

			The crags are sundered, the giant-women sink,

			The dead throng Hel-way, and heaven is cloven.’ 

			 

			She crossed herself. ‘This is the end of the world. Christ must come,’ she said.

			‘So where is he?’said Hals.

			A group of six riders broke away from the burning farm towards the hill, small as mice in the distance. Tola looked at Hals’ knife, so sharp, so clean. It had caught the sun, she was sure, and given them away.

			They couldn’t run. The Normans were burning on the south of the dale too. They might make the woods but it was a scant hope. There was no other option.

			‘I’ll go to the gods,’ she said. 

			Tola walked along the ridge of the Scar to the stones. She knew in her gut the key to what she sought. Pain. Denial. 

			‘Keep moving, Hals,’ said Tola. ‘Either run down or stay with me but keep moving. You’ll die if you don’t.’

			It didn’t take someone of Tola’s sensitivities to see the question on Hals’ face. ‘And you?’

			‘Death had his chance with me before here. He won’t harm me now.’

			She took off her shawl and laid it down, took off her skirt and her tunic, and stood among the stones in only her underhose and her shirt.

			Hals paced the line of stones back and forth, his breath steaming about him. They’d made their decision, he wasn’t about to go back on it now.

			Later, Tola would know there was a point of transition in invoking the gods where you went from willing them to appear to willing them to stay away. Colder than she had ever been, human and vulnerable, she stood – warm flesh among the frozen stones. She knew who she sought. The people still had their stories and their faith. They called to Jesus on a Sunday and, if Jesus did not come, they left their offerings and their carvings for the elves and the gods. There was a charm and she spoke it for want of knowing really what to do.

			‘Ladies of the Dale, watchers by night and day

			Hear me singing your furious song.’

			There was nothing that had not been there before, only the shouts of the Norman soldiers in the dale, the pacing of Hals along the line of stones.

			‘Hear me singing your furious song.’

			She said it again and again and its meaning started to slip. Furious song. Furious singer. The old words for that phrase came to her. Woden. Odin, as Hal’s family called him. Death in his hood, death in his noose, in the waters of the mire, his nails black, his skin leather. Hals kept pacing the line. She felt his anxiety as if it was her own, a lurch in her belly, a need to shit. The feeling faded, her body grew colder.

			How long had she been there? Always. She was a stone, watching the valley. Her sisters were beside her, looking down, their dark wings stretching to the sky.

			She heard a name she recognised. Waelcyrian – Valkyries, as her father would have called them.

			‘Choosers of the slain. Dark ones, overseeing the land.’

			She had a sensation of flight, of great wings beating at the sky; wings or shadows, she could not tell. She heard the call of ravens, felt the rush of cold air.

			Hals shook her. He was trying to tell her the enemy was coming.

			The half-moon was big and bright but there was now a low fog on the hill. She was above it, looking down, the heads of the riders emerging as if they swam through a lake. She saw the bodies of the horses moving through the fog like dark fish through a silty sea, the spears of the riders before them.

			‘What is to be given?’ One of the strange women spoke, her voice rattling like earth onto a coffin.

			‘I have nothing to give!’

			‘Then you must want nothing.’

			‘Help me vanquish those I hate.’

			‘The price is high.’

			‘I will pay it.’

			She was on the ground and in the air at the same time. A rider gave a cry and said something in his strange speech. He’d seen them. He turned towards her, his sword free.

			He said something else and she heard delight in his voice. He was pleased to find a young woman.

			Moonshadows were on the fog and the shadows were the wings of gigantic birds, or something like birds. A dark shape swept past her and she threw up a hand to protect her face. The rider slid down from his horse in an easy movement. His hand was at her throat but it was as if she was watching herself in a dream.

			He tore away her tunic and pushed her backwards.

			A woman’s face loomed from the mist, a death mask, her skin like pitch, golden hair falling in a braid to a noose at the neck. On her arm was a shield, in her hand a fireblack spear and at her back were wings like those of a gigantic raven but made of moonlight and shadows. She screamed one word – ‘Odin!’ –  and Tola knew that name meant death. 

			The spear was a shadow, thrusting forward to take the Norman at the throat. The man fell backwards onto the frosty ground and the woman followed him, drawing a sharp black knife. She seized the man’s hair and, in a swipe, beheaded him. She passed up the head to Tola and it seemed to the girl a marvellous gift, like a flower. Still she was above the fray in most of her mind, looking down, cradling the severed head to her breast.

			Figures condensed from the fog and then were gone, only to reform again – women, some flying on great black wings, others descending on horses of fog and shadow.

			The Normans thrashed with their swords in the murk, like beaters trying to drive ducks into the paths of slings and ­arrows. She saw one man lifted straight from his saddle, flying up into the swirling air. The voices of the Normans were urgent, those of the horses panicked and shrill. A horseman cried out as his horse stuttered backwards and reared, falling. Another slashed about him as if the air itself was his enemy. He too fell, though she did not see what had struck him.

			Wings were everywhere about her, like the beating of a mighty storm on a door. Horses screeched, men cursed and the women who swooped around her screamed their war cries.

			‘Woden, Odin, Grimnir.’ The names sounded inside her like the wind bawling in the hills and she knew their meaning. ‘Fury, Madness. Death.’

			On the ground a woman held up her spear and cried out in exultation as her horse gorged itself on the body of a fallen Norman.

