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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.
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Chapter 1


Frozen in the hard grip of the worst winter in memory, all of England lay under a frigid mantle of snow. The great river Thames was covered with ice from bank to bank. The road leading north to Winchester was a flint-hard, filthy track of frozen hoofprints and caked manure. The horses slipped on the ice, snorting out steaming vapours. Their riders, huddled and chilled, looked up at the dark walls of the great Minster and spurred their tired mounts with little result.


This was the 21st of March of the year of our Lord’s Incarnation 867, and a day of greatest portent. A royal union was taking place today. Filling the pews were the military aristocracy of Wessex, every alderman, thane, and high-reeve who could possibly be squeezed within the stone walls, gaped and sweated, a low mutter of explanation and translation continually rising from them, watching intently as the whole elaborate ritual of coronation of a Christian king unrolled its stately dance.


In the right-hand pew at the very front of the nave of the great Minster at Winchester was Shef Sigvarthsson, co-king of the English – and king in his own right of all those parts of it north of the Thames which he could persuade into obedience, sitting uneasily. It was Alfred’s request, as close to a command as possible, that had brought him here.


‘You don’t have to take the Mass,’ Alfred had said firmly to Shef and his supporters. ‘You don’t even have to sing the hymns. But I want you there at the coronation, wearing your pendants, wearing your crown, Shef. Making a show. Pick out your most impressive men, and look rich and powerful. I want everyone to see that I am supported fully by the men of the North, the conquerors of Ivar the Boneless and Charles the Bald, the pagans. Not the wild pagans, the slavers and sacrificers, the sons of Ragnar: but the men of the Way, the Way of Asgard, the pendant-folk.’


They had at least managed to do that, Shef thought, looking about. Put on their mettle, the two dozen Way-folk selected to sit in the front ranks had responded nobly. Guthmund the Greedy was carrying more gold and silver on his person, in arm-rings, torque, and belt-buckle, than any five thanes of Wessex put together. Of course he had shared in three successive distributions of plunder under Shef, whose fame, though fabulous, was not all exaggeration. Thorvin priest of Thor and his colleague Skaldfinn priest of Njorth, though opposed to worldly display, had nevertheless dressed in shining white and brought with them their signs of office, the short hammer for Thorvin and the seaman’s staff for Skaldfinn. Cwicca, Oswi, and the other English freedmen now veterans of Shef’s campaigns, though hopelessly unimpressive in person from youthful hunger, had managed to dress themselves in the unheard-of luxury of silken tunics. They also carried carefully sloped the tools of their trade: halberds, crossbows, and catapult-winders. Shef suspected that the mere sight of men so obviously English, so obviously low-born, and so obviously rich beyond the dreams of the average Wessex thane, let alone churl, was the most powerful silent argument for Alfred’s success that could be found.


The ceremony had begun hours before with the forming of a great procession from the king’s residence to the Minster itself – a walk of barely a hundred yards, but every yard of them seeming to demand some special observance. Then the high mass in the Minster, the nobles of the realm crowding up to take communion, not so much out of reverence as out of an earnest desire not to miss any luck or blessing that might be granted to others. Among them, Shef had noted, had been many seemingly incongruous figures, the undersized frames and rough clothes of slaves that Alfred had freed and churls he had promoted. They were now here to take the word back to their towns and villages: the word that there was no doubt, no doubt at all that Alfred atheling was now Alfred King of the West Saxons and of the Mark, by all the laws of man and of the Christian God.


Also in the first row, towering over those around him, sat the Marshal of Wessex, the man chosen by custom as the most notable warrior of the kingdom hand-to-hand. The Marshal, Wigheard, was indeed an imposing sight, nearer seven foot than six, and twenty English stone if an ounce in weight; he carried the king’s state sword at arm’s length as effortlessly as a twig, and had already shown uncanny ability to fence with a halberd as if it were a willow-wand.


There was one man in Shef’s group, sitting immediately to his left, who had difficulty following the ceremony, who glanced again and again at the Champion. This was the giant Brand, champion of the men of Halogaland, still wasted and shrunken from the belly-wound he had taken in his duel on the gangplank with Ivar the Boneless, but slowly regaining strength. Brand, shrunken as he was, seemed a bigger man. His bones were almost too big for his skin, with knuckles like rocks and ridges jutting out over his eyebrows like armour. Brand’s fists, Shef had once noted by careful comparison, were bigger than a pint pot: not just huge, but disproportionate even to the rest of him. ‘Men grow big where I come from,’ was all that Brand would ever say.


The noise of the congregation died as Alfred, now thoroughly blessed and prayed over, turned to face them to take his oaths. For the first time Latin was abandoned and the service broke into English as Alfred’s senior alderman asked the solemn question: ‘Do you grant us our rightful laws and customs to be held, and do you swear after your power to grant rightful dooms and defend the rights of your people against every enemy?’


‘I do.’ Alfred looked round the packed Minster. ‘I have done so, and I will do so again.’ A rumble of assent.


Now a trickier moment, Shef thought as the alderman stepped back and the senior bishop stepped forward. For one thing the bishop was startlingly young – and for good reason. After Alfred’s dispossession of the Church, his excommunication by the Pope, the Crusade against him and his final declaration of non-communion with Rome, every senior cleric in his kingdom had left. From the Archbishops of York and Canterbury down to the least bishop and abbot. Alfred’s response was to promote ten of the best remaining junior priests and tell them the Church in England was in their hands. Now one of them, Eanfrith Bishop of Winchester, six months before priest of a village no-one had heard of, came forward to ask his question.


‘Lord King, we ask you to grant to us protection for Holy Church and due law and rightfulness for all those who are members of it.’


Eanfrith and Alfred had been days working out the new formula, Shef recalled. The traditional one had asked for confirmation of all rights and privileges, tithes and taxes, ownerships and possessions – all of which Alfred had in fact taken away.


‘I grant protection and due law,’ Alfred replied. Again he looked round, again added words beyond tradition. ‘Protection to those within the Church and without it. Due law to members of it and to others.’


The highly trained choristers of Winchester, choirmonks and choirboys together, burst into the anthem of Zadok the Priest, Unxerunt Salomonem Zadok sacerdos, as the bishops prepared for the solemn moment of blessing with the holy oil, after which Alfred would be literally the Lord’s Anointed, against whom rebellion was also sacrilege.


Shortly, thought Shef, would come the difficult moment for him. It had been explained to him very carefully that Wessex, ever since Queen Eadburh of wicked memory, never had a Queen, and that the King’s wife could have no separate coronation. Nevertheless, Alfred had said, he was insistent that his new wife should be accepted by him in front of the people, in honour of her courage in the defeat of the Franks. So, he had said, after the donning of the regalia, sword, ring and sceptre, he meant his wife to come forward and be named before the congregation, not as Queen, but as the Lady of Wessex. And who better to lead her to the altar than her brother, Shef, also his co-king.


Who might have to yield his kingdom to the child of Alfred and the Lady, if he had no child himself.


This would be the second time he had given her away, he thought bitterly. Once again he must forget the love, the passion that had once bound them. The first had been to a man they both hated, and in punishment for that, it seemed, he must now hand her over to a man they both loved. As Thorvin nudged him with a mighty elbow, to tell him the time had come to step forward and lead the Lady Godive with her train of maidens to the altar, Shef met her eyes – her triumphant eyes – and felt his heart turn to ice.


Alfred might now be a king, he thought numbly. He himself was not. He did not have the right, or the strength.


As the choir broke into the Benedicat he decided that he would do it. Do the thing he wanted to, not just what he felt was his duty. He would take out the fleet, the new navy of the co-kings, to work out his inner anger on the enemies of the realm: the pirates of the North, the fleets of the Franks, the slavers of Ireland or Spain, anyone. Let Alfred and Godive find their own happiness at home. He would find peace in drowned men and shattered ships.


Earlier this same day, far to the north in the land of the Danes, a simpler and more terrifying ceremony had taken place. The bound man had ceased to struggle. He was neither a coward nor a weakling. Two days before, when the emissaries of the Snake-eye had marched into the slave-pen, he had known what would be in store for the man they chose. When they picked him from the others, he had known also that the least chance of escape was to be seized, and he had seized it: secretly gathered the slack in his wrist chains as they marched him off, waited till the guards were hustling him over the wood bridge that led to the inner heart of the Braethraborg, the stronghold of the three last sons of Ragnar. Then struck suddenly to his right with the chain, and hurled himself for the rail and the swift river beneath it – at the best to swim for freedom, at the worst to die his own man.


His guards had seen many such desperate attempts. One snatched at his ankle as he lunged for the rail, two others had him pinned before he could recover. They had beaten him systematically with their spear-shafts, not in malice, but to ensure he would be too stiff and battered to move swiftly again. Then taken off the chains and replaced them with rawhide thongs, twisting and wetting them with sea-water to dry even tighter. If he could have seen his fingers in the dark, they would have been blue-black, swollen like a corpse’s. Even if some god intervened to save his life, it would be too late now to save his hands.


But neither god nor man would intervene. The guards did not even acknowledge his existence now, when they talked among themselves. He was not dead, because for what he had to do a man was needed with the breath, and especially the blood, still in him. But that was all. There was no need for anything else.


Now, at the end of the long night, they carried him out of the longhouse where the great fresh-tarred flagship lay, and down the long row of rollers that led down the slipway to the sea.


‘Here will do. This one here,’ grunted the burly middle-aged warrior in charge.


‘How do we do it?’ asked one of the others, a young man without the campaign-marks, the scars and silver arm-rings of the others. ‘I’ve never seen this done before.’


