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The Northernmost Tip of the Byzantine Empire, 1042

In a small glade by the side of the River Dneiper, the Varangians rested; many huddled around camp fires, warming their damp clothes, sending up great trails of steam. Watching the river flow past, Hardrada stood, lost in thoughts of home, of what he had left behind, of what might face him. Sarah, the playing piece in a game of twisted desires and forgotten hopes, had returned to Constantinople without a word. Not a hint of regret for the moment of passion they had shared. Eyes like bottomless pools, bereft of life. How could she have changed so completely? And the Empress too. Once, all of them, so giving, so willing, now … He breathed hard, looked beyond the gently bobbing longship to the distant shore opposite and wondered if life would always play out this way. In the far north, a princess waited, and with her the promise of a new chapter in a life already full. To be king, his destiny fulfilled. Beside him a woman of grace, passion and beauty. A woman to bear him children. To ensure his line: King of the Norse. Father of greatness.

Something moved at his shoulder and he turned to see Ulf gnawing on a piece of coarse brown bread. “You should eat something,” Hardrada's faithful companion said between mouthsful.

“I don't feel much like eating.”

“Why not? Everything is well. We have all the treasure. Byzantium is far behind us. What troubles you?”

Hardrada shrugged, turning again to the grey, cold river. “I'm feeling morose, that's all, wondering if I have made a mistake.”

“How so?” Ulf finished his bread, wiped his hands on his jerkin, and sighed. “Listen, we did what we could for the Greeks. We've done well. You've done well. You have enough money now to buy up the Kievian Rus and ensure your journey to the throne of Norway. You can't regret any of it, Harald. Everything you've done has been for this moment. Seize it. Take what is yours. By right, not by force.” He gripped Hardrada's arm. “No regrets, old friend. This isn't like you and it troubles me to see you this way. So, come on, share some wine and let's put Byzantium behind us – literally.”

“You're right,” said Hardrada, sounding heavy and resigned. “I thought … I don't know, I thought that perhaps I could find happiness.”

“Happiness? Dear Christ, what the hell is that? We're Vikings. We find happiness in the bottom of a wine jug and at the point of our swords. Nowhere else, old friend.”

A footstep behind them, followed by a low voice, “Except home.”

Both turned as Haldor approached. Regaining some his former strength, the eldest of the three companions still walked with a slight limp, one hand forever clamped to his side. He stepped up alongside the others and breathed in the fresh salty air. “The smell of the north,” he said. “I never dared believe we would turn our faces home. I wished it, of course, but I didn't want to tempt fate by saying so. You two,” he grinned, without turning in their direction, “you seemed so hell-bent on adventure and money, but for me it was nothing more than an interval, a pause before I went back. And now that we are, I feel somewhat melancholy.”

“You sound like a fucking philosopher,” spat Ulf.

“Oh, and you don't? I heard what you said, all that about having no regrets. But we do, don't we? All three of us. And I am wondering if, when we return home, more regrets will follow.”

“You truly think that?” asked Hardrada.

“Perhaps. We have been away for a long time. You were seventeen when you left Norway, Harald. Much has changed.”

“I didn't leave. I fled. As well you know. Fled.” He blew out a breath before closing his eyes, allowing the smell of the river to waft over him. Haldor's words spelled out the truth. The water promised dreams of the north, for at its end stood Kiev, and the next phase of the adventure. “You think the people will judge my actions as that of a coward?”

Ulf snorted, “Christ, Harald. A coward? You had no choice. Death, or escape. Yaroslav took you in, and he schooled you, and now you go back to help him. Debts paid. No one will judge you, you can depend on it.”

“Regrets you said,” Hardrada held Haldor's gaze. “You most of all, old friend. You have never held back from telling me the truth. So tell me now. Do I make a mistake in going back? Will the people accept me, or will they forever eye me with suspicion and fear?”

“The people will accept a king who treats them with fairness, who defends them against enemies, and fills their bellies with food. Nothing much else matters.”

“So what I did? Running away?”

Ulf slammed down his fist. “Harald, you've got to stop thinking like this and—”

Hardrada cut off Ulf's words with a raised hand. “Haldor? Tell me, in truth. Will the people follow me?”

“You fled because the alternative was certain death. And many who lived then are now dead. They will see you as the returning star, to lead them forward. The great Viking age may have passed, but you Harald, you will restore it. Of that I have no doubt.”

