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			Prologue

			The clouds parted, and just for a moment, the winter sun shone down on the smooth snow. What might have been tracks were now no more than ridges on a blue-white surface. A depression suggested that there might be a cave in the hillside, but it had long since been snowed in. The hills, solid and silent, looked down on houses that had once stood in defiance of nature; havens of warmth and safety in the unforgiving land.

			Now they were just empty.

			A strong gust rolled down into the valley, lifting white flakes from the ground and up, up, into whirling clouds of crisp, sparkling specks. 

			They settled on roofs already covered in sheets of ice. 

			They danced around black, barren branches. 

			They covered frozen purple and grey fingers of dead men strewn about between the houses with arms stuck out at odd angles. Severed limbs draped in tendrils of black, frozen blood poked out of drifts. Where there were faces, they were carved in frost and horror.

			The silence was broken by a sharp, painful creak as the door to the longhouse inched open, screaming on bent hinges.

			A tall man stepped out onto the front step. His grey robes swirled about him, but he did not look touched by the cold. A wide-brimmed hat hung down to cover his right eye, but the left one gleamed as he took in the surroundings. Under a scraggly white beard, dried and cracked skin moved as his stony face broke into a smile.

			‘So that’s how you want it to be,’ he said to the wind.

			High up in the sky to the south, two black dots appeared, growing bigger by the moment, spreading their wings and swooping down towards the man on the steps. Cawing loudly, the ravens landed with smooth grace at the man’s feet. He looked at them and raised an eyebrow. The big birds hopped towards him then flapped their wings and rose until they had settled, one on each shoulder. Behind him, the door creaked again as two big dogs padded out of the longhouse.

			‘Then that’s how it is,’ the old man said, and started walking, following six pairs of footprints, heading to the South.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			SOUTH SWEDEN

			DECEMBER, AD 996

			For a moment everything stood still, etched in grey on black: dark forms looming in the shadows, hovering on the edge between moonlight and darkness. At the head of the half-visible army Sven and Sigurd Aegisson stood over the deer carcase, looking at the two travellers. The chieftain and his right-hand man looked leaner, somehow, and older, but more alive.

			Frozen halfway through drawing his sword, Ulfar could do nothing but stare. As his brain caught up, he started recognising other faces from Stenvik. He could see at least fifty of them, and there were obviously more in the shadows. Sven, front and centre, turned to Sigurd. ‘See? I told you the boy would turn out well. That’s the best impression of an idiot I’ve seen in a long time.’

			Sigurd spared him a faint smile, then, nodding to Audun, he walked towards the fire and sat down. Behind him, the silent warriors started moving with purpose. A handful, still eerily quiet, drifted back into the forest. Sven directed two men towards the deer. Knives flashed, and the scent of blood soon drifted towards the fire.

			Easing as gracefully as he could out of his fighting stance, Ulfar finally managed, ‘What – what news of Stenvik?’ Sliding his blade back into the scabbard, he sat down by the fire. 

			‘King Olav took the town as his own,’ Sven said as he sat down too. ‘He spared our lives, no thanks to Harald, but he demanded that we bend the knee to him and the White Christ. The boys were all smart enough to nod and smile.’

			‘He couldn’t let us walk around because he thought we’d stir up trouble,’ Sigurd said.

			‘Which, to be fair, was correct,’ Sven added. 

			‘And he didn’t have the stomach for the work. So he kept us locked up,’ Sigurd said.

			‘And great fun it was, too,’ Sven said. ‘If I get the choice next time and the other option is a cage with a wolf, I’m taking the wolf.’ He gestured to another silent, bearded man who stepped into the circle, added some more kindling and blew gently until he was rewarded with a small but sturdy flame. As he moved away the flame disappeared for a moment, then the glow returned and quickly doubled in size, growing even more as warriors continued bringing firewood from the forest. 

			‘Then why are you here?’ Audun said.

			‘Valgard poisoned us,’ Sigurd said.

			Audun and Ulfar exchanged glances, then looked at Sven. The old man’s eyes told them all they needed to know. 

			‘How—?’ Audun asked. By the other fire in the clearing, something sizzled and soon the smell of roast meat filled Ulfar’s nostrils.

			‘He brought us our food. We ate it. Laced with shadowroot – well masked, too. I did taste it, but too late. The next we knew, we were being dug up.’

			Audun shivered and looked over his shoulder. ‘Who dug you up?’

			‘A traveller,’ Sigurd said, and Ulfar mouthed the words as they came out of the old chieftain’s mouth: ‘Tall, grey hair, beard. Big hat.’ He had to stop as he was handed a dagger with a chunk of roast deer on the point. Sven continued, ‘He said he’d been passing through when he heard these two men talk about getting rid of some bodies. I’m not clear on the details, but there’s no doubt in my mind that he saved our lives.’

			‘I bet he did,’ Ulfar muttered. He glanced at Audun, who looked similarly suspicious. ‘Then what?’

			‘We had some debts to pay,’ Sigurd said. Suddenly the silence in the glade deepened. ‘So we did. Then we left to find Forkbeard, and now we’re here.’

			‘Forkbeard?’ Audun said. ‘Why?’

			‘Because Olav has gone north,’ Sven said. ‘He’s in Trondheim now. If he digs in up there he’ll double his army in no time and then we’re stuck with him. Hakon was happy to sit on his peasants up north, but I doubt that the kinglet will be as pleasant. We need to convince Sweyn Forkbeard that he’ll be better off facing King Olav now, before he goes out west again to collect. If he doesn’t, he’ll be defending the shores of Denmark from cross-bearing Norse madmen in two years, maybe less.’

			‘So all roads lead north, then,’ Ulfar said as another man handed him a chunk of roasted meat.

			‘They always do, son,’ Sven said. ‘They always do.’

			*

			Morning brought thick grey skies and a bitter wind. Sigurd’s men kept talking to a minimum; they were up and ready at daybreak.

			‘Here, take this,’ Sven said as Ulfar and Audun clambered to their feet. In the old man’s outstretched hand were thick-spun woollen trousers and tunics. ‘You look like the runts of a litter of runts.’