‘So watch and you’ll learn. First, cut that rawhide round his wrists. No, don’t worry,’ as the younger man hesitated, looked round automatically for any slightest glimpse of an escape, ‘he’s a goner, look at him, couldn’t even crawl if we let him go.’


‘Don’t let him go, mind. Just cut his wrists free, right.’


A few minutes of sawing, and the bound man staggered as the lashings freed, stared a moment in the pale but growing light at the hands in front of him.


‘Now lay him out flat on that roller. Belly down. Feet together. Now see here, young Hrani, because this is the important bit. The thrall has to have his back upwards, for why you’ll see very shortly. He can’t have his hands behind him, same reason, and he mustn’t be able to move. But he mustn’t be able to stop himself moving either.


‘So what I do is this.’ The middle-aged leader pressed his captive’s face down on to the solid pine trunk he lay on, seized both arms and dragged them forward above his head, till the victim looked like a man diving. He pulled a hammer and two short iron spikes from his belt.


‘We used to tie them, but I think you get a better roll like this. I saw something like it once in one of the Christers’ churches. Course, they put the nail in the wrong place. Half-wits.’


Grunting with effort, the veteran began to hammer a spike carefully through the junction of wrist and hand. Behind him, there came a rustle of many men moving. Against the dawn-light of the east, dark shapes began to show. Spears and helmets silhouetted against the sky where the sun would soon show its first glimmer on this, the first day of the warriors’ new year, when day and night were the same length.


‘He’s taking it well,’ said the young man as his instructor started to hammer in the second spike. ‘More like a warrior than a thrall. Who was he, anyway?’


‘Him? Just some fisherman we picked up on the way back last year. And he’s not taking it well, he can’t feel a thing, his hands have been dead for hours.


‘Soon over now,’ he added to the man now firmly nailed to the log, patting his cheek. ‘Speak well of me in the next world. This could go a lot worse if I bungled it. But I haven’t. Just lash his legs down, you two, no need for another spike. Feet together. He’s got to turn when the moment comes.’


The little group got to their feet, leaving their victim stretched out along the pine-trunk.


‘Ready, Vestmar?’ said a voice behind them.


‘Ready, lord.’


The space behind them had filled up while they worked. At the rear, away from the shore and the long sea inlet, lay hump after hump of dark shapes, slave-pens, workshops, boathouses, and in dimly-sensed ranks the rows of regular barracks that housed the trusted troops of the sea-kings, the sons of Ragnar – once four, now three. From the barracks the men had come streaming, all men, no women, no youths, to see the solemn spectacle: the launch of the first ship, the start of the annual campaigning season that once again was to bring terror and ruin to the Christians and their allies of the South.


Yet the warriors hung back, ranking themselves round the inlet’s shore in a deep semi-circle. Pacing down to the very shore itself came only three men, all tall and powerful, men in their prime, the three remaining sons of Ragnar Hairy-Breeks: Ubbi the grizzleb, despoiler of women; Halvdan the redbeard, the fanatical dueller and champion, dedicated to the warrior’s life and code. Before even them, Sigurth the Snake-eye, so called for the whites that surrounded every part of his eye-pupils like the gaze of a snake: the man who meant to make himself King of all the lands of the North.


All faces were turning now to the east, to see if the first glimpse of the sun’s disk could be seen on the horizon. Most years, here in Denmark in the month the Christians called March, only cloud. Today, good omen, clear sky, with just the light haze already turned pink by the still-invisible sun. A slight murmur came from the watchers as the readers of omens came forward, a stooped and aged band, clutching their holy bags, their knives and knucklebones and sheep’s shoulder-blades, the instruments of divination. Sigurth watched them coldly. They were necessary, for the men. But he had no fear of a bad divination, a poor set of omens. Augurs who augured badly could find themselves on the sacrifice-stone as well as any other.


In the dead, intent silence, the man stretched out on the pine-log found his voice. Pinned and lashed as he was, he could not move his body. He strained his head back, and called out in a choked voice, aiming it at the midmost of the three men by the shore.


‘Why can you do this, Sigurth? I was no enemy of yours. I am no Christian, nor man of the Way. I am a Dane and a freeman like yourself. What right have you to take my life?’


A roar from the crowd drowned his last words. A line of light showed in the east, the sun poking up over the near-flat horizon of Sjaelland, eastmost of the Danish islands. The Snake-eye turned, threw back his cape, waved to the men in the boathouse above him.


Instantly a creaking of ropes, a simultaneous grunt of effort, fifty men, the picked champions of the Ragnarsson army, throwing their mighty weight on the ropes attached to the spiked rowlocks. Out from the boathouse loomed the dragon-prow of the Snake-eye’s own ship, the Frani Ormr itself, the Shining Worm. Grinding forward along the flat on the greased rollers prepared for it, ten tons of weight on a fifty-foot keel made of the stoutest oak-tree in Denmark.


It reached the top of the slipway. The pinned man craned his neck sideways to see his fate looming against the sky, and clamped his mouth shut to avoid the scream welling from inside him. One thing only he could avoid giving his tormentors, and that was the joy of a good omen, a year launched in fear and despair and shrieks of pain.


The men heaved at the ropes together, the prow tipped and began to slide down, thumping over each roller in turn. As it ground towards him, as the projecting prow reached over him, the sacrifice called out again, meaning it in defiance: ‘Where is your right, Sigurth? What made you a king?’


The keel struck him accurately in the small of the back, rode over him and crushed down with its immense weight. Involuntarily, the breath pressed from his lungs in a weird cry, turning into a shriek as pain overcame any possible self-control. As the ship roared over him, its haulers running now to keep up, the roller to which he was nailed whirled round. The blood of his crushed heart and lungs spurted up, driven out by the massive rounded keel.


It splashed upwards on to the flaring bow planks above him. The augurs watching intently, crouched low so as not to miss any detail, whooped and whirled their fringed sleeves in delight.


‘Blood! Blood on the planks for the sea-king’s launch!’


‘And a cry! A death-cry for the lord of warriors!’


The ship surged on into the calm water of the Braethraborg fjord. As it did so the sun’s disc rose fully above the line of the horizon, sending a long flat ray beneath the haze. Throwing aside his cape, the Snake-eye seized his spear by the butt and lifted it up above the shadow of the boathouse and the slipway. The sun caught it and turned its eighteen-inch triangular blade to fire.


‘Red light and a red spear for the new year,’ roared the watching army, drowning out the augurs’ shrilling.


‘What made me a king?’ shouted the Snake-eye to the passing spirit. ‘The blood I have shed, and the blood in my veins! For I am the god-born, the son of Ragnar, the son of Volsi, the seed of the immortals. And the sons of men are logs beneath my keel.’


Behind him his army ran, crew by crew, towards their waiting ships, to take their turn by the stronghold’s crowded slipways.


The same chill winter that held fast to England had fallen also on the other side of the channel. In the cold city of Cologne, on this same day, as Alfred was being crowned, eleven men met in a bare unheated room of a great church hundreds of miles to the south of the Braethraborg and its human sacrifice. Five of them wore the purple and white of archbishops’ rank – none, as yet, the scarlet of a Cardinal. Slightly behind and to the right of each of the five sat a second man, each of these dressed in the plain black robe of a canon of the Order of Saint Hrodegang. Each was his archbishop’s confessor, chaplain, and counsellor – of no rank, but of immense influence, with the best hope also of succeeding to the dignity of a Prince of the Church.


The eleventh man also wore the black robe, this time of a mere deacon. He looked covertly from side to side at the assembled gathering, recognising and respecting power, but unsure of his place at the table. He was Erkenbert, once deacon of the great Minster at York and servant of Archbishop Wulfhere. But the Minster was no more, sacked by the enraged heathen of the North the previous year. And Wulfhere, Archbishop though he remained, was a mere pensioner of his fellow-archbishops, an object of contemptuous charity like his co-Primate of Canterbury. The Church in England was no more: no lands, no rents, no power.


Erkenbert did not know why he had been called to this meeting. He did know that he was in deadly danger. The room was not bare because the great Prince-Archbishop of Cologne could not afford furniture. It was bare because he wished to have no cover for any possible eavesdropper or spy. Words had been said here that would mean death for all present if repeated.


The group had eventually, slowly, cautiously, come to a decision, feeling each other out. Now, the decision made, tension slackened.


‘He has to go, then,’ repeated Archbishop Gunther, the host of the meeting in Cologne.


A circuit of silent nods around the table.


‘His failure is too great to overlook,’ confirmed Theutgard of Trier. ‘Not only did the Crusade he sent against the province of the English meet defeat in battle …’


‘Though that itself is a sign of the divine disfavour,’ agreed the notoriously pious Hincmar of Rheims.


‘… but he allowed a seed to be planted. A seed worse than defeat for one king or another king. A seed of apostasy.’


The word created a momentary silence. All knew what had happened the year before. How under pressure from both the Vikings of the North and his own bishops at home, the youthful King Alfred of the West Saxons had made common cause with some pagan sect – called, so they heard, the Way. Had then successively defeated Ivar Ragnarsson of the Vikings, followed by Charles the Bald, Christian king of the Franks and deputy of the Pope himself. Now Alfred ruled unchallenged in England, though sharing his dominions with some heathen jarl whose name seemed almost a joke. But it was no joke that in retaliation for the Crusade sent against him by Pope Nicholas Alfred had declared the Church in England out of communion with the Catholic and Apostolic Church of Rome itself. Even less of one that he had stripped the Church in England of its lands and wealth, allowing Christ to be preached and served only by those who were prepared to earn their own livings by free offerings, or even – it was said – through supporting themselves by trade.