The silence stretched out, Haldor's words drifting out across the glade, to mingle with the encroaching trees and settle within the leaves, whilst all three men stood and allowed their own thoughts to cloud and become distilled.

When at last Hardrada's shoulders dropped and he turned to go, Ulf caught him by the arm. “Harald,” he said, “I've followed you for many years, since we were both young. We have lived and fought as brothers and I will follow you to the ends of the earth if need be. Whatever you decide to do, I will be here.”

“My good friend,” said Hardada quietly, then nodded at Haldor. “Both of you. I would never have achieved any of it without you.”

Haldor looked grim. “Harald. I too, as Ulf, have followed you, but…” He shook his head. “I've thought long and hard since we spoke in the hospital in Constantinople. And you, you have tried so hard to dissuade me, but I am old, old and weary. I cannot go to Kiev.”

“I thought you might have changed your mind,” muttered Hardada, not daring to hold Haldor's eyes.

“No. Decisions. Like we said.”

For a moment, it was as if the world had ground to a halt. Not a breath of wind, not a bird's song. Only the stillness of that place, and Haldor's words burning deep.

“You can't leave us, Hal,” said Ulf at last. “You're one of us. You cannot turn away now, not when Harald needs you so much!”

“No, Ulf,” said Hardrada. He smiled. “Hal, I always hoped, once your wounds healed, you might stand alongside me again, but … I understand and accept your wishes.”

“Do you?”

“Aye. I do. You wish to return home, as we too wish. But your home is not with us, and to ensure your safe journey, I give you as much as needed, to send you home with all speed.”

Haldor's voice quaked, raw with emotion, “Are you sure, my friend? I would not ask for much.”

“Aye.” Hardada nodded. “With Zoe returning the rest of my booty, I have more than enough to lay my claim to the throne of Norway. I will give you as much as you need to sail to Iceland and go home. It is the least I can do.”

Haldor reeled backwards, eyes filling up, the tears threatening to fall. “Harald, I cannot ask you to—”

“I know you would never ask, old friend. It is my gift to you. When we reach the far north, you take a ship, and a crew, and make your way back to your island home.” His smile grew broader. “I knew this day would come. Your wounds have healed well enough, but your heart and soul, Hal, they are no longer bound with mine. I release you.” He reached out his hand and took Haldor's, gripped it firmly. “Go with God, Haldor, and with all my blessings.”

They embraced then and Ulf looked on, agog. Hardrada saw it in his friend's face, his incomprehension and when he stepped back, it was to Ulf that he now spoke. “But you, you will stay by my side and together we will make Norway the greatest kingdom in all the world. I have dreams, Ulf, dreams of greatness. We have such deeds to perform, such adventures. We will become legends, Ulf. Men will tell the stories of what we do for centuries to come. They will write poems and sing songs and for as long as the sun rises, the world will remember.”

“They already sing songs,” said Haldor. “Your exploits, the legend that is Harald Hardrada, the whole world knows who you are and what you have done.”

“I have done much, it is true. I would have been nothing if it were not for both of you.”

“We are minor players,” said Haldor. “Arriving as you did, in Constantinople, a young man, still stinging from the wounds you bore. It was you who recovered and made yourself into someone great.”

“I do not know it all,” said Ulf. “Before we met, Harald, who you were, what brought you to Byzantium? It is a story of myth and legend, but neither of us knows the truth of it. Not the whole truth.”

Hardrada nodded. “Well, whilst we wait here and the men dry themselves, and we eat and drink, I will tell you.”

“All of it? How you came to be here?”

“Aye,” said Hardrada. “It is a tale I have never spoken of, but now,” he smiled at Haldor, “now perhaps is the best time to tell it, before you go your separate way, old friend.”

With that, he put his arms around the shoulders of his two companions and guided them towards the camp fires of the Varangians and told them the story of who he was, what his roots were and how he became known as Harald Hardrada.





One

Norway, 1015

The great wooden gates swung open. Ancient hinges groaned in complaint, and the riders came through into the square, the sheep-rustler stumbling behind, tethered to the lead animal by a coarse rope, secured around his neck, pulled tight. The captors moved at a steady pace astride worn out ponies, nevertheless the man battled to keep upright, his wrists bound before him. He struggled to maintain his footing, wild eyes darting from side to side, aware of the animosity of those pressing in from all sides. People pushed and strained for a better view, edging in ever closer. The hunters raised their horsewhips, forcing the crowd to give way, sending them two or three steps backwards. A guard closed the gates and drew down the bar. Children laughed, old women bayed. The air of expectation grew.