			Looking at Audun and himself, Ulfar had to concede the point. Travelling had taken a lot out of the both of them; their clothes were torn and bloody, and they both looked years older than they had only four short months ago. 

			‘Thank you,’ he said.

			‘It’s not for your benefit,’ Sven said. ‘You’re harder to fatten up if you’re cold, and we need something to throw at Forkbeard if he’s hungry.’

			‘And your bony old arse won’t do,’ Ulfar replied as he struggled into the new clothes.

			‘My bony old arse will do more than yours does,’ Sven batted back. ‘I’ve got a hundred hard bastards behind me. You’ve just got a mopey blacksmith.’

			Ulfar smiled. ‘That’s about right. But don’t worry – you’ll pick up more men soon and then we’ll be even. I’d say about seventy more sounds fair.’

			Sven chortled and grinned at Audun, who shrugged. 

			Soon enough they were dressed and ready, and Ulfar asked, ‘Where are you looking for Forkbeard?’ 

			‘I reckon we’ll do what we’ve been doing: find the nearest burned-out farm and track him from there,’ Sven said. There was nothing more to say, so they headed off, threading their way through the tall birch trees.

			The grey sky turned from wool to milk to dirty ice but the sun kept resolutely out of sight. When they cleared the forest they saw fields dusted with white stretching far into the distance, rising and rolling gently away from them. A single-track dirt road cut across the landscape like a scar.

			The sun was straight above them when Ulfar spoke. ‘I don’t like this quiet.’

			‘It was fine until you ruined it,’ Audun said.

			‘Where there’s roads there’s people, but we haven’t seen a single soul all morning,’ Ulfar muttered. ‘We might as well be alone in the world.’

			‘Don’t worry, son. Trouble will find us,’ Sven said from the front of the line. ‘It usually does.’ They walked on in silence as the clouds above thickened into a dark grey mass. ‘Any time now,’ the old rogue muttered darkly, and sure enough, the first flakes of snow soon fluttered down from above. ‘Bloody snow,’ he added. ‘Just like you, Ulfar: pretty but useless.’

			‘You say that, but at least I can— No, you’re right. You forgot annoying, though,’ Ulfar said.

			‘Sven,’ Sigurd said. The tone of his voice made the men around him snap to attention immediately. 

			Two hundred yards ahead of them a fox had wandered out of a thicket and was standing stock-still, sniffing at the air. It ignored the group of men and stared around; it looked almost as if it was listening to a silent tune.

			The eagle struck almost too fast for the eye to see. The fox yelped and fought, but it was no use. Powerful wings beat about its head, a strong beak tore at its ears, finger-thick talons dug into its back and clamped down on its spine. The eagle strained, and slowly the fox’s paws lifted off the ground. A screech tore the air as another eagle approached and also latched on to the terrified fox. 

			The Stenvik raiders watched, stunned, blood dripping onto the snow from above as the two huge birds flew away, tearing at the screeching animal caught between them.

			‘Get moving! Now!’ Sigurd shouted, and behind him the group of hardened warriors snapped to and trudged on. Around them, Ulfar could hear snatches of muttered conversation.

			‘—never seen anything like that—’

			‘—eagles hunting a fox? And two of them?’

			‘—the stars ain’t right, I’m telling you—’

			The talk died down as they walked, but Ulfar couldn’t help but notice that every one of the old warriors kept their guard up.

			*

			A while after midday they came to a farm. Fields stretched out in every direction but tucked in a copse of trees in the distance stood a building. 

			‘Go for it?’ Sven said.

			Sigurd shrugged. ‘Might as well. See about news.’ A half-smile played on his lips as he glanced at Ulfar. ‘We’ll send in our local man.’

			‘Told you he’d be useful,’ Sven said gleefully.

			Ulfar rolled his eyes and started preparing to explain why he was showing up at someone’s doorstep with a hundred hardened Northmen at his back. When they’d halved the distance, Sigurd motioned for a halt. ‘We’ll stop here, I think,’ he said.

			‘Right. In you go, son,’ Sven said. Around him, the men put down their bags and set about finding a place to rest comfortably, dusting the snow off the ground where possible. ‘Take the ox with you if you want. Try to look friendly, though.’

			Ulfar unhooked his sword-belt and looked at Audun, who moved to his side without a word. They put the Northmen at their backs and walked down a worn road of sorts that was covered lightly with fresh snow. 

			It looked good from afar, but up close the farm was very quiet indeed. The barren branches of the trees cast long shadows and the fading light did nothing to make the surroundings more pleasant. 

			‘Not much going on, is there?’ Ulfar said.

			‘No,’ Audun replied.

			They looked around for evidence of battle but nothing was broken. The farm gate was open, but didn’t look like it had been moved for some time. The yard was empty, the stables to their left looked shadowy and lifeless and the barn door was slightly ajar. The house itself looked in reasonably good repair, but there was no flicker of flame anywhere to tell of life or warmth. 

			‘Hello?’ Ulfar shouted in a way that he hoped would communicate an absolute lack of intent to kill anyone. No one answered. He tried again, but again his voice echoed off the walls. He was about to move when Audun’s heavy hand landed on his forearm and held him back.

			‘Wait and watch, Thormodsson,’ he mumbled. The hairs on Ulfar’s neck rose.

			Something moved in the farmhouse. Sounds of scuffling, something toppling over and a muted curse drifted out into the yard. A shape appeared in the doorway.

			‘Strangers,’ it said in a thick voice. ‘Greetings.’

			‘Greetings!’ Ulfar replied. ‘We come in peace, and would like to—’

			‘No, you don’t,’ a voice said from inside the cabin. The shape in the shadowy doorway was joined by another.

			Wrong-footed, Ulfar stumbled on his words. ‘What do you mean? We wish you no harm.’

			‘I know that,’ the second man said as he came out into the yard to meet them. He was Ulfar’s height and Audun’s width, but he looked oddly grey, like he’d been ill for some time. The first man followed him out into the yard: younger, maybe in his teens, sandy-haired and friendly, but with the same big frame and square features. The men were clad in farmer’s clothes and unarmed, but they were a little . . . faded, somehow. ‘But you do not come in peace.’