‘For that defeat, and that apostasy, he must go,’ repeated Gunther. He looked round the table. ‘I say, Pope Nicholas must go to God. He is an old man, but not old enough. We must hasten his departure.’


Now that the words had been spoken aloud a silence fell; it was not easy for princes of the Church to talk of killing the Pope. Meinhard, Archbishop of Mainz, a fierce, hard man, spoke in a loud voice. ‘Have we any way to do that?’ he queried.


The priest to Gunther’s right stirred and spoke. ‘There will be no difficulty. There are men we can trust in the Pope’s entourage at Rome. Men who have not forgotten that they are Germans like ourselves. I do not recommend poison. A pillow in the night. When he does not waken his office can be declared vacant without scandal.’


‘Good,’ said Gunther, ‘for though I wish his death, I take my oath before God that I wish Pope Nicholas no harm.’


The group looked at him with faint signs of scepticism. All knew that only ten years before Pope Nicholas had deposed Gunther and deprived him of his see as a penalty for disobedience. As he had done also to Theutgard of Trier, while he had further rebuked and overruled even the pious Hincmar over a dispute with a mere bishop.


‘He was a great man, who did his duty as he saw it. I do not blame him even for launching King Charles on his ill-fated Crusade. No, there is no harm in Crusades. But he made a mistake. Tell them, Arno,’ he added to his confessor. ‘Tell them our appreciation of the situation.’ He sank back, lifting the gold goblet of Rhenish wine on which so much of his archbishopric’s revenue depended.


The younger man pulled his stool forward to the table, his sharp face gleaming with enthusiasm beneath close-cropped blond stubble. ‘Here in Cologne,’ he began, ‘we have made careful study of the arts of war. Not merely on the field of battle itself, but also in its wider context. We try to think not merely like a tacticus’ – he used the Latin word, though up till then all had spoken the Low German of Saxony and the North – ‘but like a strategos of the old Greeks. And if we think strategice’ – Hincmar at least winced at the strange medley of Greek and Latin – ‘we see that Pope Nicholas made a critical error.


‘He failed to see what we here call the punctum gravissimum, that is, the heavy point, the point of main weight, of an enemy’s attack. He did not see at once that the real danger, the real danger to the whole Church, lay not in the schisms of the East, or in the struggles of Pope against Emperor, or in the naval raids of the followers of Mahound, but in the little-known kingdoms of the poor province of Britannia. Because only in Britannia did the Church find more than an enemy: a rival, a supplanter.’


‘He is an Easterner,’ said Meinhard contemptuously.


‘Just so. He thinks that what happens here in the West, here in the North-West of Europe, in Germany and Frankland and the Low Countries, is of minor importance. But we know that here lies destiny. The destiny of the Church. The destiny of the world. I dare to say it, if Pope Nicholas does not: the new chosen people, the only true bulwark against the barbarians.’


He ceased, his fair face already flushing with pride.


‘You will find no arguments on that score here, Arno,’ Gunther remarked. ‘So, once Nicholas is dead, he must be replaced. I know’ – he raised a hand – ‘the Cardinals will not elect anyone to Pope who has any more sensible opinion, and we cannot expect to sway the Italians to sense. But we can sway them to nonsense. I think we are all agreed that we will use our revenues and our influence to ensure the election of someone we can count on to be popular with the Romans, well-born among the Italians, and a complete nonentity. I believe he has already chosen his papal name: Adrian II, they tell me.


‘More serious is what must be done closer to home. Not only Nicholas must go. King Charles too. He also has been defeated, and by a rabble of peasants.’


‘Gone already,’ said Hincmar decisively. ‘His barons will not forgive humiliation. Those who did not share it with him cannot believe that Frankish lancers could be defeated by slingers and bowmen. Those who did are anxious not to share his disgrace. There will be a rope round his neck or a knife in his ribs without us stirring a hand. But who is to replace him?


‘Your pardon,’ said Erkenbert quietly. He had been listening with the greatest care, and slowly the conviction had come to him that these men, unlike the pompous and inefficient clerics of the English Church he had served all his life, actually respected intelligence more than rank. Juniors spoke without rebuke. They put forward their own ideas, and had them accepted. Or if they were rejected, it was with reason given, and after careful thought. Among these men, the only sin was to fail in logic, or in imagination. The excitement of abstract thought worked on Erkenbert more than the fumes of the wine in his goblet. He felt that at last he was among equals. Above all, he wished to have them accept him too as an equal.


‘I understand Low German, for it is like my own English. But allow me to speak in Latin for the moment. I do not understand how King Charles the Bald of Francia can be replaced. Or what advantage any successor would be to this group. He has two sons, am I correct? Louis and Charles. He had three brothers, Ludwig and Pepin and Lothaire, of whom only Ludwig is still alive, and – is it seven living nephews, Louis and Charles and Lothaire …’


‘… and Pepin and Carloman and Ludwig and Charles,’ completed Gunther. He laughed briefly. ‘And what our English friend is too polite to say is that not one of them can be told from another. Charles the Bald. Charles the Fat. Ludwig the Saxon. Pepin the Younger. Which is which and what does it matter? So I will put it this way in his place.


‘The seed of the Emperor, the great Charles, Charlemagne himself, has failed. The virtue is gone out of it. As we find a new Pope in Rome, so we must find a new king here. A new king’s line.’


The men round the table looked cautiously at each other, less cautiously as each realised that the unthinkable was being thought. Gunther smiled briefly at the effect of his words.


Greatly daring again, Erkenbert spoke. ‘It is possible. In my own country kings’ lines have been deposed. And in yours – did not the great Charlemagne himself come to power through the deeds of his ancestors, who deposed the god-born to whom they had been servants? Deposed them and shore their hair in public, to show they were no longer holy? It could be done. What is it, after all, that makes a king?’


One man during the whole discussion had not spoken, though he had nodded in assent from time to time: the immensely respected Archbishop of Hamburg and Breman in the far North, the disciple and successor of Saint Ansgar, Archbishop Rimbert, famous for his personal courage in fanatical missions to and against the pagans of the North. As he stirred, all eyes turned to him.


‘You are right, brothers. The line of Charles has failed. And you are wrong. Wrong in many ways. You speak of this and that, of strategy and the punctum gravissimum and the West and the East, and in the world of men what you say may have a meaning.


‘But we do not live only in the world of men. I say to you that Pope Nicholas and King Charles had a worse failing than any you have seen. I pray only that we may not fall into it ourselves. I say to you, they did not believe! And without belief, all their weapons and their plans were straw and chaff, to be blown away on the wind of God’s displeasure.


‘So I will tell you that we do not need a new King, nor a new king’s line. No. What we must have now is an Emperor! An Imperator Romanorum. For we, comrades – we Germans are the new Rome. We must have an imperator to mark it.’


The others stared at him in silence, a new vision slowly forming in their minds. It was the blond-cropped Arno, Gunther’s counsellor, who broke it.


‘And how is the new Emperor to be chosen?’ he asked cautiously. ‘And where is such a one to be found?’


‘Listen,’ said Rimbert, ‘and I will tell you. And I will tell you also the secret of Charlemagne, the last true Emperor of Rome in the West. I will tell you what it is that makes the true king.’




Chapter 2


The strong smell of sawdust and wood chips filled the air as Shef and his companions, rested now from the long ride from Winchester, strolled down to the keelyard. Although the sun had not long cleared the eastern horizon, hundreds of men were already working – leading up great carts loaded with wood and drawn by patient oxen, clustered round forges, bustling in and out of rope-walks. The noise of hammers and saws came from all directions, mixed with the furious voices of gang foremen: but no whip-cracks, no cries of pain, no iron slave-collars.


Brand whistled slowly and shook his head as he surveyed the scene. Only just released from his sick-bed, he was still carefully watched by his physician, the diminutive Hund. Until now he had seen none of what had been achieved over the long winter. And indeed, even Shef, who had driven the work on in person or by deputy every single day, found it hard to credit. It was as if he had released a torrent of energy rather than creating it. Again and again over the winter he had found his wishes anticipated.


After the fighting had ceased last year he had found himself with the resources and wealth of a kingdom to command. His first and most urgent task had been to ensure the defence of his precarious realm. He issued the orders and his commanders applied themselves eagerly – building war machines and training their users, recruiting troops, mixing his potentially refractory groups of freed slaves, Vikings of the Way, and English thanes performing military service in return for their leases of land. This accomplished he had set himself to his second task; to ensure the royal revenues. The job of recording all details of land and tolls, debts and taxes, till then carried on by custom and memory, he had passed on to the priest Boniface. With instructions to do in all the counties Shef now controlled what he had begun in Norfolk alone. It would take time and skill, but the results had already become visible.


The third task, though, was Shef’s alone: and that was to build a navy. If there was one thing that was clear, it was that all the battles of the previous two years had been fought on English soil and paid for with English lives. The way to ensure defence, Shef had seen, was to stop the attackers, and especially the Vikings outside the Way, in the place where they reigned supreme: at sea. Supported by the accumulated wealth and taxes of East Anglia and East Mercia as well, Shef had started immediately to build a fleet.