When the men reached the centre of the yard, they reined in their mounts, the lead rider easing himself down from the saddle. He stretched, grimacing as he bent his back, and fired a look at the nearest peasant. “Fetch me wine.”

The youth ran off without another word.

“Sanda!”

The voice boomed through the yard and for a moment, the place became as the grave. Sanda, the King's personal bryti, or steward, looked towards the great hall and the man who leaned over the first-storey balustrade. A huge, swollen man, unkempt beard hanging in tattered ribbons to his bare chest, and he shook the rail with rage. His brows bristled with barely contained fury. “There were two of them.”

Sanda turned and nodded towards his companions, who swung from their ponies and flanked the captive, seizing him around the biceps.

“They ran like rabbits.” Sanda spat into the dirt, aware of the crowd pressing in, anxious to see justice served. He frowned at the man above him. “We caught them at Blesnoc Ford, where this craven oaf threw up his hands and cried for his mother. The other made a fight of it.” He shrugged. “He died for his efforts.”

“I hope he died badly.”

“I slit open his gizzard and watched him die. He took a long time about it and screamed a good deal.”

This seemed to please the big man. “Fetch the oxen,” he said, whirled away and disappeared into the depths of the great hall, shouting out for wine.

Sanda stood and watched the man's receding back for a moment before turning to the crowd. He glared at them. “You heard our lord, find oxen and bring them. Now!” He became aware of someone at his shoulder and about to lash out when he recognised the youth he had sent to find wine. Sanda eyed the trembling hand clutching an animal-skin gourd, took it without a word and raised it to his lips. The wine tasted sour and strong and he closed his eyes and took a moment to lose himself in the warmth that spread through him.

All too soon, the clamour of the crowd brought him back to the present. He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and fixed the youth with a hard stare. “Ever seen a man die, boy?”

The youth shook his head, his mouth trembling, unable to form any words.

Sanda sighed, pushed the stopper into the gourd and thrust it back into the youth's hand. “You may need that after it is done.” He strode away, shouldering through the assembled peasants. He had no wish to witness his lord's retribution.

He positioned himself well to the rear. Despite his view being somewhat obscured, he knew what followed. When the lord appeared from the great hall, the peasants hushed, many bowing, none wishing to catch his look. He ignored them all, marched to the captive, gripped him by the cheeks and squeezed. “Damn you, but you'll know what it means to steal from me.” He swung around, making a great dramatic sweep of his arms. “As will you all. Learn your lessons this day, and see my justice for what it is.”

Sanda leaned back against the lean-to close by and folded his arms. If the man knew the meaning of justice, then he should feed these rabid dogs, show some leadership, some care. He hawked and spat at his feet. His own homestead barely sustained his family and the winters grew harder each passing promised year, the sun weaker. Turnips meant to feed cows were now used for soup. Traders had grain, declaring they had secured agreements with lands to the east, but nothing ever came of it. The truth of the matter was the realm had no money, the coffers bare. Distant lands were not charities, they demanded hard cash, and when there was none, the grain dwindled away and the people starved. Unrest grew; more and more took to stealing, like the two poor bastards who had run off with the king's sheep. Three sheep: one butchered and devoured on the way, the others lost, taken by wolves no doubt. And now the remaining rustler about to be torn apart by oxen while the people cheered. For a few pitiful moments, the ache in their guts forgotten, they would look upon the spectacle as great sport and the youngest learn how to harden their hearts. The old might turn away with seasoned indifference, having witnessed such scenes many times before. Times were hard and cruel, but nothing was as cruel as the king's rule.

Loud shouts of encouragement rose over the constant rumble of the crowd. Sanda didn't need to look to know the oxen had arrived, that the rustler's hands were being lashed to halters around the huge animals' necks. Soon would come the sound of the lash, the oxen urged to move, each in an opposite direction, and they would tear the man apart. The crowd would cheer and the king would have his justice.

He waited. And waited.

A stirring began in the crowd, barely audible at first, but growing louder; voices, raised not in amusement, but in anxiety. Sanda pushed himself from the lean-to and forced his way forward.

The king lay in the dirt, on his back, teeth clamped together, eyes screwed up, his entire body rigid with agony. Sanda quickly looked around. The men with the oxen stood aghast, the captive hung limp but unhurt, mouth drooling as he whimpered, barely able to believe what had happened.