			Beside him Audun tensed, but Ulfar smiled his best and tried to relax. ‘I am afraid I do not follow, my friend.’

			The big farmer’s eyes lit up. ‘This is not a time of peace. This is a time of war.’

			Familiar territory. Ulfar smiled a rueful smile and shook his head. ‘I know. Forkbeard is running wild around these parts, I hear.’

			Confusion flitted across their faces. ‘Forkbeard?’

			‘Forkbeard. Danish King. Sweyn Forkbeard. Has a . . . big beard . . .’

			‘. . . which he braids in a fork,’ Audun added.

			The big farmer smiled. ‘Oh, him.’ Beside him, the boy laughed. Caught up, Audun and Ulfar both laughed with them. ‘He doesn’t matter,’ the big man said, dismissively.

			‘. . . oh? I mean, I agree, Forkbeard is not as important as he thinks he is—’

			‘You’re not wrong there!’ the youth chimed in, and the big farmer ruffled his hair like a father would.

			‘—but as far as we know he’s been running around the country­side here, burning and killing,’ Ulfar added. This was not going the way he had expected.

			The big farmer shrugged. ‘Way of the world. It all fits.’

			‘All fits,’ the youth repeated.

			‘How?’ Audun said, his face screwed up in concentration.

			‘It’s the Rising,’ the youth said. His father nodded.

			‘What is the Rising?’ Ulfar said.

			The big man looked at him as if Ulfar had asked him to explain water. ‘What is the Rising? Did you hear that, boy?’

			‘I did!’ the boy said.

			‘The Rising!’ the big man said, face lit up in fervour, ‘the Rising is when – when he has . . . risen!’

			‘And who is he?’ Ulfar asked.

			‘The – the—’ He blinked and winced, as if to shake off a bad headache. ‘He is – um – he has risen! He has risen!’

			‘All right, he has risen. I understand,’ Ulfar said, glancing at the gate.

			‘I don’t think you do, traveller,’ the youth said. ‘I think you are one of his enemies, and I think you’ll do great harm.’

			Audun rolled his shoulders.

			‘We’re not your enemies,’ Ulfar said hurriedly. ‘We understand. We’ll just go now.’

			‘You can still help him,’ the big farmer said. ‘You want to help, don’t you?’

			Audun gestured for Ulfar to be calm. ‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘No, we don’t.’

			The big farmer homed in on the blacksmith, his eyes ablaze, like someone hearing a familiar song. ‘You,’ he said. ‘There is something inside you . . . that he wants.’

			‘Come and get it then,’ Audun said.

			Without warning the big farmer went for Audun, growling, thick arms outstretched, aiming to catch him in a crunching bear-hug. 

			A moment later, Ulfar’s reflexes sent him spinning away from a vicious hook thrown by the youth, but three steps back was not enough; the boy was upon him, raining blows with glee. ‘He rises!’ he shrieked. 

			‘Who is “he”?’ Ulfar shouted back, blocking and retreating. He could just glimpse Audun and the big farmer locked in a wrestler’s hold, neither giving an inch.

			‘He is the cold in the North! He is death in winter! He is the life-blood of the Viking! The path to Valhalla!’ the youth spat, kicking, gouging and clawing. 

			‘Where in the North?’ Ulfar shouted, landing a blow of his own, but the youth didn’t appear to feel it.

			‘He rises!’ the youth screamed, pointing to the heavens.

			‘So that’s all you know. Fine,’ Ulfar said. He stepped into the boy’s reach, swung his elbow as hard as he could and felt the nose give way. Blood welled out and as the boy fell to the ground, writhing in pain, Ulfar stepped over him and walked towards Audun, who was standing over the body of the big farmer. 

			‘Is he dead?’ Ulfar asked.

			‘No,’ Audun said. ‘Knocked him out.’

			‘Hm,’ Ulfar said. ‘So what do you make of this?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Audun said. ‘I honestly don’t know.’

			‘There’s more and more that we don’t know, my friend,’ Ulfar said. He turned to look at the two men on the ground. ‘But with what I’ve seen recently, I am pretty certain,’ he said, ‘that if we leave them like this they will not have a good life.’ He looked around until his eyes fastened on a wrist-thick wooden bar resting up against a wall.

			*

			‘What did they say?’ Sven asked as Audun and Ulfar returned to Sigurd’s camp. ‘We heard some screaming.’ 

			‘They weren’t best pleased to see us,’ Ulfar said. ‘Two men, both absolutely mad. Thought we were Forkbeard’s men and attacked us on sight.’

			‘Shame,’ Sven said. ‘So they didn’t even point you in the right direction?’

			‘No,’ Audun said. ‘I don’t think they knew much.’

			‘Well,’ Sven said, ‘worth a try. Do you think they’ll follow?’ 

			Ulfar pushed aside the image of legs spasming as the wooden bar smashed the farmers’ skulls and ended their lives. It had felt uncomfortably like an act of kindness. ‘No, they won’t,’ he said.

			Sven turned to the seated men. ‘Right. Come on, you old grannies! Up we get.’ The men protested as they rose, but within moments they were ready to move. The snow continued to fall around them as they marched on, following the road.

			‘You ran with Forkbeard’s men,’ Sigurd said to Audun. ‘What do you know?’

			‘Not much,’ Audun said. ‘He’s apparently eight foot tall, three arms and so on.’

			‘How is he set up?’ Sven said.

			‘Groups of twelve or so roam around, sacking and burning everything they can find,’ Ulfar chimed in.

			‘See? Told you,’ Sven said, a glint in his eye.

			‘What?’ Ulfar said.

			‘Oh, nothing,’ Sven said. ‘Nothing at all. I’ve just been thinking, that’s all.’ There was a spring in the old man’s step as he bounded to Sigurd’s side. ‘Just thinking,’ he said, to no one in particular. 

			Behind them, an unnaturally large black fox slunk away from the farm and into the shadow of the nearby trees.