He had had much help and experience to draw on. The Vikings of the Way contained many skilled shipwrights, quite ready to pass on their knowledge and skills if properly rewarded. Thorvin and his fellow-priests of the Way, immensely interested, had plunged into the work as if they had asked nothing better all their lives – as indeed was true. Conforming to their code of forever seeking for new knowledge and supporting themselves and their religion by their working skills alone. Smiths, carpenters, hauliers, poured from all over eastern England to the site Shef had chosen for his dock, on the north bank of the Thames. It lay within his own dominions but facing those of King Alfred, poised to guard – or to threaten – both the Channel and the North Sea, a short distance downriver from the commercial port of London, at the tiny hamlet of Creekmouth.


The problem had been direction. Holding all these skilled and experienced men to the plan Shef had formed, but which directly contradicted much of their life-times’ collective experience. At first Shef had asked Thorvin to direct the site, but he had refused, saying he must be free to leave at any time if the demands of his faith required it. Then he had thought of Udd, the ex-slave who had, almost single-handed, invented the crossbow and made safe the torsion catapult. Thus – to some eyes – defeating both Ivar Ragnarsson, Champion of the North, and weeks later Charles the Bald, King of the Franks, at what men were coming to call the Battle of Hastings, 866.


Udd had been a disaster, soon replaced. Left to himself it transpired that the little man was only capable of taking an interest in things made of metal. He also could not direct so much as the boy who blew the bellows, from constitutional shyness. He had been removed and set to the much more congenial task of finding out everything that could be discovered about steel.


As confusion grew, Shef had had to think over his true needs: a man used to the sea and ships, used to organising the work of others, but not so independent as to alter Shef’s orders or so conservative as to fail to understand them. Shef knew few people. The only one of these who seemed even possible was the fisherman-reeve of Bridlington, Ordlaf, whose capture of Ragnar Hairy-Breeks two summers before had unleashed the fury on England. He it was, now, who turned to greet Shef’s party.


Shef waited for him to kneel and rise. Early attempts to do away with the formal code of respect had foundered on the looks of hurt and uncertainty of Shef’s thanes.


‘I brought someone to see the work, Ordlaf. This is my friend and one-time captain, Viga-Brand. He comes from Halogaland, far, far in the North, and has sailed more miles than most men. I want his opinion of the new ships.’


Ordlaf grinned. ‘He’ll see much to stretch his eyes at, lord, however far he’s sailed. Things no-one has seen before.’


‘Truth – right there is a thing that I have not seen before,’ said Brand. He waved at a pit a few yards off. Inside it was a man pulling one end of a six-foot saw. Another stood on the huge log above pulling on the other. Ready hands held the plank as they sawed it from the log.


‘How does it work? I have only ever seen planks hewed with adzes.’


‘Me too, till I came here,’ said Ordlaf. ‘The secret lies in two things. Better teeth on the saws – that is the work of Master Udd. And teaching these blockheads here’ – the men looked up grinning – ‘not to push the saw, just take turns pulling it. Saves a lot of wood and a lot of work,’ he added in a normal voice. The plank eased to the ground, caught by helpers and the two sawyers changed places, the one beneath shaking dust and shavings from his hair. Shef noticed as they changed over that one wore round his neck the Hammer of Thor, as did most of the workmen on the site, the other an almost indistinguishable Christian cross.


‘But that’s nothing, sir,’ Ordlaf went on to Brand. ‘What the king really wants you to see are his pride and joy, the ten ships we’re building to his design. And one of them, lord, now ready for your inspection, finished while you were in Winchester. Come and see.’


He led them through the gate of a stout palisade to a ring of jetties projecting out into a small backwater of the river. There in front of them lay ten ships, men working on all of them, but one, the nearest, evidently complete.


‘Now, sir Brand. Did you ever see anything like that this side of Halogaland?’


Brand stared, considering. Slowly he shook his head. ‘It is the biggest craft I have ever seen. They say the biggest ship in the world is Sigurth Snake-eye’s own Frani Ormr, the Shining Worm, that rows fifty oars. This is as big. All these ships are as big.’


Doubt clouded his eyes. ‘What are the keels made of? Have you taken two trunks and joined them? If you have, well, maybe on a river or off the coast in fair weather, but for deep sea or long voyage—’


‘All single trunks,’ said Ordlaf. ‘What you may be forgetting, sir, if you don’t mind me saying so, is that up there in the North where you come from you have to work with the wood you can get. And while I can see men grow big enough up there, it isn’t the same for trees. What we got here is English oak. And say what they like, I’ve never seen better wood or bigger wood.’


Brand stared again, shook his head again. ‘Well and good. But what in Hel have you done to the mast? You’ve – you’ve put it in the wrong place. And raked forward like a – like an eighteen-year old’s prick! How is that going to shift a ship that size?’ Honest pain filled his voice.


Both Shef and Ordlaf grinned broadly. This time Shef took up the tale.


‘The whole idea of these ships, Brand, is that they have only one purpose. Not crossing the ocean, not carrying men with spears and swords, not carrying cargo.


‘These are ships for battle. Ships to battle other ships. Not by coming alongside and having their crews board each other. Not even by doing what Father Boniface tells me the ancient Rome-folk did, by ramming. No: by sinking the other ship and its crew along with it, and doing it from a distance. Now there’s only one thing we know that can do that.


‘You remember the pull-throwers I first made at Crowland that winter? What do you think of them?’


Brand shrugged. ‘Good against people. Wouldn’t like to have one of those rocks fall into my ship. But as you know, you have to be the right distance to get a hit. Two ships, both moving …’


‘Right, no chance. Now what of the twist-shooters we used against King Charles’s lancers?’


‘Might kill the crew, one man at a time. Couldn’t sink a ship. The arrow they shoot would plug its own hole.’


‘That leaves us with the last weapon, the one that Erkenbert the deacon made for Ivar. Guthmund used them to knock down the palisade at the camp above Hastings. The thing the Rome-folk called the onager – the wild ass. We call it the mule.’


At a signal deck-hands dragged tarred canvas away from a squat, square object mounted in the exact centre of the nearest ship’s undecked hull.


‘What do you say to a hit from one of those?’


Brand shook his head slowly. He had seen the onagers shoot only once, and then from a distance, but he remembered seeing carts fly in pieces, whole files of oxen smashed to the ground. ‘No ship in the world could survive it. One hit, and the whole frame would go to pieces. But the reason you call it the mule is …’


‘Because of the kick. Come and see what we’ve done.’


The men walked up the gangplank to stare at the new weapon close up. ‘See,’ Shef explained. ‘These weigh a ton and a quarter. They have to. You see how it works? Stout rope down at the base, with two handles. You twist the rope both sides. It holds this bar’ – he patted a five-foot beam standing upright, a heavy leather sling dangling from a peg at its top. ‘You force the bar down onto the deck, held by an iron clamp, and keep twisting. When it’s at greatest strain you release the clamp. Bar shoots up with a rock in the sling, sling whirls round …’


‘Bar hits the crosspiece.’ Ordlaf patted a thick beam on a massive frame, padded both sides with heavy sandbags.


‘The bar stops, the rock keeps going. It throws flat and hard, anything up to half a mile. But you see the problem. We have to build it heavy, to take the kick. We have to have it dead over the centreline, so we can fix the frame down on to the keel. And because it weighs so much, we have to have it centred fore and aft as well.’


‘But that’s where the mast should be,’ objected Brand.


‘So we had to move the mast. That’s where Ordlaf showed us something.’


‘You see, sir Brand,’ Ordlaf explained, ‘where I come from we have boats like yours, double-ended and clinker-built and all. But because we’re in it for fish, not for far voyaging, we rig them different. We step the mast forward out of centre, and we rake it forward too. And then, you can see, we cut the sail different. Not square, like yours, but on a slant.’


Brand grunted. ‘I know. So if you take your hands off the steering oar she turns head into wind and rides the waves. Fisherman’s trick. Safe enough. But slow. Especially with all this weight to shift. How fast is she?’


Shef and Ordlaf exchanged glances. ‘Not fast at all,’ Shef conceded. ‘Guthmund ran a trial against one of his boats before we put the mule in this one, and even without that weight, well – Guthmund sailed rings round her.


‘But you see, Brand, we aren’t trying to catch anyone! If we meet a fleet in the open sea, and they come to fight us, we’ll sink them! If they sail away, the coastline has been defended. If they get past us, we’ll follow and sink them wherever they go. This isn’t a transport, Brand. It’s a ship for battle.’


‘A battleship,’ added Ordlaf approvingly.


‘Can you train it round?’ asked Brand. ‘The mule, I mean. Can you point it different directions? You could with your dart-throwers.’


‘We’re working on it,’ said Shef. ‘We tried putting the whole thing on a cartwheel, putting the cartwheel on an axle, and bedding the other end of the axle in a hole bored in the keel. But it was all too heavy to turn, and the kick kept breaking the axle. Udd has some idea of putting the whole thing on an iron ball, but … No. It will only shoot directly on the beam. But what we have done is fit two bars, two ropes, two sets of handles and so on, one either side. Only one crosspiece, naturally. But that means we can shoot on either beam.’


Brand shook his head again. As they stood he had been feeling the ship heave gently beneath him, even in the Thames backwater, trying to estimate how she would feel in the open sea. A ton and a quarter of weight, much of it high up so that the machine stood higher than the gunwales. Sail pressure way off centre-line. A wide yard so they could spread plenty of sail, he noticed. But tricky to handle. He had no doubt the fisherman knew his business. And there was no question what a hit from one of those rocks would do. Remembering the fragile frame of every boat he had ever sailed, their planks not even nailed to the ribs, but lashed with sinew, Brand could see the whole construction springing apart in a moment, leaving an entire crew struggling in the sea. And not even Sigurth Snake-eye’s own fifty champions could fight against that.