And what had happened? Sanda got down next to his king and did not know what to do. The man's body was in spasm, legs and arms out straight, trembling, sweat sprouting from his brow and upper lip. “He fell.” Sanda turned to the owner of the voice; Sven, one of the men who had helped hunt down the rustler. “One moment he was standing, telling us to ready the beasts, and then he fell.”

Sanda scanned the crowd, searching their faces, looking for a sign. “An assassin?”

“No. Look at him. There is no wound. No arrow, no knife. He fell, and that is the end of it.”

Sanda scratched at his beard. “Falling-down sickness? But, he showed no signs, no …” He shook his head and stood up, hands on hips, at a loss what to do, or even think. This was beyond his knowing. Battlefield wounds were one thing, the spurt of blood, the screams of pain, but this was unlike anything he had ever witnessed.

Silence settled, feet shuffled. And someone moved through the crowd. Sanda lowered his head as the figure drew closer. “My queen,” he said.

Queen Asta of Westfold; a striking woman, taller than most, her limbs long and slender, her face unblemished by the harsh Norwegian winter. Dressed in a long flowing robe of saffron yellow flecked with gold thread, her hair tied back and secured by a band of delicate white flowers, as small as fingernails, she glided to a halt and gazed down at her husband. No concern crossed her features, the merest downturn of her mouth the only sign of emotion. “He complained of pains in the night,” was all she said, her voice even and controlled.

“What shall we do with him?” Sanda studied his king, the still rigid body, as if frozen solid, the pain ingrained around the eyes and mouth, the skin drawn tight.

“Let him die.” Her head came up, eyes holding Sanda's with cruel indifference. “And when he's dead, send me word and we will bury him.” She nodded to the rustler, who hung like a rag between the two waiting oxen, their breath steaming in the growing cold. “And see to that base-born thief whilst you're at it.”

“My lady?”

“Release him.”

Her voice, resolute and strong, carried over the crowd and people responded with gasps, some heartfelt cries, and a few guffaws of disbelief.

“You mean to let him go?” Sanda had to force himself not to raise his voice as the anger developed inside him. “But he stole the king's sheep, my lady. He has to be punished.” The king's justice may be cruel, but it was justice. The people deserved nothing less.

He went to speak, to voice his protest, but she held up a hand and stopped him. “Do not presume I know nothing of justice, bryti Sanda.” She smiled and Sanda felt a trickle of ice run through him. “Once my husband is in his burial pit, lay that wretch next to the king … and bury him alive.”





Two

The wind lashed at Olaf's face, sea spray stinging his eyes, drenching his hair. Feet planted firmly apart, he held onto the great, single mast as the longship ploughed through the surging swell, heading for home. His men, Viking raiders, sat huddled up against their oars, no longer needed with the wind so powerful. They had followed him, as they always did, with great enthusiasm, their blood lust up, the promise of booty, women, slaves all the enticement they needed. Now, with thoughts of hearth fires so close, their eyes shone with a new type of expectation. Home. The welcome embraces of loved ones, the drinking and feasting in the great hall.

Olaf twisted around and peered towards the second ship struggling a quarter of a mil behind. On board were the captives and other meagre pickings taken from a desolate island in the North Sea, not far from the coast of what the Romans called Hibernia. There were many other names Olaf could give that mournful place. Shithole was the one which sprang most readily to mind. Half a dozen goats, three scrawny youths and an old crone who spat venom every time she opened her toothless mouth. Olaf sighed. The hero returns. Damn them all.

The tillerman steered the ship into the waiting bay, villagers already running along the jetty to greet them. Children jumped and skipped with joy, women wrung their hands in expectation and old Brün, the herdsman stood silent and grim, the folds of his long robes lashed around his legs by the wind, his hair a wild fury. As the ship came alongside the wooden dock, and the crew secured it with coarse mooring ropes, Olaf's eyes locked with the old man's and what he saw he did not like. He vaulted over the side and hit the water with a grunt, waded ashore, shaking himself as he edged through the press of well-wishers.

“What is it?” he asked above the boiling mass of raised voices, all eager to know what had befallen the crew on their latest raiding party.

Brün's face remained impassive. His duty had been to head the village in Olaf's absence, a task he always fulfilled with vigour, carrying out the wishes of his chief with unflinching devotion. He rarely showed emotion, even when things went badly, but now the look in his eyes gave a hint of just such an occurrence. For a moment, he held his chief's gaze, then flinched, the mask falling. “Your father.”