			*

			Feeling every one of his advanced years twice over, Thormund huddled further into his furs and wished, not for the first time, that he could go back to the simple joys of risking his life stealing horses. Since he’d been rounded up by Forkbeard’s army and grouped with the mad Norseman, his life had gone from bad to worse. After the berserker got injured and half his men disappeared in the middle of the night, his war-band had been down to himself, Mouthpiece and six others. They’d met another of Forkbeard’s groups, headed up by a big Eastman bastard called Oskarl; the mercenary, a full head taller than Thormund, had assumed command immediately. He walked with a limp, but the cane he used was as thick as a forearm and splattered with reddish-brown stains of many hues near the end. Thormund knew better than to question the authority of such men. 

			So now there were twenty of them, and they were all cold, wet and hungry. ‘Fuck this,’ he muttered. ‘All of it, twice, with a pine cone.’ He wasn’t in charge any more, though, so that was probably a good thing. 

			They’d made a camp of sorts when the sun set. Oskarl, optimistically, had sent out a couple of men to hunt, and against all odds they’d come back with a brace of pheasants. There wasn’t enough for everyone, of course, and the biggest fighters got to the meat first, but Thormund had got his long, bony fingers on two carcases and he shared them with Mouthpiece as they huddled on the far edge of the fire, behind Oskarl’s men.

			‘War is not as heroic as I thought,’ Mouthpiece mumbled. His jaw had mostly healed now, but it had set a little off and the young man now looked like his mouth was stuck in a sceptical scowl.

			‘Most things aren’t,’ Thormund replied. ‘They really aren’t.’

			They sat in silence for a while, listening to the conversation of the men around the campfire, until a deep, rasping voice cut through the night. 

			‘Good evening!’ 

			Oskarl was up in a flash, moving remarkably quickly for a man of his size. ‘Who’s there?’ he shouted. He peered into the darkness, half-blinded by the firelight.

			‘Relax, son,’ another voice said. ‘Don’t worry. Just two old men here, looking for some warmth.’ Two greybeards stepped into the very edge of the firelight, on Oskarl’s side, and Thormund’s heart stopped for a moment. 

			Mouthpiece was almost on his feet when the old horse thief caught the hem of his shirt and pulled him down. ‘No,’ he hissed, as quietly as he could.

			‘Why?’ Mouthpiece said, but Thormund just shook his head. 

			‘Are you the leader?’ the first man asked.

			‘Who’s asking?’ Oskarl said, taking a short step back.

			‘I am Sigurd Aegisson,’ the old man said. ‘I am seeking Forkbeard, and you’re going to help me.’

			‘Fuck you, old man,’ Oskarl said, smirking. ‘Are you going to make me?’

			‘No,’ the old man said, ‘but they are.’

			Almost too late, Thormund noticed movement right by him and looked up – into a familiar face: the Norse berserker, standing quietly beside a tall young man. The light from the fire danced on their faces. Very subtly, the Norseman motioned, palm flat to the ground: stay down, stay quiet. Thormund looked around. The campfire was surrounded by silent, still figures with a variety of unpleasant-looking weapons at the ready. 

			Oskarl turned to face the two old men. ‘What do you want?’ 

			‘These are now my men. So are you. Understood?’ the man who called himself Sigurd said.

			The Eastman moved incredibly fast, whipping up his cane and swinging it at the old man’s head. In a blur, the handle of a great-axe was up to meet it. 

			‘That’s enough, son,’ the other greybeard said. A bony hand was holding Oskarl’s belt and a dagger was pointing straight at his groin. The shorter man with the beard was standing really close to the Eastman. Looking up into his face, he said, ‘You’re a big lad, right enough, but you’ve left your weak side open and I’ve floored bigger. If I even cough now, you’re either dead or singing real pretty.’

			The big Eastman looked down. ‘Had to try,’ he said in his heavily accented Norse. ‘You understand.’

			‘I do,’ the bushy-bearded man said.

			Audun knelt down. ‘That’s Sven,’ he whispered, ‘from my hometown. Sigurd’s the chieftain.’

			‘I thought I’d seen them before,’ Thormund said. ‘This day just gets better and better.’

			‘Stay down,’ Oskarl barked at his men. ‘Sigurd’s in charge now. Any problems?’ None of the men seemed inclined to disagree. Across the fire, Thormund watched the old chieftain quietly giving orders, then the fighters parted for him and the man with the bushy beard as they moved through them and sat down. Behind him, the standing men went to work dispensing the cooked meat.

			‘So I’m guessing this is the Swede, then?’ Thormund said, pointing at Ulfar.

			‘It is,’ Audun said.

			The tall man sat down next to them. ‘Ulfar,’ he said by way of greeting.

			‘I’m Thormund, and this is—’

			Mouthpiece went to speak but Sven’s voice, loud and strong, rang out across the fire: ‘Now listen up, boys. Sigurd and I are searching for Forkbeard. When we’ve found him and told him what we need to, he’ll want to move north for some serious fighting. There will be blood, and it won’t get any warmer, but there will be food to eat and things to steal. I’m an old man with a failing memory and bad eyesight’ – Oskarl smirked next to him – ‘and I’ve not done a head-count yet. I figure I will, though, in the next little while. If you’re here when I do, you stay. Understood?’

			Two of Thormund’s party left the circle without words and disappeared into the shadows. Another two of Oskarl’s men walked off in a different direction. No one paid them any mind and no one else moved. 

			‘Right. So: sixteen, from the looks of it. Well met, boys. As I said, my name is Sven and this is Sigurd Aegisson. We’re from a town called Stenvik. Have any of you heard of it? No? Well, let me tell you a story.’

			The Swede sat down next to them. ‘We’ll do introductions later,’ he said to Mouthpiece. ‘Old Sven knows how to spin a tale.’

			Dots of light shone in the sky above them and Thormund wondered whether his life could get any worse.

			*

			In the next four days they rounded up another three of Forkbeard’s war bands. More than a hundred and fifty men now trailed Sigurd and Sven, kept in check by the men of Stenvik; just two days in and Ulfar found himself struggling to tell the newcomers apart. Sigurd’s raiders made it simple to follow and hard to step out of line. Cold and hunger helped the men to find the easiest path.

			Around them, winter was strengthening its grip. Snow fell in the morning and blew away in the afternoon, but there was always a little left the next day and gradually, the world turned white.