			Tola cried out for Hals but she could not see him. Only two Normans were left now. One had seen her and his horse charged the arc of the hillside. She had come back to herself and was no longer in the air but in front of those stamping hooves, a frightened and defenceless woman, the fog about her waist. Then the rider was dead, two arrows protruding from his back. From along the ridge she saw a man, no more than a shape in the mist. He wore a bearskin on his head as some of her father’s people had done in war, hoping to take on the characteristics of the animal. 

			The horse careened on, dragging the rider by the stirrup. It caught her a glancing blow. She spun around, falling back hard on the cold earth. The bear man ran towards her. Above him the dreadful women moved in the fog like embers caught in a swirl of smoke. 

			Then they rose up above the fog, wings beating, horses breathing a frantic rhythm, looking down on her and the bear as if readying for a charge. 

			From across the valley came a howl, a long tether of sound that tugged her head around to face it. In the howl was the sound of terrible grief, of mothers screaming as they were torn from their children, of fathers watching their families ­butchered, of old women by the burning ruins of their home. 

			‘The wolf is in the hills,’ a dead sister spoke. ‘Gift for gift. Your enemies are dead.’

			The women, with their peat-black faces, their nooses, their horses, their wings and their spears were submerged by the mist and Hals’ arms were around her but his body was limp, a red wound on his breast. Tola held him and wept at the price she had paid for the sisters’ help.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			2 The Slaughter Beast

			 

			 

			 

			He had run when his daughter by his mistress had died. She was fifty years old, a high lady of the Byzantine court who had lived a good life and shown him the pleasure of sitting in an olive grove under the sun, watching his grandsons wrestle, answering his granddaughter’s million questions about the world. Little dark Theodora was the one who had been most curious that her grandfather looked younger than her mother. She had visited him at his small hill farm weekly – often she was the only human he saw from one month to the next. He had told her, in the end.

			‘I’m immortal, I think. Or rather, I don’t get older.’

			‘Could you die if you were run over by a cart?’

			‘I think so.’

			‘Best look out for carts, then.’

			He’d watched her grow from a child. His daughter died and he had seen the grey hair among the black of Theodora’s curls and realised he could not stay any longer. 

			‘How are you feeling?’ Theodora had asked him, by her mother’s grave.

			‘I feel as though I am death,’ he said.

			‘There are many men who spend days with potions and ancient books trying to gain what you have got. Never to die.’

			‘I think I can die.’

			‘How?’

			‘I feel mortal. I feel …’ He looked for the word. ‘Vulnerable.’

			‘You think too much of the future,’ said Theodora.

			‘It seems vast. And it seems empty. What shall I do, Theodora?’

			He squeezed her hand and put it to his lips. She smelled as she had used to smell as a child, of the bitter oil rubbed into her hair to counter attacks of the lice. She had been putting it on her own children, no doubt.

			‘What do you want to do?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘You have robbed death and he will have his compensation from you.’

			‘Weregild.’

			‘What?’

			‘My father was a northerner. A Varangian of Norway. If a man kills another he must pay money to his family. Perhaps death wants gold for life.’

			‘If it was only gold you could pay it. Will you not see my children? They might bring joy back to you.’

			‘I will not see them.’

			‘Then you have made your decision to leave the world,’ said Theodora.

			He remembered Beatrice – mother to Célene. She had never stood for sentimentality either. 

			Most of the time, Beatrice was a fleeting presence in his mind. She wouldn’t sit still to be looked at. Only when he told Theodora about her, how he had met her when they were both Normans – she a lord’s daughter, he a monk brought in to tend her in a fever – did she live again in his mind. 

			Beatrice had pretended to be ill for weeks in order that he could keep visiting her. What had they talked about? He’d forgotten. He remembered only her voice, its timbre and tone. Not what she said and the shifting light in the little cell where she lay, the chaperone dozing by the scented fire. For this. For this. Anything. 

			‘I would have liked to have known her.’

			‘And she you.’

			He’d never told Theodora how he had fought the old mad gods of his fathers by the World Well in the catacombs ­beneath Constantinople where the Norns sit spinning the destiny of all men, or how Beatrice had given her life in bargain for his. It was a deal he had never wanted her to make. He’d never said, either, how he’d travelled through the catacombs of his mind to free the great wolf that the gods had bound and how it had set upon the gods. Had they died? He didn’t know but the wolf had put its eye on him, mingled its soul with his, and from that moment Loys had never aged, never changed.

			He could feel the wolf inside him, watching him. He had chained it down and subdued it. Around his neck he wore a stone – part of the magic rock called Scream to which the wolf had been fettered. If he took the stone off then the world crackled and spat with sounds in regis­ters he had never heard as a human. Smells no human had ever smelled burst upon him – meat-deep, berry-rich, smells that did not evoke memories like the bitter oil on Theodora’s fingers but that were of the now, only themselves, and opened the gate in the garden of his mind to wild places, to hunger as deep as love. He knew then that without the stone the wolf would claim him and he would be no more than an animal. It was time to let the claim be made. 

			Suicide, by his Christian code, was unthinkable. By the law of the old gods he had seen at the well, it was the path of a coward and thus contemptible. But to live as a wolf, to anchor oneself to the present as an animal is anchored, would be possible and, as an animal, he might die. To seek danger was the noble path of the Christian saint and of the pagan warrior.

			He kissed Theodora for the last time and then he ran from the south and Constantinople, up through the forests of the Dneiper, past the Ever-Violent Rapids that promised death, through the bandit lands that promised death, waiting for winter with its promise of death. 