Crew members shuffled past, the captives herded before them, others bringing the goats. A small boy played tag with two girls, and a buxom woman held onto her husband's hands and danced around him, laughing with unbounded joy. Olaf barely gave them a glance. “He's dead?”

The old hirdman's features betrayed the truth, words not needed. Olaf sighed. He knew his father ailed with some sickness, complaining as he often did of pains in his chest and arm. Olaf dismissed it all as the cantankerous mutterings of the aged, always finding fault in everything, the way they all did. Moaning about life, how things were not as good as they once were in this hard, harsh world. Perhaps Olaf should have listened, paid heed to the man's groans, prepared himself for what he knew was bound to happen. I wanted my life to continue, to cross the seas and raid, and I closed my ears, and my mind to it, to the truth. He was dying, or grievous sick, and now, with his death, I am king. And king of what? A ramshackle collection of crumbling villages, and discontented people, the great days gone?

“Your mother has sent word,” continued Brün, voice low, tremulous. “She awaits your return at Westfold.” He dropped to his knees, head bowed low. Many of the still disembarking crew stopped what they were doing, the others strewn along the beach also growing silent. All eyes turned to watch and listen, see what was happening. Brün, with his head bowed, cried out, “To you, my lord king, I pledge my service and my life. Hail the new, right born King of Westfold!”

A ripple of chatter ran through the gathered people as the aged headsman's words struck home. At first stunned, they slowly, one by one, fell to their knees to join with the headsman in declaring their allegiance to the new king. “Hail Olaf,” they cried as one, “King of Westfold!”

Olaf stood, struck dumb, unable to think or move. Yes, he was the king now, for good or ill. Fate had played its hand and he knew, at that moment, that his Viking ways would have to come to an end. No longer could he sail to distant lands, feel his heart surging with the promise of booty, and rejoice in the terror he brought to those foreign shores. A king must rule, and care for his people. His place was here, in this land he called home.

He placed his hand on Brün's head. “Arise, my noble lord. And to all of you,” he raised his voice, swinging around to face the silent assembly kneeling in the sand. “I give you my oath – to serve you with all my strength, and bestow all my love upon you, my people, my kingdom!”

A great roar erupted from the collective mouths. Some drew swords and raised them skywards, others clasped their hands together, some even cried. Olaf stood and dragged in a breath, offering up a silent prayer, 'God help me, and aid me in doing what is right.'

* * *

What was right was that Olaf should travel to Westfold, 'As soon as you can, my grace,' being Brün's advice. But Olaf required time to think. He sat in his chair in the hall, staring at the floor, continuing to struggle with the news and the implications of what it all meant. He'd known this moment would come. His destiny was to be king, to stand in his father's stead, to pass judgements, give council, lead his people, but he never expected it so soon. Now, with the day drawing on, the burden of responsibility growing strong and heavy, he refused to take food and water, and gazed into the distance. No one approached. He preferred it that way and so he sat, mind blank, until the night came.

He did not sleep. When dawn rose grey across the horizon, he stirred and ordered his horse to be saddled. A nervous stable hand informed him there were no horses available in the village, nor had there been for many years. He took the news in silence, stepped out into the cold of the day and looked to the heavens. God help me.

Within the hour, accompanied by a retinue of two score chosen warriors, he set off across the wild, windswept landscape, crossing the few miles to the capital on a shaggy pony that someone had hastily readied for him. Swathed in thick furs, snow flurries spattered his face, but he cared not. He was king now, and kings did not flinch from the vagaries of the weather, no matter how harsh.

In the short space of time since he landed at Winterfeld, so much had changed, his life upturned, his past nothing more than a flickering dream. No longer the lord of a scattering of village dwellings, as king his responsibilities were great. He had much to do, and he was under no illusion of the difficulties facing him. For too long his father, King Harald, had allowed control to lapse, giving free reign to petty chieftains to swagger and argue amongst themselves over who owned what piece of muddy dirt. The land ran brown with shit, and crops withered in the ground whilst spiteful, jealous men squabbled and farted their days away. And all the while, the great king festered in his hall, surrounded by simpering sycophants, stinking of sweat and ale-ridden filth. Olaf knew it all, and he hated every thought. But the mantle laid upon him, for good or ill, was his now and his mind was clear. There would be struggles ahead, obstacles to overcome and minds to meld to his will. He was under no illusions as to the difficulties facing him, given the resistance of his countrymen to controversial ideas.