			At midday on the fourth day, Sven motioned to Sigurd, who brought the column to a halt. Plains stretched away on both sides, but a big forest of pine up ahead drew a black smudge across the shades of white and grey.

			‘What’s going on?’ Thormund said.

			‘I don’t know . . .’ Ulfar’s voice trailed off as he strained to see what Sven and Sigurd were looking at. Then, ‘. . . but I think it’s—’

			‘Over there.’ Mouthpiece mumbled and pointed to the border of the forest up ahead. ‘Soldiers. Lots of ’em.’ 

			‘You’re right,’ Thormund said, ‘more’n a few, that.’ Thick clouds in shades of greyish white were forming above them. The pine forest was maybe a mile away, and armed men just kept emerging. ‘Over a hundred, I’d say.’

			‘Form up,’ Sven’s voice rasped over their heads, ‘ten abreast. If you’ve got a shield you’re up front.’ The men of Stenvik organised the newcomers and soon Sven and Sigurd were standing at the forefront of a shield square. ‘Audun! Ulfar!’ Sven barked. ‘Come here, you useless tits!’

			Audun sighed, reached for his pack, got out his hammers and hooked them on his belt. The weight felt reassuring on his hips. Ulfar, already up ahead of him, was conversing with Sigurd. 

			‘—no idea,’ he was saying. ‘I would think it highly unlikely.’

			‘Well,’ Sven said, ‘you’re wrong. I’d smell Alfgeir Bjorne from much further away. We might have a use for you two. Audun: look scary.’

			Ulfar snorted. ‘He doesn’t need to try that hard.’

			Audun suddenly became aware of the sheer weight of souls that the men around him had sent to Valhalla, and he realised that now he was finally one of them. You can run all you want, Blacksmith, but you can’t run away from yourself, he thought. This is where you belong.

			‘They’ve seen us,’ Sigurd said.

			‘I should hope so,’ Sven said. ‘I wouldn’t give much for their future if a hundred men could sneak up on them.’ 

			Audun could hear the snickering among the soldiers. The old rogue had always had a knack for lifting men’s spirits. 

			Sigurd gestured in the direction of the forest and started walking. 

			‘Come on,’ Sven barked, ‘hold your place. We want to talk, but we’re not rolling over for a belly-scratch.’

			Behind them, the square held nicely. Audun could hear Oskarl growling commands, stepping smoothly into the role of sheepdog. 

			The group at the other end of the field had grown a lot bigger. The men in front were just about distinguishable: a slim, tall man next to a bear-like figure. 

			‘You’re right. That’s Jolawer and Alfgeir,’ Ulfar said. Next to them, standing out in a background of leather and wool, a tall man dressed head to toe in white. He swallowed and took a deep breath. ‘And . . . Karle. The king’s second cousin. Says that makes him a prince. He also tried to kill me on the way south.’

			‘Noted,’ Sigurd said. ‘Keep it to yourself and don’t start anything for a couple of days.’ 

			‘I—’

			‘Not up for a fucking vote,’ Sven snapped. ‘Sigurd, then me, then Oskarl. No one else makes any kind of decision on anything. We’re making friends now. Other things for later. Understood?’

			‘Understood,’ Ulfar said.

			‘On my command,’ Sigurd said, louder. ‘March.’

			*

			Audun felt the men behind him fall in step, moving with rhythm and purpose. Snow drifted gently down to the ground, settling in the footsteps of the hundred and fifty soldiers emboldened by common purpose and leadership.

			When they were no more than a hundred yards distant, Sigurd raised his arm and as one, the fighters stopped.

			Audun looked at the men facing them. There were maybe seven or eight hundred now, give or take. Thick woollen shifts down to mid-leg, glimpses of chain mail here and there, spears, axes, and the odd sword, big round shields and small bucklers. Some of the armour looked recently used; some of it looked like it had been sitting in a farmer’s shed for a while.

			The men up front looked different.

			Audun’s eye was drawn to the tall man in white. His face was narrow, framed by long blond hair. His clothes were the white of new-fallen snow: a thick, fur-lined coat that had to have been taken in Rus, and expensive-looking white boots. He carried a proper-sized longbow and looked like he knew how to use it.

			Next to him stood a bear of a man, nearly as tall and twice as wide. Audun had to assume this was Alfgeir Bjorne, father of Geiri.

			The thin, wiry youth by Alfgeir’s side looked like a twig next to a tree. Blond hair pulled back from the sides framed a birdlike face, an angular nose and quick, darting eyes. His slight shoulders held a bearskin cape, fastened around the neck with a silver chain. He favoured simple travelling clothes in shades of brown and grey. On his head he bore a simple metal band, but despite looking like he could be swept off by a changing wind, he carried himself with the bearing of a king. 

			‘King Jolawer Scot of Svealand demands to know what you are doing on his land!’ Alfgeir boomed.

			Without a word, Sigurd knelt, and behind him a hundred men did the same. A half-step slow, Audun realised that they should also be kneeling.

			Head down, he muttered to Ulfar, ‘What’s this?’

			‘Sigurd, doing it right,’ Ulfar muttered. ‘Follow his lead.’ 

			‘We are travellers from the west, wishing an audience with the king,’ Sigurd said, eyes downcast.

			There was a long silence. Audun chanced a glance, and saw the three men conferring.

			A couple of moments later, Alfgeir’s voice boomed across the field. ‘Meet us in the middle.’

			Sigurd and Sven rose. ‘Audun, Ulfar, Oskarl. With us,’ Sven said. ‘The rest of you – stand up and try to look less frightening, lads. I can smell them pissing themselves from here.’

			A few of the men laughed, and chatter broke out. 

			‘Ulfar, anything you’ve forgotten to tell us?’ Sven said under his breath as they walked to the mid-point between the two groups.

			Ulfar chose his words. ‘He’s young, but don’t underestimate the king,’ he muttered at last.

			‘Fine,’ Sven said, ‘so we’ll not stick our arm in Fenrir’s mouth.’

			‘I thought he was older,’ Oskarl said. 

			‘That was Erik,’ Ulfar answered automatically. ‘His father.’

			‘They’re often older. You’re right,’ Oskarl said.