			He had lived because he wouldn’t let him die – the god, the pale traveller, the one who called himself Loki. Loys didn’t know if the god existed or was just the product of a brain fever. The Pechenegs of the Dneiper had captured Loys by the Laughing Rapids but they had been afraid of him, even as they stripped him and tied him, ready to throw him down into the raging waters as a sacrifice. They were an intuitive people. Had they sensed he was marked by the gods?

			They’d taken the stone he wore on a thong at his neck – the little triangular pebble with its wolfshead etching. Even as they cut it free he felt the world change subtly. The men who tied and bound him, haggled over his few clothes, his fine sword and his good shoes, were no longer quite people. They weren’t even enemies or threats. He was curious about their movements in the way a cat is curious about the movements of a spider. The Pechenegs were scared of him – the three who tied him would not even show their faces but wore their blank-eyed war masks whose impassive silver features were terrifying to him. After they cut away the stone, the rooms of his mind’s mansion fell in and he saw the world only in broad categories. Living and dead. Food and not food. Enemy and bird.

			‘We kill you, devil’ said a warrior, in corroded Greek. 

			Loys heard the fear in his voice. How did they know what he was?

			‘Yes,’ said Loys.

			Loys tumbled into the waters, felt their mighty weight shoving him down, saw the green of the riverbank, the black of the rocks in that jumbling, breathless churn.

			He did not die. Instead peace came down on him and the waters stilled. He looked up from them at a smooth black rock, slick under the moonlight. On the rock sat an extraordinary figure – an impossibly tall man with a shock of red hair. He was naked, save for a white feather cloak, and his face was torn and bloody, his teeth visible through his cheek.

			‘See what you did?’ He gestured to his face.

			‘I did nothing but try to protect those I loved.’

			‘That’s every murderer’s excuse,’ said the man. No, not a man. A god. Loys could remember his name, if only he could clear his head. He had met him before.

			‘I committed no murder.’

			‘You are murder, Fenrisulfr.’

			‘Don’t call me that.’

			‘You are the wolf, the wolf who killed King Death at the twilight of the gods. But now the king is gone. And you want him back, don’t you, Fenrisulfr? You want him to live again.’

			‘He is not gone. I see death all around.’

			‘Funny that,’ said the god.

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			Loki – that was the god’s name. He was a liar, Loys remembered, but not a malevolent one. He had helped him.

			‘You need to die. A new age is being born but it cannot come to be until the fates have their final sacrifice.’

			‘What sacrifice?’

			‘You. You were supposed to die after you killed Odin but you cheated destiny.’

			‘Then kill me.’

			‘I would if I could, but I can’t.’

			‘Who can?’

			‘You are death. You can.’

			‘Then let me die here.’

			‘Not so easy. You can die here but you will be reborn. I was thinking of something more permanent. Your total and abiding extinction. Forever. Then the world can heal. Look down into the waters.’

			Loys did and it seemed to him that he was both sitting on the rock under the cold metal moon and in the water at the same time, his vision flashing between the dark and the light.

			‘The dark is appealing, isn’t it? Less confusing. Less demanding.’

			‘Will you let me die here?’

			‘I can’t let you die anywhere. You’re the killer, Fenrisulfr, you need to work out how to die for yourself. I wouldn’t have thought it was too difficult.’

			‘How do I die?’

			‘I don’t know. Follow your nose.’

			The god gestured to the bank and the waters raged again. Loys splashed, gulped, thrashed for air. In the tumult and the panic he felt his humanity wash away like dirt in a flood. He was an animal, fighting for survival. His arms had come free of the bonds and he reached out, his hand catching on stone, steadying him against the flow. The night bristled with sensations – he heard the scratching of insects in the leaf mould, the soft wings of the bats who hunted them in the dark, the muffled flight of the owls that hunted the bats. 

			He smelled decay and death in its rich glory – the browning leaves, the body of a fox, the autumn growth of mushroom and spore. It was as if his life before had been lived under the influence of some deadening drug and now he saw the world as it truly was. He’d felt this way before, when the wolf had looked at him when he had freed it to face the old gods. He was strong and he was certain. He pulled himself from the waters. The rapids’ roar was like a dim echo of the roar he felt inside himself.

			Two of the Pechenegs saw him and one fitted an arrow to his squat little bow, sending it unseen through the night. Loys didn’t have to think, he just ducked and the arrow snicked through the air above his head. He ran forward, bounding from rock to rock. Two more bowmen fitted arrows, other warriors found swords and axes but it was too late. He was gone, into the dark of the trees.

			He heard the Pechenegs arguing, their voices full of panic. Clearly some wanted to chase him, some to hold their position, keep watch and wait for the dawn. He was itching to kill but he crouched low and listened. 

			The Pechenegs’ breaths sawed at the dark. They were terrified. He could smell the sweat of fear and, though they could not see him, he could see their panicked movements. Every quick turn of the head, every stiff, uncertain step forward spoke a single word to him: ‘Prey’. A man, silhouetted against the camp fire, struggled to tie on his metal facemask, his fingers unwilling to obey the commands of his fearful mind.

			Reason lay before Loys like a book on a table that he could pick up or ignore. His more insistent instincts were like fresh baked bread to a starving man. He could not put them from his mind.

			The Pecheneg secured his facemask and Loys killed him, tearing past to strike him to the floor and disappear into the woods again. Uproar in the Pecheneg camp, warriors firing arrows blind into the dark. Already they were aiming in the wrong direction.