Five years or more ago, Olaf had woken from a dream, eyes wide with terror, the images still burning across his mind. Through a seething black furnace of blazing shields, axes, swords and Viking helmets, a man strode towards him, a man like no other he had ever seen. Slim and tall, dressed in simple peasant's garb, the face of an angel with ice-blue eyes piercing into his very soul. And a smile, so warm, so mild. When the man reached forward with a hand and pressed it against Olaf's heart, the fires died to reveal amongst the smoking ruin, a single cross.

The cross of Christ.

Olaf converted to Christianity that same day, trekking over the empty land to the coast. He took a skiff across the isthmus and landed on an island he knew well. A journey of half a day, to a Dane-held promontory and a tiny wooden church perched perilously on the cliff edge. Throwing himself to the ground, arms spread out in supplication, he announced his wish to serve God. The monks, awestruck for several moments, recovered their wits, tended to him and baptised him.

And now he must do the same for this pagan land. Christianity had made inroads, but wandering monks and priests were still set upon and many murdered, their bodies stripped and thrown into ditches. The old gods held sway over much of the kingdom, and every other village had a hirdma, a powerful dignitary who would lift his voice to Odin and damn the 'eastern effete whoremongers' who brought their creed to the far north. It was a creed, Olaf knew, that had flourished in Rome and continued in far-off Byzantium. Even those erstwhile cousins in France, the so-called Normans proclaimed the Christ as the one, true God. The message, given by saints and disciples, was powerful and irresistible. Olaf had no intention of allowing it to be ignored in his own, frozen land.

The imposing walls of Westfold stood as solid and as intimidating as he always remembered. Thick timber ramparts as high as the largest trees in the surrounding forests, a vast enclave and a sign to all that here was a seat of power. Flanking the main gate, reached by a drawbridge that, when lowered, spanned a deep, steep-sided ditch, were two immense black towers, bristling with guards, the twin dragon pennants fluttering in the breeze. Olaf reined in his mount and leaned forward. So, they had yet to lower his father's banner, no doubt believing Olaf would retain the device that had served his family for at least three generations. He screwed up his mouth, the knot in his guts twisting tighter. To replace it with the cross of Christ would be the least difficult of his obstacles to overcome. That particular pleasure would be in how to present his ideas to his mother, the queen.

Still some distance away, the teeth-clenching sound of grinding, groaning ropes and pulleys filled the air as the drawbridge came down with controlled slowness. It hit the far side of the ditch with a resounding thud, throwing up puffs of snow and ice. Olaf kicked the pony's flanks and eased forward as the great double-doors yawned open, warriors already assembling in the bailey. They lined up in two opposite ranks to form a corridor for the new king to parade through. Over the drawbridge he came, the steady clump of his pony's steps across the creaking boards giving the impression of a confidence Olaf did not feel. He dipped his head as he passed through the doors and almost baulked when he saw the throng pressing up against the lines of soldiers. It seemed as if the entire population of his realm had come to witness his inaugural visit as king. People waved, cheered and laughed, happy faces upturned towards him, all filled with expectation and hope. Dogs barked and children laughed. A festive atmosphere, so unlike anything he had known before. He maintained his stiff-backed pose, eyes set straight ahead, jawline hard as stone, although he so longed to turn, acknowledge their greetings, smile back and thank them. He swallowed the urge, and continued on an unerring line towards the figures standing at the end of the avenue of spears.

Queen Asta folded her arms, face impassive. She wore a simple sky-blue gown, her head covered with a white mourning shawl. Next to her, Standa, looking serious, dressed in his finest clothes and well-oiled byrnie, holding his helmet in one hand and leaning on his axe with the other. Neither flickered as Olaf pulled up before them and swung down from his saddle.

Falling to one knee, Standa proclaimed, “Greetings, Lord and King of Westfold,” and bowed his head. In the background, voices cheered.

Asta's eyes narrowed. “Greetings Olaf. How was your raid?”

Olaf sucked in his lips and ignored the barb. “How is your mourning, Mother?”

The queen shrugged. “He was old and had been sickly for months. I trust you are not going to blub.”

“I've done enough blubbing. Why did you bury him with such haste?”

Before she could answer, Standa rose, his face full of concern, and motioned for Olaf to move into the Great Hall. “My lord, perhaps we could continue inside?”

Olaf turned to his retinue drawn up behind him. “Get yourself some refreshment, lads. And to you all,” he threw out his arms in a show of collective embracing, “I greet you, my people! May God's love shine upon you all.”