			‘That’s enough,’ Sven said under his breath. ‘From now on, you speak when spoken to.’ 

			Sigurd stopped; they stepped up and stood in line next to him.

			Alfgeir, Jolawer and Karle lined up in front of them.

			The big man clocked Ulfar, and Audun was sure he smiled.

			‘Well met, travellers,’ Jolawer Scot said. ‘I see you walk with our cousin Ulfar.’

			‘He honours us with his presence,’ Sigurd said. 

			‘Which is funny, considering you don’t have a skirt,’ Karle snapped.

			‘Hah! Mouth on ’im!’ Sven barked, grinning. He nodded towards Sigurd. ‘I could see if Old Scruffy here will wear one, if you want.’

			Jolawer Scot looked flustered. ‘That will not be needed,’ he said.

			‘Are you sure? Once in a lifetime offer. Some mighty fine legs under there,’ Sven cackled. Next to the king, Karle looked to be somewhere between amused and disgusted; Alfgeir Bjorne was grinning happily.

			‘That’s enough,’ Sigurd said, almost gently. ‘I take it you know what happened in Stenvik.’ Suddenly Audun didn’t recognise his gruff, surly chieftain – this man knew how to talk to kings.

			‘We do,’ the young king said.

			‘We seek to raise or join an army to march on King Olav,’ Sigurd said. ‘We have rounded up some of Forkbeard’s war bands—’

			‘—and we’re going to go give ’em back,’ Sven said, with ill-disguised glee.

			The king’s head snapped to the side and he muttered something to Alfgeir, who rumbled something in return.

			After a brief pause for thought, he turned back to Sigurd. ‘Who do you consider more dangerous – Forkbeard or Olav?’

			‘Olav,’ Sigurd replied without hesitation. ‘Forkbeard bangs his shield louder, but there’s much more blood beneath the cross.’

			‘Do you think Forkbeard will agree?’

			‘Well,’ Sven said, all mirth vanished from his voice, ‘between us I think we can argue the case fairly well.’

			There was a silence then, broken only when Jolawer Scot took three steps forward and stuck out his hand to Sigurd. Behind him, Audun saw Alfgeir Bjorne tense up for just a blink of an eye, then breathe out. 

			‘Sigurd Aegisson of Stenvik, join us and we will go north to find King Olav.’ 

			Sigurd clasped the young man’s hand, and Audun was impressed to see that the king did not waver. 

			‘That’s that then,’ Sven said. ‘Good to see you again, old bear,’ he added as he saluted Alfgeir, who raised his hand in return.

			When Audun looked at the man called Karle, he had already turned and started walking towards the camp.

			‘He’s a one, that one,’ Oskarl said.

			‘Can’t argue there,’ Ulfar said.

			Sigurd and Sven were silent until they got back to their men, who fell quiet when Sigurd turned to them. ‘That is Jolawer Scot,’ he said. ‘He has around eight hundred men to his name, and he will make a fine king one day. I would suggest that whoever wants to have a future in this country joins us, because we are joining his army.’ 

			‘What about Forkbeard?’ Thormund said.

			‘We’re going to find Forkbeard,’ Sven said, ‘and then we’re joining up with him too.’ This set a number of the men to talking, until he said, ‘Oh shut up, you old chickens. We’re all fighting for the same thing, really.’

			‘And what’s that?’ someone shouted.

			‘We’re going north.’

			NORTH DENMARK

			EARLY DECEMBER, AD 996

			Far away, across hills, forest and blue-grey, white-capped ocean, Streak tossed her head and snorted. Helga from Ovregard pulled her thick travelling cloak closer and tightened her hood. Leaning over the horse’s neck, she muttered into her ear, ‘Come on now, girl. It’s going to be all right. I know you don’t like it, but we have to.’

			She spurred her horse on towards cold, death and danger.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			TRONDHEIM, NORTH NORWAY

			DECEMBER, AD 996

			Every last inch of the benches in Hakon Jarl’s great hall was filled. The fire roared and the fur-lined jackets had come off long ago. The best and bravest of King Olav’s holy army were busy making short work of their unwilling host’s winter supplies. Down by the end of the hall an old raider with a thin, wispy beard was leading a handful of his friends in an enthusiastically filthy song. The soft moans of creaking wood belied the strength of the wind outside.

			When the snowstorm hit, they’d barred the vents. A day later they’d barred the big doors and now the longhouse was almost completely sealed off, accessible only through thick skin flaps strung over a small door on the leeside of the building. King Olav’s men were trapped inside, snowed in like everyone else in Trondheim, warming their outsides with fire and their insides with mead. 

			In the high seat, the king shifted and wiped the sweat off his brow. ‘Stop it,’ he muttered.

			Hjalti leaned in from the seat next to him. His new right-hand man was gaunt and scraggly-bearded, and he had a habit of rapid blinking that made him look like an anxious hawk. ‘What, my King? Stop what?’ he said. 

			‘No more peat on the fire,’ Olav said. ‘It’s too hot in here.’ He rose, grabbing the armrest for balance, then made his way down off the dais as Hjalti started to shout at the boy in charge of fanning the flames. ‘Too hot,’ he mumbled as he staggered out, picking his way past warm, sweaty bodies. The flap lifted before he touched it, and he sighed. One of his men was making himself useful in his mission to bring Christ to this God-forsaken place by standing by the furs and waiting until the king needed to take a piss.

			The cold blast of wind and snow hit him in the face and wiped away his problems. This was more like it: fresh air that didn’t smell of unwashed men and a hot fire under a sodden roof. He took a deep breath, filled his lungs with it and released it slowly, letting the worries escape at the same time. Before him was Trondheim, a spread-out collection of snow-covered houses that seemed to be huddling together for warmth under the dancing flurries. He could smell salt on the air and feel the tiny needles of frost on his face.

			‘. . . my King?’ Hjalti had appeared by the door but was reluctant to go out into the cold. ‘You do remember Gunnthor, Jarl of the Deep Dales.’ 

			Silence. 

			‘He’ll be here by evening.’

			Olav sighed. ‘Of course he will. They’re all coming, every last one of them.’ He turned and walked reluctantly back into the longhouse, the wind roaring at his back.