			Loys circled the camp, loping around, looking for a weakness in the circle, attention directed the wrong way, imaginary noises causing a man to point and jabber. He struck again. There were twenty men but none of them saw him coming. He leapt upon one, breaking his neck from the rear. A sword fell towards him but he stepped under the blow, driving his head into the man’s midriff, sending him sprawling.

			All the men were around him now, spears and swords pointed, axes poised. Their fear smelled as strong as a Con­stanti­nople sewer. Their little dances back and forth as they summoned the courage to strike and then lost it again were oddly fascinating.

			‘You should go. I will be a bane to you,’ he said, but his voice was not his own. His words were crunched, minced and chewed from his mouth. His tongue felt heavy, made of wood. 

			A warrior in a blank-faced mask spoke. ‘Dora Lukelos.’ Wolf skin.

			The words triggered something inside Loys. He threw back his head and howled. The sound was a ribbon stretching out through time, something connecting him to everything he had been, to two brothers who had fought and died for the gods’ protection, to a wild man of the woods, to a prince leading a war band, to a scholar coming frightened to the greatest city on earth. All the Pechenegs ran. The bodies were at his feet, sizzling in their succulent aromas. He was still human. He would not give in to hunger but his resolve could not last long. He bent to look for his wolfstone. Nowhere. The fleeing Pechenegs must still have it. 

			He set off after them through the trees.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			3 Child of Blood

			 

			 

			 

			In the north, where emerald seams the night skies and dawn rises with the colour of cooling steel, Célene waited. She kept her fire on the cold island rock, offering amber flames to the silver moon, her white spear leaking the ruby blood of fish, whales and seals, turning pearly blubber to the jasper light of the candles that she made.

			Her mind was wide and full of colour, green sea, grey sky patching with white; the sun tracking out her days, the moon her months, the cold and heat her years. In the long days of summer she was warm but autumn chilled her and winter froze her blood to ice. When the berries grew and the leaves fell she fattened like a bear, eating and eating, fish and whale fat, nuts when she could get them. When the snow fell there was no thought beyond survival – she burrowed into the earth of the cave, fur-wrapped, nurturing the fire, managing the stored fuel, offering prayers for the return of the sun.

			She prayed to Jesus as she had been brought up to do but it was not Jesus who drew her to the island, nor Jesus she felt beneath the earth. A thumb’s depth down, the ground was cold, even at midsummer. The god was down there, buried, his magic corpse sucking all heat from the land. The life on the island was abundant, though, the trees rich in fruit, and she believed it to be because their roots fed on the body of a god.

			The dream lands were hers to wander and in them she chose to walk with her Aunt Hawis in the stories she had told her as a girl in Normandy. Sometimes she stole rings from sleeping dragons, at others she was Hawis herself, the floor seeming to fall away beneath her feet as Loys – who had run away with her sister – walked in with his little girl in the merchant’s house at Beauvais. The ladies had been on pilgrimage south to the cathedral at Paris and the duke – a man closer to his horse than to God – had not come with them.

			Hawis had thought she would die when she’d seen Loys, she really had. Célene asked about her father but Hawis said he was like two people. The one who had stolen away with the duke’s daughter had been kind and funny, a little chubby from the monk’s good life. The man who returned was spare and lean, serious, with eyes that seemed like – Hawis had thought for years how to describe them and, one day, hit on it – eyes like those of an animal, peering out from beneath his brow as if from some set or den.

			‘You can have no place here,’ Aunt Alice had said.

			‘No,’ said Loys. ‘But she might. I am walking a hard road; it’s no place for a child.’

			Aunt Alice had at first said it was impossible to take her, that the duke would not have her. He would beat them all for even entertaining the idea. Hawis had stretched out her arms and the child came running to her. Alice really had cried then. ‘Just like her mother,’ she’d said.

			Loys said that they should keep Célene with them on their tour of the country. He would talk to the duke.

			‘Then I will not see you again,’ said Alice.

			‘No,’ said Loys. ‘You won’t.’

			The news came from Rouen a week later. The duke was dead. His horse had been spooked while hunting and he’d been found with his neck broken in a stream. Hawis had to regard that as fortune. She had hated the duke and was glad he was gone. The idea that Loys had killed him was impossible. A scholar could not take on a man at arms like Duke Richard and live.

			That was the story Célene had been told. That was the story she knew, all she knew of herself. She’d been shipwrecked on the island at fifteen years old, going east as a bride to a Swedish king. She had not wanted to go and sometimes felt she had called the storm herself, emptied a void in her heart into which the storm had poured.

			It had felt right to be on the island. She learned to survive, her mind widening and the magic that lay sleeping inside her growing.

			Men came to the island. At first she did not know if they were dreams or if they were real. They came after she had been on the rock a long time, dragging their ship up the beach to repair it. A plague was among them and she was not sure if she was the plague. They couldn’t see her, though they complained that the island was full of sounds, that the air was weak and the breathing hard. They all died, in a goggle-eyed fever, all twenty of them – boys and old men, warriors and three women. The dog kept her company for a while and she fed it sea bird and fish but it too eventually grew grey at the muzzle and died.

			She kept the human corpses fresh, burying them in the cold earth beneath the warm topsoil, seeds that sprouted ghosts. In life the men had not seen her. In death, they sat by her fire, sang their songs and told their tales, and watched her as she slept. Busla was a goodwife escaping poor soil and famine. She had come from the north seeking the fertile south, in one of three ships that rowed out with the morning sun at their backs.