‘What are you going to call her,’ he asked suddenly. ‘For luck.’ His hand shot automatically to the hammer pendant on his chest. Ordlaf copied his gesture, fishing from under his tunic the silver boat of Njorth.


‘We’ve got ten of the battleships,’ said Shef. ‘I wanted to call them after the gods of the Way, Thor, Frey, Rig, and so on, but Thorvin would not allow it. He said it would be bad luck if we had to say “Heimdall is aground,” or “Thor is stuck on the sandbank.” So we changed our minds. We decided to call each ship after one of the counties in my realm, and as far as we can we will crew her from that county. So this is the Norfolk, over there the Suffolk, the Lincoln, the Isle of Ely, the Buckingham, and all the others. What do you think?’


Brand hesitated. Like all sailors, he had deep respect for luck, and no wish to say the ill word that might bring down bad luck on the enterprise of his friend. ‘I think that once again you have brought a new thing to the world. It may be that your “Counties” will sweep the seas. Certainly I would not care to encounter one, and men do not call me the timidest of the Norsemen. It may be that the kings of England will be the sea-kings in the future, and not the kings of the North.


‘Tell me,’ he went on, ‘where do you mean to make your first cruise?’


‘Across to the Dutch shore,’ said Shef. ‘Then up along the coast past the Frisian islands and into Danish waters. That is the main route the pirates come. We will sink every pirate ship we see. From then on any who wish to invade us must take the long sea-crossing from Denmark. But in the end we will destroy their bases, seek them out in their own home-ports.’


‘The Frisian islands,’ muttered Brand. ‘The mouths of the Rhine, the Ems, the Elbe, the Eider. Well, I will tell you one thing, young man. All that is pilot water. You understand what I mean? You will need a pilot who knows the channels and the landmarks, so he can find his way by smell and hearing if he needs to.’


Ordlaf looked stubborn. ‘I’ve found my way all my life with no more than lead, lookout and log-line. Nor do I feel my luck has got any the worse since I left the monks who were my masters and found the gods of the Way.’


Brand grunted. ‘I say nothing against the gods of the Way.’ Again, both he and Ordlaf touched their protecting pendants, and this time Shef, with a self-conscious gesture, reached also to pull out his strange ladder-like charm, the token of his patron Rig. ‘No, the gods may be well enough. But as for lead, lookout and log-line – you’ll need more than that off Bremen! I say it, I, Brand, Champion of the men of Halogaland.’


The listening workmen shifted and muttered. Some of those new to the yards nudged each other, pointing at the unfamiliar pendant of Rig.


Sun slanted through the high windows of the great library in the cathedral of Cologne, to fall on the open pages of several books spread across the massive lectern. Erkenbert the deacon, his short frame barely able to see its upper edges, stood lost in thought. He was alone. The librarius, knowing he had the archbishop’s favour, and approving the intentness of his research, had left him to himself, even with the great and precious Bible, written on the skins of eighty calves.


Erkenbert was comparing texts. Could the fantastic tale that the archbishop Rimbert had told them days before possibly be true? It had convinced everyone else at the meeting, archbishops and counsellors alike. But then it had flattered their pride, appealed to their sense of themselves as a nation, and as a nation continually rejected and undervalued by the power of Rome. Erkenbert did not share that feeling – or at least not yet. The English nation, remembering its conversion by the blessed Pope Gregory, had long boasted its loyalty to the Popes and to Rome. But what had Rome sent in return? If what Rimbert said was true, then maybe it was time to be loyal… elsewhere.


The texts, now. First among them was one that Erkenbert knew well, could have recited in his sleep. Nevertheless, important to look again. The four gospellers’ accounts of the crucifixion of Christ all told slightly different tales – proof of their truth, of course, for who does not know that four men seeing the same thing will pick different parts of it to repeat? But John – John said more than the others. Turning the great, stiff pages, Erkenbert found the passage he wanted and read it, whispering the Latin words softly to himself and mentally translating them into his native English.


‘… sed unus militum lancea latus eius aperuit. But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a lance.’ With a lance, thought Erkenbert. With a Roman soldier’s lance.


Erkenbert knew better than most men what Roman soldiers’ weapons looked like. At what had once been his home at the great Minster of York, there had still remained standing much of what was formerly the headquarters building of the Sixth Legion of Eboracum. The legion had left York and Britain four hundred years before, called away to fight a civil war on mainland Europe, but much of its arsenal had remained behind, and much of what had not been stolen or used still lay in the vaults. The imperishable bronze fittings for the catapults Erkenbert had made for the heathen Ivar had been genuine old work, as good as the day they were made. Iron rusted, but for all that Erkenbert had seen on its stand, kept cleaned and polished as a trophy, the full panoply of a Roman legionary, helmet, cuirass, short-sword, greaves, shield, and of course the iron-shafted Roman javelin, the pilum. Also called a lancea.


Yes, thought Erkenbert, that could have happened. And no question but that the lance, the Holy Lance, the lance that had pierced the side of the Son of God himself, could have survived physically. He had himself seen and handled weapons that might be as old.


But who might have thought to preserve such a thing? It would have had to be someone who recognised its importance at the very moment of its use. Otherwise the weapon would have gone back to the barracks, been mixed with a thousand others. Who could have set aside such a weapon? Not, thought Erkenbert, for all the archbishop had said, the pious Jew Joseph of Arimathea, whom John the gospeller mentioned four verses later. Such a man, if a disciple of Jesus, might well have been able to beg the body from Pilate, and to preserve the holy chalice in which Jesus had celebrated the Last Supper – though John said nothing of that. He would not have been able to gain possession of an infantry issue weapon from the Romans.


But the centurion, now. Erkenbert turned the pages of the Bible thoughtfully, moving from one Gospel account to the next. The centurion was mentioned in three out of four, and in all three he said almost the same words: Luke, ‘truly this was a righteous man,’ Mark, ‘truly this man was the Son of God,’ Matthew, ‘truly this was the Son of God.’ And in the fourth, in John, might the writer not have meant the centurion by ‘one of the soldiers’? If the centurion pierced the side of Jesus, as was his duty, and had seen or felt the miracle – what easier than for him to keep and treasure his own lance?


Now where did the centurion go after the Crucifixion? Erkenbert turned to another book, small, shabby, untitled, a book it seemed of letters, one after another, prattling of land and loans and debts, written by many authors, the kind of thing many efficient librarii would have sent to be scraped and re-used. Erkenbert fixed on the one of which Rimbert had told him. It seemed plain enough. A letter from Roman times, written in Latin – not good Latin, Erkenbert noted with interest, the Latin of a man who knew only the words of command, and to whom grammar was a mystery – and said at the top to be from one Gaius Cassius Longinus, centurion of Legio XXX Victrix. Describing in admiring terms the crucifixion at Jerusalem of a troublemaker, and now sent to the centurion’s home at – Erkenbert could not read the name, but certainly something German, Bingen or Zobingen maybe.


Erkenbert pulled at his lower lip. A forgery? The letter had clearly been copied several times, but that was natural over the centuries. If the copier had been concerned to stress its importance, would he have made such a shabby copy, with such inferior penmanship? As for the tale itself, Erkenbert had no doubt that a centurion in Jerusalem in the Year of Our Lord 33 might well have been from the Rhineland. Or from England for that matter. Had the great Constantine, who had made Christianity the religion of the Empire, not himself been proclaimed Emperor on the very site of Erkenbert’s own Minster at York?


The critical text was the third, a modern work, written no more than thirty years before, or so Erkenbert judged from its style. It was an account of the life and the death of the great Emperor Charlemagne, whose degenerate descendants, in Archbishop Gunther’s view, now incompetently ruled the West. Much of it was familiar to Erkenbert already – the emperor’s campaigns, his fostering of learning. As Erkenbert never for a moment forgot, Charlemagne had called Alcuin, another man of York, another humble deacon like himself, from the English minster to control the destiny and the scholarship of the whole of Europe. Alcuin had been a man of great learning, true. But in literature, not in the practical arts. He was not an arithmeticus, as Erkenbert was. There was nothing to say an arithmeticus might not be as great a man as a poet.


But in this Charlemagne chronicle there was something Erkenbert had indeed never heard, till Rimbert had told them all of it. Not how the emperor died, for that was known, but the portents that announced it. Erkenbert shifted the book into full sunlight and read intently.


The emperor, aged seventy, was returning, it said, from his forty-seventh victorious campaign, against the Saxons, in full majesty and power. But then across the evening sky a comet had flashed. Cometa, thought Erkenbert. What we call the long-haired star. Long hair is the sign of the sacred king. That is why Charlemagne’s ancestors had the kings they deposed shorn in public. The hairy star fell. And as it fell, the chronicle asserted, the emperor’s horse shied and threw him. It threw him so violently that his sword-belt was torn off. And the lance he was carrying in his left hand flew from it and landed many yards away. At the same time, at the emperor’s chapel in Aachen, the word ‘Princeps,’ or ‘Prince,’ had faded from an inscription the emperor had erected for himself, and never returned. The king had died weeks later, the chronicle said, insisting to the last that these portents did not mean that God had taken his authority from him. Yet of them all the greatest was the emperor’s dropping of the lance, which previously he had carried everywhere with him – for that lance, the book insisted, was the beata lancea itself, the Lance of the German centurion Longinus, taken from its hiding place in Cologne by Charlemagne in youth, and never leaving his side again in all his many campaigns and victories.