			*

			‘We need men. And corn. Our babes cry in the night,’ Gunnthor Jarl said, elbows on the table. Thick grey hair flowed over sloping shoulders, blue eyes sparkled in a face that was weathered but open and honest. Olav had to fight back a sneer. Why should he care? Last year every single one of the mighty Jarls of the North would have happily speared him for his beliefs. Now here was Gunnthor, begging in Hakon’s back room, and the rest of them would soon descend like bears on honey, rats on meat. Flies on a corpse . . . 

			He pushed the thoughts away. This is not a time for making new enemies. He needed friends.

			‘We’ll see what we can do. I cannot spare the men, but we might be able to help you with the corn. We can’t have the children crying,’ he said.

			Gunnthor Jarl smiled. ‘All hail King Olav! I knew I shouldn’t believe the stories.’

			Hjalti, on the king’s right, stiffened and frowned. ‘What stories?’ he snarled. 

			The greybeard at least had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Surely you’ve heard what they talk about? The burnings – the sacrifices. The king’s . . . appetite?’ 

			‘What appetite? What are you talking about? I’ll—’ Hjalti sputtered and reached for the sword at his hip, but the king raised a hand to stop him. ‘No. Gunnthor, you were right: you shouldn’t believe the stories.’ He smiled at the old man. ‘I thank you for your wisdom.’

			‘And I thank you for your generous spirit, in the name of the White Christ.’ The words sounded uncomfortable in the old chieftain’s mouth. ‘If there’s anything I can do . . .’

			‘There is one thing,’ he said. ‘Talk to your people. Tell them what you’ve seen here. Do it when they hold the bread in their hands, not before, nor after. I know that what I am doing is not going to gain me the love of the people, but I don’t want to win their hearts.’ He leaned forward. ‘I want to win their immortal souls.’ He noted with some satisfaction that Gunnthor did not back down, nor did he wince this time.

			‘I will, my Lord.’ 

			After the jarl had said his goodbyes and scurried away, Hjalti hawked and spat. ‘Lord of sheep and ruler of mud,’ the gaunt man said with a sneer. ‘He’ll get a few extra bags of grain for being sneaky enough to arrive before the others, but give him a sword and he’ll try to plough with it.’

			‘Maybe so,’ the king said, ‘but have you ever had your foot run over by a plough?’ 

			Hjalti checked for signs of a joke, found none and swallowed. ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘No, I haven’t.’

			‘We shall keep it that way. You are from around here, Hjalti, are you not?’

			‘I left young, to go raiding, but my father’s farm is about six days further south in a small valley by the coast.’ 

			‘I see. All right, so who’s next?’

			‘Hakon Jarl wants to talk to you.’ 

			King Olav didn’t even try to hide his displeasure. ‘Send him in,’ he said. ‘I’ll receive him in his hall.’ 

			Hjalti disappeared and the king made his way out into the big hall. The men were singing louder now – another group, Southern boys by the look of them, had taken up the challenge; they were braying out a horrible old rhyme about Loki and the goat.

			Olav was the only one to see Hakon enter. Since he’d landed his fleet on Hakon’s doorstep and taken over his house, the former Jarl of Trondheim had almost faded. Now, framed by the doorway he must once have filled, he looked less like an iron-fisted ruler and more like a tired old man. He shuffled in and sat down at the long table, opposite the king. Hjalti appeared beside him and made his way to his seat at King Olav’s right side. 

			‘Your Majesty,’ Hakon began, slow and heavy, and Olav had to resist the urge to leap down and slap the words out of him. ‘You haven’t – I mean, your men haven’t— I need more food. And peat for my fire. My bones are cold.’

			‘Your bones are cold because it’s winter and you’re old. Tell me about Gunnthor,’ Olav said. Colour flashed in Hakon’s cheeks, and his hands balled into fists at his sides.

			Good, he thought. That’ll keep him warm for a spell.

			‘Gunnthor is a good man,’ the old man said. ‘He looks after his people.’

			‘Can he be trusted?’ Hjalti said.

			Hakon flashed a look at Olav. The king smirked, and the old chieftain smirked back and for a moment the two men shared an understanding.

			‘Oh, yes,’ Hakon said, ‘good man. That’s what I said. Trust him. Definitely.’

			Hjalti leaned back, satisfied. 

			He had a lot to learn, Olav thought. You don’t ask the enemy who you should trust. ‘Stew for the Jarl,’ he shouted and within moments one of the local boys had arrived with a generously filled bowl. 

			As he watched Hakon tuck into his food, Olav leaned over to Hjalti. ‘Go out and check on the weather, will you. I have a feeling in my bones.’

			Hjalti rose without question and moved towards the flaps of skin. King Olav watched him go, then waved Einar over. The tall boy had been put in charge of the hunters, despite his tender age – the men said he could shoot the beak off a blackbird at a hundred paces; he’d been personally responsible for a good half the contents of the stew. He was quiet, effective and loyal, and not for the first time, King Olav prayed silently that the Lord would send him a few more such men. 

			‘Any word from the travellers?’ he asked.

			Einar thought this over before he answered, ‘No, your Majesty, still no word. My boys saw Storrek Jarl’s party at a distance a couple of days ago, but they didn’t see us.’ He paused, then added, ‘Cold out there.’

			‘No sign of Valgard?’

			‘No sign,’ the hunter said.

			The king waved Einar off as Hjalti returned and reported, ‘The wind is dying down, my Lord.’ 

			‘Hakon!’ King Olav said just as the old Jarl finished his last spoonful of stew. ‘Tell me more about the guests we are about to receive.’

			*

			The sky was the crisp colour of bluebells in spring and the sun’s rays bounced off the pristine snow, frozen in a hard, sparkling shell. The column, men and horses both, inched forward. 

			At the front, a broad-shouldered youth leading a dappled horse dug his walking stick into the snow and picked his way huffily through the crusty edges of the white carpet. ‘I hate him. I hate him, I hate him, I hate him,’ he muttered.

			‘Shut up, Heimir,’ the rider growled. Udal Jarl was a block of a man, with a bushy red beard to go with a thick, red braid of hair that had only a few streaks of white in it. ‘Shut up and watch your mouth.’