			A storm had separated them and cracked their mast and they had lost their way.

			‘Is this Hel?’ she asked Célene. ‘Is this the kingdom of those who do not die in battle? Are you the goddess?’

			‘I am not a goddess.’

			‘You speak to the dead.’

			‘I came here as a living woman. I am a living woman.’

			‘Half your face is burned. That is what they say of Hel.’

			‘I slept too long by the fire,’ said Célene. The pain did not bother her any more. It had ceased a long time ago.

			‘I would leave this lonely place,’ said the woman. ‘Can you be content here, no man to warm your bed, no children to brighten your days?’

			‘I cannot think of being anywhere else. How might it be done? I am near to the god here, comfortable on his bones.’

			‘Then bring the god with you, raise him from death. You are the gatekeeper of death, I think. You can let him go.’

			Célene thought for a long time about how the god might be freed. She dug at the earth with her fingers, looking for his bones; she ate worms and crawling things, trying to taste his blood on which they might have fed; she part-buried herself as best she could, digging down with a dead man’s axe and piling the soil back over her, lying vacant-eyed, staring at the stars.

			She felt a rune within her and she sang its long song. The rune was Ansuz, Odin’s rune, and the god’s magic and madness hummed within it like a struck gong. The other runes might come, she thought, but a great spell would need to be woven. It would take the endurance of years.

			‘Why am I here?’

			The rune answered. ‘To tell the story again. To pay the price to the Norns. You are the angel at Christ’s tomb, rolling away the stone. You are his servant. Valkyrie. Sister Death.’ 

			Ghost-accompanied, star-chilled and moon-minded, she sang a story, the one the god told, of two lovers sacrificed to the grim ladies of fate who sit at the World Well, sacrificed in eternal time, again and again, so the god might live. The song spun out over the gull-tormented sea to Constantinople and to England, to Norway and Normandy, where those with the ears to hear might hear it and begin to dance to its tune.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			4 The Wildman

			 

			 

			 

			Tola held Hals’ body in her arms, swallowing down the pain. The horse had caught her only a glancing blow but all the wind had gone from her and her ribs were agony.

			‘Get up, my love, get up!’

			In death he no longer brought to her mind a sensation of a summer breeze, of the still air beneath an oak, heat in the nostrils, of cool stream water on the hand or the buzz of sunlit meadows. He was like the stones now, like the grass; things without a signature, things that were entirely and only themselves. She had killed him, she was sure, struck a bargain for her own life and sacrificed his.

			She saw the wildman coming through the mist, the long bow in his hand, the bear’s head staring blankly forward. He knelt above her and she thought he would kill her. She was so cold she was almost glad.

			She had no weapon, nor any way of fighting him. 

			He put one of the Normans’ cloaks about her and spoke not in Norman but in Norse.

			She understood a good deal of the language, picked up from her father.

			‘Horse,’ he said. ‘You must be warm.’

			‘Man. My man,’ she said in the same language.

			‘Dead,’ he said. ‘In battle. Valkyrie took him. Waelcyrge. Good. He’s with the gods now.’

			‘Not with the gods,’ she said. ‘He must be buried and blessed.’

			The wildman pointed to the mire. 

			‘A door,’ he said. ‘To the gods. Let me.’

			‘The god in there is not the god of Christ.’

			‘In there, the mire, the gods,’ said the wildman. 

			Tola thought it fitting to send Hals that way. His family were of the north, still left out bread for the elves and called Freya to make the fields bountiful, as they called on Christ to heal them and protect them. He could go that way.

			‘Yes.’

			The wildman carried the body to the edge of the mire. He was just visible through the mist as he laid the body down. She tried to stand to follow him but her ribs were broken, she was sure, and it was agony to move. 

			He held up his hand and she held up hers in reply. He made the sign of the cross over Hals, said, ‘Go to the warrior’s halls,’ and rolled Hals’ body into the water.

			He returned in a short while.

			‘Go now,’ he said.

			Any certainty she ever had about her life left her. She thought of the first men and women of the dale, of their ­children growing to become parents, their children too, of how the Danes had come – fighting at first but quickly settling, the rhythm of life and death unaltered. All that had gone. Death had made his camp here and there would be no more life, no babies with their rose-petal breath, no harvest, nothing.

			That moment was a mire to her, sucking at her feet, holding her down. She wondered how she would ever move on from it. Surely all the doings of the world must stop now? Surely no new dawn could rise now? She turned to the man.

			‘You are death.’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘Not me. Death comes. Not death.’

			‘Why am I alive?’ She was recovering from her trance and the cold was hitting her so her jaw chattered as she spoke.

			She didn’t understand every word of his reply but she under­stood enough of it.

			‘The women of the hill. Valkyrie. Waelcyrge. The Dead Sisters.’

			Tola crossed herself. Hals was dead. Her brothers were dead. Everyone she knew from the farmsteads and villages was dead or about to die. Only she remained. She knew very well none of this was her fault but, looking at the standing stones and the odd northerner with his heavy, dark presence, she couldn’t but help feel that it was.

			‘I will die here soon,’ she said, struggling to find the Norse words.

			‘Yes. You must live. I need you.’

			‘For what?’

			‘Vengeance. Their blood for our blood.’

			‘I cannot fight.’

			‘Valkyrie, Waelcyrge. You help. You are a volva.’ He stabbed a finger towards her. ‘Witch.’