A murmur meandered through the gathering, some people cheering in response, others too shocked to say anything. Olaf spun on his heels and strode into the hall.

The door closed with a loud, heavy thud, shutting out the sounds of the crowd. Olaf stood, looked around the huge, cavernous space, and breathed in the pervading aroma of stale beer and sweat. At the far end a fire roared in the grate, the trestle tables ready for the celebratory feast. Along the walls, set high up, shields adorned with numerous motifs identifying the various chieftains and hirdmen who would attend later. Olaf let his eyes scan over them, recognising most but not all. When he came to the two at the very far end, he paused. Hanging on opposite walls, they were identical and each accompanied by crossed, gold-tipped spears. The prancing bear of Sigurd Syr, ruler of Ringerike and the most powerful Earl in the land. If anyone were to confront Olaf and contest his desire to see Christianity established across Norway, it would be Sigurd Syr.

“I'm not sure if that was wise, my lord.”

Olaf frowned, craning his neck as Standa approached. “There's no point in hiding my intentions, Standa.” He looked again at Syr's emblems, which many considered magical, and sighed. “When do they all arrive?”

Asta moved passed him, her gown sweeping across a floor recently covered with fresh straw. “They are already here.” She stopped and measured him with a hard stare. “They couldn't wait to proclaim their loyalty to the new king.”

“Whilst the old one is barely interred? Without my having the chance to see him for one last time? I'm saddened by that, Mother.”

“You've seen him many times, so save your feigned sorrow Olaf for those who do not know you as well as I.”

He bristled, straightened his back and returned her gaze. “I'm not the man I was.”

“Really? So what has changed you, pray tell? Your new-found faith in a god that no one can see, who demands you feast on his flesh and drink his blood? I am not the only one who has misgivings about what you have become, Olaf.”

“I see the main table has not yet been set,” said Olaf, ignoring her remarks. “Who will sit with me, Mother? Besides you, I mean.”

She glared, “Damn your arrogant hide! You'll not bend this kingdom to your ways, Olaf. You will bring nothing but strife and disorder to this land if you continue with your plans to embrace what is not the Norse way. Think well before you make any more proclamations.” She swirled round, the conversation ended, and strode off towards the rear of the hall and the exit to her private chambers.

Standa blew out a long breath, laid his great axe on one of the tables and leaned on his hands. He shook his head. “My lord, I need to talk to you.”

“No more about my beliefs, Standa. I've had enough of trying to justify myself to—”

“Forgive me, but it is not that.” Another breath, longer again this time. “It is something of much graver importance, I fear.”

Olaf frowned. “Graver?” He clapped Standa on the shoulder. “What can be graver than my wish to lead my people towards the true faith, eh? It won't be easy and there will many who will oppose me.” He flickered his eyes across Syr's shields. “But it is something I have to do, for the sake of all our souls.”

“Of more pressing importance, then. It cannot wait.”

“You've always been a good and faithful friend of mine, Standa. If what you have to say is causing you pain, then perhaps you should simply tell it?”

“Aye.” Standa stood up straight and turned to face his king. “But I fear that what I have to say will cause you nothing but heartbreak and … perhaps even rage.”

Olaf leaned back against the table edge closest to him. “Then take a deep breath and tell me, old friend.”

Standa closed his eyes briefly before saying, in a low, quaking voice, “So be it.





Three

The first snows had not yet fallen, but it was bitingly cold and the man in the coarse green cloak shivered uncontrollably as he tramped up to the lonely, dilapidated hovel and banged on the door. After a moment, the rotting timbers creaked open and the old crone, face in deep shadow beneath the enormous cowl covering her head, jutted out her chin, cackled, and waved him inside.

Rivulets of damp ran down the walls, and a thick pall of smoke clung to the rafters. A meagre fire spluttered in the grate, giving off the merest hint of warmth. The man in the coarse green cloak went down on his haunches and rubbed his hands in front of the last few embers. He coughed constantly.

“Drink this,” she said, handing him a chipped cup filled with steaming, black liquid. He sniffed it, screwed up his face. “It will help take away the cold.”

He raised the brew to his lips, took a tentative sip and, surprised at how good it tasted, he drank it down.

Almost at once a warm glow spread out from his stomach, bringing not only warmth but a kind of elation. A lightening of his spirits. He rocked back, peering into the fire, feeling safe, secure, as if he were home again in the bosom of his loving family. His eyes grew heavy and he surrendered to the delicious sensations enveloping him.