He who holds this Lance, the chronicle said, sways the destiny of the world. But no scholar knows where it is, for Charlemagne’s counts diced for it after his death, and revealed only to each other who had been the winner.


And according to Rimbert no man knows now, thought Erkenbert, straightening up from his books. For by his account the Holy Lance was taken by Count Reginbald to Hamburg and treasured as a relic, inlaid with gold and precious stones. But since the heathens of the North sacked Hamburg twelve years ago, it has not been seen. Stolen away by some chieftain or kinglet. Destroyed maybe.


But no. For if it is the holy relic, God would guard it. And if it was made marvellous with gold and gems, even the heathen would respect it.


Does that mean that some petty chief among the church-despoilers shall be the overlord of Europe, the new Charlemagne? Remembering Ragnar Hairy-Breeks, whom he himself had put to the serpent-pit, and his sons, Ubbi, Halvdan, Ivar the Boneless and worst of all, the Snake-eye, Erkenbert felt his spine cringe in fear.


That could not be allowed. If the relic were in the hands of the heathen, it would have to be rescued, as Rimbert had urged so passionately. Rescued and transferred to the new emperor, whoever he might be, to unite Christendom once again. But what guarantee was there that this whole story, of lance and crucifixion and German centurion, was not just a fable? A forgery?


Leaving the books, Erkenbert strolled to the window and stared out at the peaceful spring scene. He had come to the library to check the documents, and check them he had. They seemed reliable. The story they told held together. Furthermore, he realised, it was a good story. He wanted to believe it. And he knew why he wanted to believe it.


All his life, Erkenbert reflected, he had been in the hands of bunglers. Incompetent archbishops like Wulfhere, incompetent kings like Ella and the fool Osbert before him, stupid thanes and illiterate priestlings, in their posts only because of some kinship with the great. England was a land where all his tools had been made of straw.


It was different here, in the land of the German Prince Archbishops. Orders were carried out. Counsellors were picked for their brains and their learning. Practical matters were attended to promptly, and those who understood them appreciated. Resources were far greater. Erkenbert knew that he had come to the great Gunther’s attention simply because he had recognised the high quality of the Archbishop’s silver currency, and asked how it was maintained. From the new mines, they had told him, in the Harz mountains. But a man who knows how to purify silver and separate out the lead is always welcome.


Yes, thought Erkenbert. He admired these people. He wanted them to accept him. But would they? He could sense their fierce pride in their own race and language, and knew that he was to that an outsider. He was short and dark as well, and knew how much they valued strength and the fair hair they thought a mark of their origin. Could his personal destiny ever be here? He needed a sign.


The rays of the sun had been moving all afternoon steadily westwards, across the lectern and the shelf of books beside it. As Erkenbert turned from the window it shone on an open page. Gold glittered from the massive illuminated capital on it, done with fantastic art in interlaced serpent-bodies, shining with silver and ruby patterns.


That is English art, thought Erkenbert. He looked again at the great Bible whose pages he had been turning, intent only on what they said, not on their art or origin. Certainly English work, and from Northumbria at that. Not York maybe, but Wearmouth or the scriptorium of the great Bede at Jarrow, from the time before the Vikings came. How did it get here?


How did Christianity get here? Hamburg and Bremen were pagan towns to Charlemagne. It was brought here by the English missionaries, by the men of my own blood, by the blessed Willibrord and Wynfrith and Willebald the breaker of idols. My ancestors brought them a great gift, Erkenbert told himself with a flush of pride. The Christian religion and the learning with which to understand it. If any check me with my foreignness, I will remind them of that.


Carefully, Erkenbert replaced the precious books on their shelves and let himself out. Arno, the archbishop’s counsellor, sat on a bench in the square outside. He rose as he saw the little deacon emerging.


‘Well, brother? Are you satisfied?’


Erkenbert smiled with total confidence and enthusiasm. ‘Completely satisfied, brother Arno. You may be sure that the holy Rimbert has made his first convert of alien race. I bless the day he told me of this greatest of relics.’


Arno grinned down; momentary tension relieved. He had come to respect the little Englishman for his learning and his foresight. And after all – were the English not only some other kind of Saxon?


‘Well, then, brother. Shall we be about God’s work? The finding of the Holy Lance.’


‘Yes,’ said Erkenbert fervently. ‘And after that, brother, the work it was sent for. The finding of the true king, the emperor of New Rome in the West.’


Shef lay stretched on his back, drifting in and out of sleep. The fleet was due to sail next morning, and from all that Brand had said about the hardships of life at sea, it was important to sleep while one could. But it had been a trying evening. Shef had been obliged to host all his captains, the ten English skippers he had with difficulty found to command his ‘battleships,’ and the forty or more Way-Vikings who skippered his conventional craft. It had needed much drinking of toasts, with both groups anxious not to be outdone.


Then, when he had got rid of them and hoped for a confidential talk with Brand, his convalescent friend had been in sour mood. He had refused to accompany Shef in the Norfolk, saying he preferred his own ship and crew. He had insisted that it was bad luck to sail with so many men in the fleet who did not know the haf-words, the elaborate taboo-language by which sailors avoided mentioning directly such unlucky things as women, cats, or priests. Finding that dismissed even by Thorvin, who did intend to sail in the Norfolk, he had fallen back on telling depressing tales from his homeland, tales mostly of the unknown creatures of the sea, the mermaids and marbendills, men who had angered the skerry-elves and been turned into whales, eventually one of a scoffer and scorner whose boat had last been seen being drawn under water by a long arm covered in grey hair. At that, Shef had broken off the conversation. Now he lay, afraid of what his dreams would show him.


When the dream came, Shef knew immediately – for once – exactly where he was. He was in Asgarth, home of the gods, and moreover he was standing exactly outside the greatest of the halls of Asgarth, Valhalla, Othin’s home of the heroes. In the distance, though still inside Asgarth, he could see a vast plain, with what looked like a confused battle taking place on it: a battle with no battle-lines, where every man struck everyone else, falling and bleeding at random.


As the day wore on, men fell and did not rise. The battle resolved itself into a string of duels between single men. The losers fell, the winners fought again. In the end only one man was left, hideously wounded, leaning on a great bloody axe. Shef heard a dim and distant cheering: Hermoth, Hermoth.


The dead began to rise, their severed limbs reuniting, the gashes in their sides healing up. They helped each other up, the men who had killed each other laughing and showing how things had gone. Slowly they formed into ranks and began to march back to the great hall, twelve abreast, a column thousands long, the figure with the great axe at their head. They marched round the building a few feet from Shef‘s unnoticed person, wheeled left and tramped without breaking their ranks or their stride through the double doors of the hall, now flung wide. The doors slammed. Light even in Asgarth began to fade. Sounds of revelry rose from inside.


Now up to the door came limping a man, roughly dressed. As Shef looked at him he knew that only in Asgarth could such a creature remain alive. His back was broken in two, so that his upper half lurched along seemingly without connection to his legs. His ribs were splayed wide, his middle crushed flat as if by the stamp of some mighty animal. Burst entrails projected from his coat.


He reached the gate of Valhalla and stared at it. A voice came from inside, one of the mighty voices Shef had often heard before:not the amused and cynical voice of his own patron – or maybe his own father – the god Rig, fomenter of skills and trickery. No, a cold and gravelly voice. This is the owner of the hall, thought Shef. This is Othin the mighty himself.


‘Who sent you, mannikin?’ said the voice.


Shef could not hear the low reply, but the voice could.


‘Ah,’ it said. ‘Well I know his mark. There will be a place for him here among my heroes. When the time comes.’


The crushed man spoke again, still inaudible.


‘You?’ said the mighty voice. ‘There is no place here for the likes of you. Who are you to stand in line against the Fenris-brood, when I have need of men? Away with you. Go round the back, to my kitchen-men. Maybe my chamberlain Thjalfi has need of another trencher-licker.’


The crushed man turned and hobbled away, round the building in the opposite direction to that from which the marching host had come. On his face, Shef saw as he passed, was an expression of such desolate despair as he hoped never to see again.


That is a man for whom even death has brought no peace, he thought. Are even the gods allowed to do such harm? What need is it that drives them to such evil?




Chapter 3


From his vantage-point in the stern of the leading ship, Shef looked back at the long, trailing line. The Bedfordshire, fourth ship from the van, was sagging out of line again, as she had done ever since, by trial and error, they had picked on their present formation. All ten of the English ‘battleships,’ as Ordlaf insisted on calling them, were heading due east with the south-west wind behind them and on the beam, as easy a point of sailing as could be imagined, certainly far easier than their awkward sail up the first part of the Dutch coast from the Rhine mouth with the wind almost directly behind them. Just the same the Bedfordshire was wallowing slowly out to sea again.


No point in shouting to the ship behind, to pass on a message mouth to mouth till it reached the Bedfordshire’s skipper. He knew the importance of keeping in line, he had had it shouted at him time and time again by all the other skippers in turn every time they camped for the night. There was some error in his ship’s construction. For some reason or other she made more of this ‘leeway’ that Ordlaf was always complaining about. They would get it fixed when they returned to dock. Meanwhile the Bedfordshire would do what she always did: wallow out to sea till she was a hundred yards out of line, and then brace her sail round and awkwardly manoeuvre back into place. Where the others sailed along more or less straight, her progress was a string of shallow zig-zags, like the patterns on a welded sword.