			She tried to see if she could trust him, staring into his eyes, listening to the echoes of his thoughts that sounded in his breathing, shaped the way he held his face. She found nothing, just raw fear inside him.

			‘I’ll find a horse,’ he said.

			She was convulsing with the cold now, despite the cloak. The wildman too was shivering. He went to the body of a fallen warrior and took his cloak, wrapping himself in it. He went on through the mist and came back with another, putting that on top of the one he had already given her.

			‘We go,’ he said.

			‘Where?’

			‘Not here.’ 

			‘Fire,’ said Tola.

			‘Fire. Yes. And vengeance.’

			She looked down to where she guessed the valley was, under the mist. ‘Back?’

			He didn’t seem to understand what she meant. ‘Down,’ he said.

			‘I have the courage to die.’

			‘Then die well, not cold. Die for the land.’

			Her mind widened, spreading out across the frozen hilltop, down through the mist to the burning farms. The valley was full of men seething with violent intent. She felt all their ­bubbling animosities, their complaints and dissatisfaction with their leaders. Not another farm to burn. I am tired and need to rest by the fire. Why must we campaign in winter? These people are poor, there’s little profit in it. We should be allowed to take slaves. The Bastard owes us that.

			She hated them more than if they had been enthusiastic butchers.

			‘Magic has a price,’ she said.

			‘What have you to pay?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Then what can the fates charge you?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Have your revenge. First, live. Warmth is the first step.’

			Her feet were numb, her body shaking, she had scarcely any feeling in her hands. 

			The future had appeared in the shape of this man who had come bringing death and kindness. He was a Norseman, so perhaps he was used to surviving. After the great battle, where Harold threw the Danes back into the sea, the Norsemen who hadn’t regained their ships or been slaughtered roamed the land in bands. They were lucky to survive. The people bore them a great deal of ill will, no matter that half the English were only two or three generations out of the longships themselves.

			He supported her and led her across the broad plateau. She saw the severed head of a Norman warrior at her feet as she walked on, heard the fretting of a riderless horse somewhere in the mist. The wildman quickly found it and helped her to mount. She cried out as her body pressed against the horse’s but she managed to make the saddle.

			She hugged at the horse’s mane for its warmth but then had to sit up as the man led it on. Every step seemed to break her ribs anew.

			As they descended the hill, they came out of the mist, which sat like a hat on the summit. The fires were still burning all across the dale. It was as if the autumn bonfires they lit to mark the end of summer had blazed again, but so many more. The old tradition said that the sun would not return if the fires were not lit. Now it was as if the people of the dale feared the sun would never, ever return and had burned everything they could in a bid to entice it back. There would be no more sun here or, if it shone, no one would be there to see it.

			‘This is the end of the world,’ she said. A word came into her mind from a story her grandfather had told. ‘Ragnarok.’ The twilight of the gods.

			‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘Maybe always now.’

			Her brother, Hals, Nan Johanna. All the people of the dale. Bone fires, she’d heard the autumn fires called, though no one was ever so stupid to burn something as valuable as a bone that could be made into a soup or fashioned into a blade. There would be bones in these fires, though. Human and ­animal – dogs, cats, the cattle the Normans had no use for. The emotions that drifted up from the valley were overwhelming. Exultation, fear, anger, sadness, delight and despair. Her head felt as if it had a great stone resting within it. She looked out on the burning night of frost, of stars and flame.

			‘I will fashion your bones into blades,’ she said. ‘They will pay for all this.’ She searched for a word. ‘Beauty,’ she said in her own language. The word surprised her. She saw no beauty in destruction.

			‘Fire,’ said the man. ‘Then their blood for our blood’.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			5 Cursed By God

			 

			 

			 

			‘What if she recovers?’ 

			‘She will not recover.’ Lady Styliane was irritated by the Viking’s questioning. Travelling by camel was not her first choice but here, in the great red desert of the Rub al Khalid, there was no other way. The heat was intolerable and she sweated heavily beneath her desert robes. Her guardsmen, northerners, had it worse. They were big, pale men who flushed like lobsters and were tormented by the scarcity of water. 

			During the day, of course, it had been impossible to move and they had sweltered beneath their tents. Now it was dusk, the sun an angry red eye glaring out over the land, firing the dunes but leaving the plains beyond a metal blue. It was as if the sun was a hammer and the land the anvil on which it fell. They were the metal beaten upon it. The camp prepared to move, glad the wind that had nailed them to the spot for four days had died. The Arabs folded the tents away in no time, the Varangians eyeing the camels nervously.

			The captive had not stirred. She was a young woman of around sixteen, blank-eyed, dry-browed and sweatless in her bonds.

			Myskia, the big Varangian, bent over her as they prepared to go. He had been the worst in the sandstorm, moaning and crying out to whichever gods would listen to him, which were none.

			‘You did this to her?’

			‘She did it to herself.’ It wasn’t Styliane who answered but Freydis – a nimble, neat little warrior who, on close inspection, revealed herself to be a woman. She was of average size for a Roman of Constantinople but small for her own people, the Varangians. She was Styliane’s personal bodyguard – her company more pleasing than that of the men. She had been in the lady’s service a long time and Styliane had come to depend on her.

			Freydis was baked brown by the sun, her thin blond hair poking from under her headscarf. Her nose had been punched to a clay splodge and a scar disfigured her right cheek.

			Styliane had spent long nights with her in the gardens of the great palace, the moon shimmering above them as the streets released the heat of the day.