			‘But Father, why are we going? You said yourself that he was—’

			‘I know what I said,’ Udal rumbled, ‘and if you repeat it I’ll break your nose again. Do you remember your uncle’s dog?’

			‘The one that started biting?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Of course I do. Why?’

			Up ahead the bright blue winter sky was now smeared with heavy grey clouds. Udal Jarl cleared his throat and spat, a long arc into the snow.

			‘You can’t go straight at a dog like that. You have to feed it first: feed it, and maybe scratch it behind the ear, until it’s close and it trusts you. And then—?’ 

			Heimir Udalsson turned around to look at his father, who rewarded him with a smile full of jagged, yellowing teeth. 

			‘—then you take care of the problem. Understood?’

			The boy smiled back. ‘Understood,’ he said, and he turned around and waded through the snow with renewed vigour. ‘Here, doggie! Here, boy!’ he shouted, thrashing at the snow with his stick.

			Behind him, Udal Jarl grinned. This was going to be a good trip.

			*

			Two valleys over, Storrek Jarl scratched himself and farted loudly. ‘I’m tired of this!’ he shouted. ‘Fucking Southern twig king-child, summoning us like – like what? Like we’re his fucking sheepdogs?’ 

			The five men in his convoy knew better than to answer; they just kept trudging along in the footsteps of their fat chieftain. 

			‘He comes up here, pushes poor old Hakon around – and for what? Does he think we’ll bend the knee? Fenrir can piss in his eye,’ he mumbled into his bushy beard. 

			Behind him, one of his men shouted and pointed up at a huge flock of gannets flying overhead, heading south. 

			‘The birds are coming his way too,’ Storrek Jarl muttered. ‘Hope they shit on him. Let’s move!’ Still grumbling to no one in particular, he waddled on through the snow.

			*

			The night was cold and crisp and starless, with oppressive grey clouds covering the village. Astride his white horse, King Olav Tryggvason, rightful ruler of Norway and champion of the White Christ, leaned back and waited, savouring the smell of burning pitch on the torches that circled the small settlement.

			Finn’s voice rang out in the night. ‘Who is your chieftain?’

			The man had a good voice on him, the king mused. Finn Trueheart: good old dependable Finn. Sharp as an old hammer, but equally useful. 

			Voices carried on the wind and a patch of darkness moved beneath him.

			‘They’re ready, my Lord,’ a disembodied voice said by his knee.

			Olav didn’t reply but adjusted the metal band he wore in place of a crown – the damn thing was still not quite comfortable – and touched the reins lightly. The horse started walking towards the fires. He’d taken pains to train this one properly himself; the men needed to see that he was the master of his surroundings. You could hardly expect to rule a kingdom if you couldn’t control your own horse.

			The men parted before him like the sea before Moses and light spilled out from behind the massed bodies.

			The place was much as he had come to expect. He rode towards the centre, towards the shrine, where Finn had lined up their elders all in a row. He reined in and dismounted swiftly. Aware of the eyes on him, he walked around the shrine. The cross at his breast felt heavy, and he was glad that he could still feel the burn of conviction. He would judge them according to their behaviour.

			Turning to the farmers, he fixed the leader of the council with the coldest stare he could muster. ‘Who is your god?’

			The man looked at him and smirked. ‘Now that . . . that is a tricky question,’ he said.

			Olav felt a pang of jealousy. He was not a vain man, but he had to admit that he wished he had the council leader’s height, almost a head taller than his future king. The man was handsome, with long black hair flowing to his shoulders, sparkling, green eyes and a fox-like smirk that was fast becoming a full-blown smile. ‘A tricky question indeed.’ 

			Finn punched him in the mouth. ‘You will respect the king,’ he growled.

			The man didn’t flinch. A thick blue liquid seeped out of his burst lip, drying up almost immediately.

			Finn was stunned. ‘You little—’ He swung at the man again, then froze in mid-movement and coughed. The farmer’s hand returned to his side, a wooden sliver dripping with black blood in his hand. Finn collapsed, sputtering and clutching his throat.

			Olav grabbed for his sword, but it wasn’t there any more. ‘Attack!’ he screamed, but no one in the circle moved. 

			The council leader wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘It is very rude, wouldn’t you say, to march into someone’s home and presume to order them around, to tell them what they should do. How they should stand, and walk, and believe. Don’t you think?’

			Olav screamed at his body to move, but it didn’t – couldn’t. ‘I – I – bring the word—’

			‘—of the White Christ. Yes, yes. I know. We’ve seen you before, you know. Different name, different face, but we’ve all seen you before.’ The tall man’s appearance was somehow . . . changing. His clothes were no longer a simple farmer’s garb. In the firelight, he was slowly turning more colourful: a rich purple was seeping into his cape, and his shirt had turned a most sumptuous green. ‘And we need to have a word about that.’

			The man kicked Finn’s dead body, looked down at him and smiled. ‘Poor Finn. He really tried, didn’t he?’ Then he looked back at King Olav. ‘There is nothing here for you,’ he said, and his face was suddenly hard. He took a step closer. 

			Olav sensed the presence behind him, but too late. Huge hands clasped his shoulders and pulled his arms painfully upwards, exposing his chest. He kicked out and hit something, but it felt thick; unresponsive. Pain lashed through him as he was pulled roughly upwards. His heart thumped in his chest and he could hear a heavy, scraping sound behind him. He tried to look, but hands were on his head, several strong, heavy hands, holding him steady, suspended a good four feet above the ground.

			A shadow crept up from behind him and fell over his shoulder. The familiar shape of the wooden cross did not give him any relief.

			He looked back at the leader of the village, who now held a wooden mallet in his hand. 

			‘You know what they say, though,’ he said, smiling. ‘When all you have is a hammer, every problem becomes a nail.’

			The stench of death overwhelmed Olav then, the cold of blue-frozen bodies, and he saw the soldiers in the circle. They were all big, all quiet, and blue, like the mountains. 

			He fought them as they dragged him to the cross, and he screamed when the tall man touched the sharp point of a wooden sliver to his palm and lifted the hammer—
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