It did no harm, at least for the moment, Shef concluded. He had realised one thing, though, and realised it some days before, almost as soon as he and the rest of the landsmen had stopped retching over the side. That was that the reason the Vikings ruled the seas, and could descend at any spot in the Western world regardless of the precautions and the guards of the Christian kings, was that they were very very good at something quite unexpectedly complex and difficult: sailing boats.


The seamen and skippers Shef had recruited from the English coastal ports were good enough sailors in their way, but it was not the Viking way. Fishermen almost to a man, what they were good at was coming back alive. Like Ordlaf, if the children’s bellies had to be filled, they would put to sea in almost any weather. They had no interest, though, in getting anywhere unless it were to another likely bank or shoal, and certainly no interest in going anywhere fast or unexpectedly. As for the crewmen from the inland counties, aboard to man the mules and shoot the crossbows, every detail of life at sea was a burden to them. At least six of them had fallen overboard already while trying to attend to their natural functions, though it was true that they had all been recovered from the calm and shallow sea. The main reason Shef insisted on camping every night instead of pressing on was that he dreaded the results of trying to cook afloat.


Shef turned from the problems of the Bedfordshire to the low, sullen, sandy shore slipping by to the right – or to ‘steerboard’ as the sailors called it, the side of the ship which had the long steering-oar mounted. Shef unrolled the long scroll of parchment on which he was attempting, following his earlier experience, to draw a chart of these unfamiliar lands. The natives on the coastal islands they had passed had told him a great deal – they were, of course, Frisians, and the Frisians felt strong kinship both with the English to whom they were related, and to the men of the Way, whose religion and order had been founded by their own Duke Radbod a hundred and fifty years before. But, more important, the Frisians of the islands were the poorest of the poor. On the desolate sandbanks on which they lived, sometimes twenty miles long but never more than a mile across, no hut, no flock of sheep was ever more than ten minutes from a Viking marauder. The islanders lived with little and stood ready to abandon that any moment.


That did not mean they were not happy to strike back. Once the news had spread up along the islands that the strange fleet was an English one, come to fight the Vikings, men had drifted in to every camp fire, eager to speak for a mug of ale or a good silver penny of the new coinage.


The picture they gave was clear. As one rounded the Ijsselmeer the chain of islands began, running like the coast they sheltered slightly north of east. The islands’ names seemed to become more familiar as one went further along. The Texel, Vlieland, Terschelling, which they had passed three days before – Shef did not know what those names meant. But then they had passed Schiermonnikoog, and further along a string of similar names, Langeoog, Spiekeroog and Nordeney. All these were easy to understand, for -oog was just the hoarse Frisian way of saying ‘ey,’ an island, an eyot, and -koog was the familiar Norfolk ‘key,’ a sandbank.


And all these islands were just sandbanks, drifts piled up over centuries by the rivers that flowed into the sea and that continually threatened to choke themselves with silt. The first slight break in the chain had been the Ems. Further up, the twin estuaries of the Jade and the Weser, with somewhere inside them the guarded bishop’s town of Bremen. Just ahead, past Wangeroog, the last of the long Frisian island-chain now slipping past to starboard, lay the greater flow of the Elbe, with on it the port and stronghold of Hamburg under its powerful archbishop. Hamburg, famously sacked by the Vikings a dozen years before, so Brand said, who had taken part, but once again recovering, the very spear-point of the Empire of Christendom levelled at Denmark and Scandinavia beyond.


There would be a time to look into Hamburg and Bremen. But not now. Now the plan was to push ahead across the estuary of the Elbe, to the spot where the coastline turned north to the North Frisian islands, to Jutland, to the South Danes. And – so some of the seamen said – to the flatlands from which the English had come in their turn, centuries before, to the sack of Britannia and the overthrow of the Rome-folk. Shef felt a slight stirring of excitement. Who was to say that up there, there might not still be Englishmen left, who could be called to the defeat of what surely must be their Danish oppressors? But it would be enough if he could reach there – reach there and return, having tried his ships and given their crews confidence.


What he really needed, Shef reflected, still staring at the markings on his map, was a chart of what lay inside the island chain, between the islands and the main shore. If they could sail along there, his ships could defy wind and weather and water-shortage, cruise along as easily as on the Ouse or the Stour at home. Lurk inside shelter to pounce out on Viking fleets.


But Ordlaf had refused flatly to take the ships inshore, and Brand had backed him utterly. Pilot water, he had repeated. Don’t try it without a man born and bred there and one you can trust. Shoals, banks, currents, tides. You can wreck a ship on sand or on chesil as easily as you can on Flamborough Head. Easier, Ordlaf had added. At least you can see Flamborough Head.


Shef wondered obstinately how much of that was the Viking contempt for English seamanship. It had grown steadily during the days of their cruise, the Viking jokes getting continually more barbed till Shef had had to restrain the crew of the Norfolk from manning the mule and sending a few of the loudest laughers to the bottom. Since then they had evolved their current formation: the ten battleships cruising inshore and using all their efforts to keep up a decent speed, while the forty accompanying craft – all Viking-manned, all built on the shores of the Kattegat or the Norway fjords, but all bearing the Hammer and Cross of the Way kingdoms stitched to their sails – swept their contemptuous arcs far ahead and out to sea. Though never out of sight. Always one sail remained on the horizon, keeping a keen eye on the English lubbering along behind, itself watched keenly by the sharpest eyes in Brand’s small fleet a further horizon away.


They can laugh, thought Shef. And they can sail too, I admit it. But this is like the sack of York, a new kind of battle. My men don’t have to be the best sailors since Noah. They just have to be at sea. If the Ragnarssons want to get past us, or any other damned pirates out of the North, they must come in range. Then we sink them. The best sailors in the world can do nothing on shattered planks.


He rolled up his scroll, thrust it in its waxed leather bag, and walked forward to pat the comforting bulk of the mule. Cwicca, now senior catapult-captain of the fleet, grinned gap-toothed at the gesture. He had won forty well-stocked acres and a young bride for his part in last year’s successes, wealth literally unimaginable for one who had been a slave of the monks of Crowland, owning nothing but a bone-and-bladder bagpipe. Yet he had left it all, and his silk tunic too, for this cruise. Hard to tell whether he hoped for more riches or more marvels.


‘Sail turning this way,’ yelled the lookout suddenly from his uncomfortable stance on the single yard fifteen feet above Shef’s head. ‘And more behind, I can see them! All coming straight for us.’


The Norfolk heeled instantly as the more excitable crew-members rushed over to the left side, the backboard, to see for themselves. Moments of confusion as the boatswain and his mates kicked them back. Ordlaf shinning deftly up the knotted rope that led to the yard, following the lookout’s pointing finger. Sliding back down again, face tense, to report.


‘It’s Brand, lord. All his ships tearing along together, fast as they can go, wind on the beam. They’ve seen something right enough. They’ll tack and be alongside – ‘he pointed at the sky – ‘when the sun’s gone so far.’


‘Couldn’t be better,’ said Shef. ‘A still morning and a long afternoon to fight in. Nowhere for the pirates to hide. Serve the men their noon-meal early.’ He clutched his pendant, the silver pole-ladder. ‘May my father send us victory. And if Othin wants heroes for Valhalla,’ he added, remembering his dream, ‘let him take them from the other side.’


‘Well now, what do we make of that?’ asked Sigurth the Snake-eye. He spoke to his two brothers, flanking him in the prow of the Frani Ormr. ‘A fleet in front, steering to meet us, and then suddenly they all spin round and take off as if they’d heard their wives were offering it free to all comers back home.’


A voice behind him, the skipper of the Ormr, Vestmar. ‘Pardon, lord. Hrani here, the lookout, he wants to say something.’


Sigurth turned, looking at the young man now being thrust forward. A young man, where almost everyone else on the ship, Sigurth’s fifty picked champions, was in his prime. A poor man, too, without a gleam of gold on him, and a plain bone hilt to his sword. Picked out by Vestmar and added to the crew, Sigurth remembered, for his sharp sight. Sigurth did not bother to speak, merely raised an eyebrow.


Staring into the famous snakes’ eyes with their white-bordered pupils, Hrani flushed and stammered. Then collected himself, swallowed, and began. ‘Lord. Before they turned I got a good look at the lead ship. There was a man standing in the prow, like you are, lord, looking at us.’ He hesitated. ‘I think it was Brand. Viga-Brand.’


‘You’ve seen him before?’ asked Sigurth.


The young man nodded.


‘Now, think carefully. Are you sure it was him?’


Hrani hesitated again. If he were wrong – Sigurth had a fearsome reputation for vengeances, and every man in the fleet knew of his and his brothers’ consuming desire. To find and kill the men responsible for the death of their mad brother Ivar, Skjef the Englishman and Viga-Brand, Brand the Killer. If the brothers were disappointed … Yet on the other hand to lie to them, or to hide what one saw, both were equally dangerous. Hrani considered for a moment what he had actually seen, as the leading enemy ship rose on a wave. No, he had no real doubt. The figure he had seen was too big for any other man.


‘Yes, lord. In the prow of the lead ship stood Viga-Brand.’


Sigurth held his gaze for a moment, then slowly stripped a gold bracelet from his own arm, handed it over. ‘Good news, Hrani. Take this for your sharp eyes. Now tell me one more thing. Why do you think Brand turned away?’


Another gulp as the young man hefted the weight of the bracelet, hardly able to believe his luck. Turn away? Why would anyone turn away? ‘Lord, he must have recognised the Frani Ormmr, and feared to meet us. Feared to meet you,’ he corrected hastily.


Sigurth waved a hand in dismissal, turned back to his brothers.


‘Well,’ he remarked. ‘You heard what the idiot thinks. Now what do we think?’