			They had shared a lot, though Styliane kept her affection for the warrior secret. It would not do to be seen to dote so on a servant.

			Freydis had told Styliane her story. The Varangians had met Freydis when they had taken her longboat in the northern seas. Of course, they had tried to rape her ‘as a matter of principle, believe me we didn’t want to,’ Myskia had joked, but she killed one of their number – boldly, by taking the sword of one of her fallen comrades. They had been impressed and made a gift of her attacker’s weapons and armour to her. She, a pragmatist, had asked to join them and, since she could fight as well as a man, they let her. In Styliane’s experience the northerners were almost unique in judging people chiefly by their actions, rather than their sex. A woman could prove herself manly or a man womanly.

			Did Freydis stand in Styliane’s life for a man in other ways? Sometimes. Even in the longest life it is difficult to remain indifferent to everyone you meet. And besides, love has its uses. Her brother had taught her that.

			‘And the girl’s rune?’ Myskia sounded worried. 

			‘Still inside her. She had only one,’ said Styliane.

			‘Pray that Odin, master of magic, keeps it there,’ said Myskia, crossing himself.

			‘Odin is dead.’ She had watched him die all those years ago when her mind had cascaded down through the stars to where the gods dwell and she had watched as he was torn by the wolf.

			‘I’m a Christian anyway,’ said Myskia. ‘But he isn’t so dead that you’re sure he’ll stay that way, is he, ma’am?’

			‘Don’t talk that way to the seer,’ said Freydis.

			Myskia shot her a glance. If she had been a man he would have had to answer her rebuke with a challenge but he let it go. 

			Styliane sensed Myskia’s soul, a hot, tormented thing. He was nervous and ashamed of his nerves, covering them up with the bravado of talking to a famous seer disrespectfully. She made allowances. The heat bothered him terribly, mottling his skin and kindling his temper. It was necessary to travel with such men. He was a prodigious killer, the best of the Varangians, battle bold and quick to anger. One blessing of the extreme heat was that the Varangians were too exhausted to fight with each other or with anyone else. She kept him close to her, for such men were like sharp knives, best handled carefully.

			Styliane kept her gaze on him, unwavering, but she said nothing. He crossed himself again, bowed and said ‘Odin protect us. Jesus too. And you, ma’am.’ He tapped his sword as if reassuring himself it hadn’t melted and lifted the young woman up to put her across a camel’s back. So much cargo.

			Styliane would turn north for Baghdad as soon as she had killed the girl. She longed to sit in the shade of the flower garden at the palace of the Caliph, to sip sweet sharbat chilled with ice from the northern mountains. The drinking glasses were made according to the secret formula of the Kitab al-Durra al-Maknuna. It was true what they said – the glass hid its colour from the sun, leaving the liquid within seemingly suspended in space. Nothing hid its colour from the sun in the desert, its fierce gaze brightening any colour to a dazzle.

			They mounted, she helped up by one of her Varangians. The Arabs would not go near a foreign lady, fearing offence to the giant northerners. Then the Varangians themselves mounted – spurning the help of the Arabs. None of the tribesman laughed at their efforts to climb aboard, though a boy had to turn his face away. No one wanted to antagonise these odd blond warriors with their long axes and big swords. 

			The procession moved on through the channels among the vast dunes, some as big as mountains. The Varangians sat unsteadily on the camels, swaying as if drunk, comically dignified.

			The sun fell behind the dunes and the red land turned blue. You could not say it was dark; the stars themselves were a desert, nearly as numerous as sand grains, the sweating moon looking down, its face wavering in the heat haze. Was the moon as bare as this land? Did moonmen suffer in such heat?

			The unconscious girl moaned on the back of the saddle. It wouldn’t be long before she was beyond all pain. She had come to Styliane, as Styliane knew she would come, looking to kill her. Styliane was preparing to leave for Baghdad anyway; talk of her unageing appearance had grown too much again. The last time she had gone to Baghdad as her own granddaughter. She would do so again, sixty years after she had left. 

			She took with her ten selected Varangians, oath-bound to keep her secret of immortality: that within her dwelled a fragment of a god’s mind, four magical symbols that expressed and controlled the fundamental nature of the world – runes. It was tempting to allow one to grow in her thoughts. The symbols were of the northern land and all brought a chill. One moaned like the wind in the hills, one stamped and blew like a bull, still another came with the silence of ice caves, the dead air of crevasses in glaciers she had never seen. A fourth boomed and swelled like the ocean, a dirty green, cold sea – not the bright water of the Bosphorus or the Sea of Mamara. It filled her mouth with the taste of salt and made her shiver however hot the day.

			She would not call them yet. She had needed to summon all four to defeat the girl on the camel and she still felt unhinged by the experience. The runes flared compassion inside her, making her regret the death of the girl, though Styliane knew the girl needed to die so she might live. She spat. To put a foreigner’s life before her own. That was a rare madness. She was an aristocrat of Constantinople, born to rule. Her life was more valuable than other people’s. The order of men on earth reflected the divine will.

			They tramped all night through the heat.

			‘We will be met?’ said Freydis. Her eyes met Styliane’s and the lady took comfort from the warrior’s concern for her.

			‘Yes. They are awaiting us eagerly,’ said Styliane.