Halvdan stared at the waves, felt the wind on his cheek, watched the faint dots of sail on the horizon. ‘Scouting ahead,’ he observed. ‘Fallen back on reinforcements. Trying to lead us on.’


‘Lead us on to what?’ asked Ubbi. ‘There were forty of them. That’s about what we expected, of our own folk known to be—’ he spat over the side ‘—with the Waymen.’


‘More Wayfolk might have sailed south,’ suggested Halvdan. ‘Their priests have been stirring them up.’


‘We’d have heard, if there’d been any great number of them.’


‘So if the reinforcements are there,’ concluded the Snake-eye, ‘they must be from England. Englishmen in ships. A new thing. And where there is a new thing …’


‘There you find the Sigvarthsson,’ completed Ubbi, his teeth showing in a snarl.


‘Up to something,’ said Sigurth. ‘Up to something, or he wouldn’t dare to challenge us, not at sea. Look, the Waymen are tacking, turning in to the land. Well, we’ll take their dare. Let’s see how good their surprise is. And maybe we can surprise them too.’


He turned to Vestmar, standing a careful few paces to the rear. ‘Vestmar, pass the word. All ships ready for battle. Reef sail, rig the oars. But don’t step the masts. Leave the yards up.’


Vestmar goggled for a moment. He had been at a dozen sea battles round the coasts of Britain and Denmark, Norway and Sweden and Ireland too. Masts and yards were always stepped and stowed, to decrease the top-hamper, give the ships every yard of speed under oars that they could make. In close-quarter battle there were no men free to trim sails, and no wish for anything that would block a man’s sight of arrow or javelin.


He caught himself, nodded, turned back, bellowing orders to his own crew and the ships nearest to him, orders to be passed on along and back to the hundred and twenty longships cruising behind and aside. Quickly, skilfully, the Ragnarsson fleet prepared for action.


Shef leaned over the backboard as Brand’s ship, the Walrus, ranged easily alongside at the end of the long turn that had brought it and the rest of the Wayman fleet back into line with his own ten.


‘The Snake-eye?’ he shouted.


‘Yes. It’s the Frani Ormr in the lead right enough. They outnumber us three to one. Have to fight them now. If you tried to get away they’d sail you down before the sun started to sink.’


‘That’s what we came for,’ called Shef. ‘You know the plan?’


Brand nodded, stepped back, pulled from round his neck a long red silken scarf. Stepping to the leeward side he let it stream in the breeze.


Instantly the ships behind him lowered the sails they had half-reefed and began to surge ahead, spreading into line abreast as they did so. A volley of orders from Ordlaf and the Norfolk began to check her already sluggish pace, while her consorts also began to range up on her, not moving abreast, but forming a close line, so close that the prow of each battleship almost overlapped the stern of the one ahead. Steersmen watched with anxious care as the clumsy craft edged up on each other.


At a wave from Cwicca, the catapult-crews lowered their throwing bars to the deck, fixed them with the well-greased sliding bolts, began to throw their weight on to the winding-handles to bring the stout ropes to maximum torsion. ‘Wind both sides,’ called Cwicca, looking at his master. ‘We might get a shot either way, God be good to us. I mean Thor be good to us.’ He pulled his hammer-pendant out to swing free.


Slowly the Wayman fleet edged into its agreed battle-formation, like an inverted T thrusting at the enemy. In front, lined up abreast, Brand’s forty ships, sails now furled and masts stepped, moving forward at easy pace under oars alone – Shef could hear the men grunting as they put their weight into the easy swell of the waves. Behind their centre, in line ahead and still under sail, the ten English battleships.


As the formation took shape, Shef felt the familiar sense of relief. All battles to him, he realised, had come to feel the same. Terrible, gnawing anxiety before they started, while he thought of the hundred and one things that could go wrong with the plan – skippers not understanding, crews not moving fast enough, the enemy coming up unexpectedly, before they were ready. Then the relief, followed instantly by a desperate curiosity. Would it work? Could there be something he had forgotten?


Brand was bellowing from the stern of his ship, breaking off to point forward urgently at the Ragnarsson fleet, now a bare half-mile off and closing quickly, oars threshing. What was he shouting? Shef heard the words and realised for himself at the same moment. The enemy were coming on to battle just as predicted. But their masts were still standing, though the sails were furled.


‘… he’s smelled a rat!’ came the tail-end of Brand’s bellow.


Smell it or no, thought Shef. The rat is in range now. Now all it has to do is bite. From his neck he pulled a long blue scarf – Godive’s gift, he remembered with a pang, given him the day she had told him she would marry Alfred. He streamed it to leeward, saw the faces turning as the lookouts saw it. Not a good luck memory, he thought. He loosed his grip on the silk, let the wind carry it into the yellow turbid sea.


*


Sigurth Ragnarsson, standing in the prow of his ship, noted the strangely-cut sails at the rear of Brand’s thin line. Noted, too, the giant figure of Brand standing directly opposite him, waving an axe in ironic salute. Up to something, he thought again. Only one way to find out what it is. With elaborate care he stripped off his long scarlet cape, turned, threw it into the bottom of the boat. At the same instant a man stationed by the mast jerked a rope. From the top of the mast, above the yard, there flew free suddenly a great banner, with on it a black raven: the Raven Banner of the sons of Ragnar, woven it was said all in one night, with magic in its weft for victory. No man had seen it fly since the death of Ivar.


As the watching fleet saw it break out, each oarsman put his back into five mighty heaves, then simultaneously tossed oars upright and hurled them clattering into the longships’ wells. Over the din, they gave one short cheer and seized up shields and weapons. Each steersman swung his suddenly accelerated boat so as to close on its next neighbour, boatswains swinging grapnels so as to lash them fast. As was always the custom, the fleet would gain momentum and then drift down on its enemies lashed together, to lock prows with the opposing fleet and there fight it out with spears and swords over the half-decked forecastles, till one side or other gave way and tried – usually unsuccessfully – to break free.


Brand saw the banner fly, saw the men bracing themselves for their last sudden spurt. Even as the oars bent under the first fierce stroke, he bellowed, in a voice fit to carry over an Atlantic gale: ‘Back oars and turn!’


The Wayman front line, carefully rehearsed, split instantly in the centre. Brand’s ship and all those to seaward of it swung hard to port, starboard oars pulling madly, port oars backing water. All those to shoreward swung hard the other way. Then, as the helmsmen struggled to keep from running foul of their fellows, the oars swung again, the fast manoeuverable boats leapt away.


Shef, standing by the mast of the Norfolk, saw Brand’s ships swerve away to left and right with the unanimity of two flocks of migrating birds. With a stab of fear – not fear for himself but for his plan – he realised the Ragnarsson fleet was closer than he expected and coming on fast. If those veteran warriors laid aboard him there could be only one ending. In the same moment he felt the Norfolk surge forward as Ordlaf spread sail to its fullest extent. Slowly the battleship swung round to port, presenting her starboard beam to the dragon prows not a hundred yards off. Again the Norfolk picked up a yard or two of speed as the wind came more directly over her stern.


Shef heard Ordlaf shouting encouragingly: ‘The wind’s rising! We’ll get round in time.’


Maybe, thought Shef. But just the same, they were too close. Time to check them. He nodded to Cwicca, crouched expectantly by the release.


Cwicca hesitated for only an instant. He knew the plan was to sink the lead centre ship, the one with the great gilded snake’s head on its prow. But his mule was still not bearing directly on it. Impossible to train it round. Waiting a split second for the heel of the waves, he jerked free the release bolt.


A flash of motion, a violent thud against the padded beam, a thud that shook the whole ship and seemed for an instant to check her way. The black streak that was a thirty-pound boulder lashing across the water. A streak that ended just behind the prow of the ship immediately to port of the Frani Ormr.


For a second or two the advancing line of ships seemed to roll on as if nothing had happened, sending Shef’s heart leaping into his mouth. Then tiredly, irresistibly, the ship fell apart. The flying rock had smashed the stem-post to matchwood. The planks carefully fitted into it sprang from their notches. Below the waterline the sea rushed in, forced on by the ship’s own motion. As it shot through the well the sinews holding planks to ribs and ribs to keel sprang apart. The mast, its keelson pulled from under it, swayed forward, held for an instant by its stays, then swung wearily to one side. Like a giant’s club it scythed through the gaping crew of the ship next alongside.


To the watchers in the English line it seemed as if the ship had suddenly vanished, been pulled under by one of the water-hags of Brand’s stories. For a moment or two they could see men apparently standing on the water, then fighting for their footing on loose planks, then down in the sea, or struggling for a hand-hold on the gunwales of the ships alongside.


And then the Suffolk too brought her mule to bear. Another streak flashed into the heart of the Ragnarsson fleet. And another as the third ship in line swung round.


Suddenly, as Shef gaped, noise seemed to be added to the battle. All at once he was aware of the snap of the crossbows, the song of the rope as Cwicca’s handlers frantically wound their machine, the crash of rock on wood and waves of cheering as Brand’s ships swung round to come in on the Ragnarsson flanks. At the same time Shef felt a sudden lash of rain and the ships opposite blurred for a moment. A rain shower passing over the sea. Would it soak the ropes and at this worst moment take his artillery out of action?


Out of the blur came three dragon prows, shockingly close. Not the snake’s head of the enemy flagship, now a hundred yards behind them, but some other alert enemy skipper, who had cast his grapnels free and re-manned his oars, realising his foe had no intention of closing to fight fair. If they managed to lay alongside …
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