			She felt the well before she saw it, as if her daily thoughts were just robes she put on and the presence of the well a wind that nagged at them. It was out here. Mimir’s well, where the god Odin had traded his eye for insight. She did not fear it. She had been to the World Well where the Norns sat spinning the fates of men, the well that was all wells. Mimir’s well was present there too, as all the wells of wisdom were, but she would not risk a second visit. She had emerged from the earth there once and had no certainty of being able to again. She knew it was foolish to talk of a magic well ‘being’ anywhere in the realm of men. They were vast things that existed in the realm of the gods. Mimir’s well appeared in the desert, it might appear in the snow fields or forests too. This manifestation was the nearest she could find to Baghdad.

			‘There are three roads that meet there, Shaddad?’ Her Arabic was perfect. She’d spent a long time in Baghdad sixty years before, would spend as long again when the business here was done.

			‘Yes, lady, as I told you before.’ The little man looked like a Constantinople street deceiver, over-keen to do a deal. Styliane cursed herself for betraying her nervousness. 

			She tapped three times on her thigh, a blessing from her goddess, Hecate – lady of the dead, lady of the crossroads, lady of the moon. Of this burnt ash moon? In the days before the Norse god had entered her mind she had been a sorceress. The goddess had always come as a shimmering, cool presence, like the moon on water. Was Hecate here? Was she anywhere? Or were the gods all one – Hecate with her three faces and mastery of magic, goddess of death; Odin, king of enchanters, god of death, Christ, who cast out the demons and came back from the dead, king of death.

			‘They will be there?’

			‘Yes. I have said. Praise to God.’

			This man did not mean that. He was not an Islamist, though he pretended to be so. He followed an earlier faith – a worshipper of the star called Sirius. Was everything linked? Hecate was attended by dogs, as Styliane was now attended by worshippers of the dog star. She recalled her Homer:

			 

			Sirius rises late in the dark, liquid sky

			On summer nights, star of stars;

			Orion’s Dog they call it, brightest

			Of all, but an evil portent, bringing heat

			And fevers to suffering humanity.

			 

			Very apt. Her guide was a member of the tribe of . . A¯d, cursed by God, so the Arabs said. Only a man like this would make such a deal. Two nights of such travel and her Varangians were sweating.

			Myskia came to her side.

			‘I wish this was not necessary, Volva.’ He gave her the old Norse title of ‘seer’. 

			‘The Varangian guard owes its exalted position in the emperor’s service to me, to the sacrifices I have made, to the runes I carry. It is necessary if you wish that to continue.’

			‘If Odin could return …’

			‘The god chose death. How else can a god die? Would you presume to resurrect him? Honour the god’s will, Varangian.’

			‘Yes, Volva.’

			She could feel the well strongly now, a current that drew in all her thoughts. She found it hard to think of anything else. The travellers rounded the purple bulk of a vast dune. There under dark, flat-topped mountains was the oasis, a begrudging smear of water among the rocks and the sand. Ten tents were pitched next to it, goats running free – no need to tether ­animals that had too much sense to leave the water. 

			Styliane felt her mind shift, like liquid in a tipped glass. She could see the water for what it was but, at the same time, it spun with stars, the moon at its centre. The wells were a gateway between worlds for those who could see it. Was Odin dead? Of course he was. She had seen him, torn by the wolf. He could not be there waiting for her and, if he was, she was part of him because of the runes within her. She remembered the noose at his neck: the suicidal god, endlessly dying in his incarnations on earth. He would not hesitate to kill her. No, he was dead, though death for gods was not like death for others.

			‘Lady.’ It was Freydis. The camel had knelt; she was offering to help her down. 

			She took her bodyguard’s hand and dismounted. 

			The tribesmen were already running ahead to the camp, greeting its guards. 

			Shaddad bowed. ‘We have a tent with our women if you would rest after your journey.’

			‘No,’ said Styliane. ‘We’ll do it now. I will rest the day after and leave the next night.’

			‘It is customary for us to speak to our brothers for longer than that.’

			‘It is customary for me to leave when I have worked the magic of the gods.’ She pointed up to Sirius, bright eye of the dog constellation. ‘It will still be looking down on you when you return. We do a serious thing here, Shaddad, and the sooner it is a memory to us all the better.’

			The little man nodded. Was he afraid? She couldn’t tell any more, the runes pulling at her thoughts, turning them always towards the well.

			‘I will fetch the child.’

			‘Don’t. I must prepare.’

			‘When then?’

			‘At my signal. I need to go to the water. Can you make sure your people allow it?’

			‘They will allow it.’

			Styliane went to the water as if dragged. This was the place. A muddy puddle, really, no more; the moonlight thick with insects. But she saw it as it really was, a chasm deep with stars. 

			‘What will happen?’ said Freydis.

			‘The girl will be offered to the waters and her rune torn from her. The baby of the . . A¯d will receive it. You carry her in. It is a girl child and the Arabs will not suffer to let a man touch her.’

			Her attacker – the girl – had come to her in her chambers at the palace, bribing her passage in by way of the kitchens, no doubt. The assassin had thought to surprise her but Styliane had heard her coming, or rather, heard the moaning of the rune she bore inside her. The rune had granted the girl insight and she knew that by killing Styliane she could become a god, or take a step on her way to that destiny. There were twenty-four runes in all creation. When all the runes inhabited one body, Odin came to earth. Or rather, Odin was the twenty-four in one body; he came to being. Once, his birth in the realm of men had been inevitable. Now, not so. She had seen him die under the teeth of the wolf. Was he dead everywhere? And if he was, would he stay dead? If she strove to keep him in the grave then perhaps he would remain there.
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i “Savage, dark, st unpredictable.”