* * *

She sat him in a stiff-backed chair, removed his boots and massaged his feet. His head lolled on his chest and he moaned in a faraway voice. She smiled, her nimble fingers sliding upwards beneath his loosened breeches, over his shins to his thighs. His head tilted backwards, mouth open, a long, low groan coming from deep within.

“You will see whatever you wish to see,” she said softly, almost to herself. “And I will use you as I see fit.”

She put her hands under his armpits and lifted him with ease. Emaciated, he was as light as a child. She laid him down on her truckle bed and removed his clothing. She stood back, imagining how firm and strong his young body would be once he healed. Her nails raked across his torso and he squirmed beneath her. The skin appeared grey, the sickness within him close to victory. He barely stirred as she examined his manhood. It promised much. Then, with more haste, she went to the stove, returning with a bowl of hot water, and bathed him with a sopping rag. She splashed sweet-smelling ointments over his flesh, bringing new life to his limbs, a vibrancy to his skin. She spooned one of her many potions into his mouth, holding his nose, forcing him to swallow. After several tiny convulsions, he grew quiet once more, his breathing regular and shallower. He slept.

When at last he woke, his eyes clear, skin glowing, she crossed to where she prepared her meals. “There are beans,” she said and without waiting for an answer, ladled lumps of clotted green goo into a wooden bowl. She moved back across the room, shoved the bowl across the table and waddled away again to the corner, where a great iron pot bubbled on a bright flame.

He gathered the blanket around him, took up a chair and set himself down to eat, using the same spoon as the crone had served the food. He munched noisily and she studied him over her shoulder and made a contemptuous clucking noise with her tongue. “Have you the payment?”

He grunted, licking his lips as the last mouthful disappeared down his throat. He motioned to his coat draped over the back of another chair. She took hold of it and passed it over. From inside his cloak he produced a small leather purse and tossed it onto the table. She hefted the purse and gave what might have passed for a smile and returned to her endeavours.

The man coughed up a globule of bloody phlegm and spat it out onto the earthen floor. He studied the red, frothing bubble and shuddered.

“You'll catch your death if you go out again,” the crone said, sniffing at her brew through nostrils, which sounded as if stuffed with dried mucous. “Best stay here for the night. It'll make no difference to the poison if you wait another day. Or several.”

She came over and held out her hand. He eyed the limb, confused. The skin here was smooth, firm, not like an old woman's at all. He turned his gaze to her face, her features concealed within the dark shadows of the cowl she forever wore. Shrugging off his confusion, he groped inside his cloak. He brought out a sheathed dagger, the scabbard of red, cracked leather, the tip strengthened with metal, but it was past its best. Not so the blade. When the crone took it from him and slowly drew it out, she gasped, marvelling at how the weapon sparkled even in the gloom of that stinking hovel. She held it up, squinting as she ran her eyes over the superb craftsmanship, the keen edge, the promise of a sharp, swift death.

“A wonderful thing,” she whispered in awe, turning the dagger this way and that. “How did you come by it?”

“Did you undress me?”

The question wrong-footed her for a moment. She looked around, as if the answer lay somewhere in the room. She sniggered. “I bathed you. You had a fever.”

He frowned, averting his eyes. “Has it gone?”

“Time will tell. You have travelled far, as they always seem to do.”

“They?”

“Men, like you.” She ran her eyes over the blade once more. “But none has ever had a weapon like this. Where did it come from?”

“A trader from the east sold it to me. He told me it was Arabian.” A sudden bout of coughing seized him and he doubled up, body heaving and groaning as he hacked up another mouthful of catarrh and spat it into the ground.

“You're sick,” she said needlessly, and slid the blade back into the sheath. “If you don't rest here, your mission will be doomed before it even begins.”

“Mission?” He glared at her. “What do you know of it?”

She tilted her head, noting his attempted intimidation, but given his current condition he was no more of a threat to her than a whimpering newborn. She clicked her tongue and threw the dagger onto the table top. “As much as I need to, and a damned sight less than you suspect.” She put her hands on her solid hips and leaned forward, “I could brew up some spiced wine, that'll do you good. Laced with cinnamon, a few herbs to ease that chest of yours?”

Stifling another cough, he turned from her gaze and fingered the dagger. “It will work, won't it?” He shook his head. “The poison. It must be swift, I might only get one chance.”

She straightened her back, as much as she was able. Living in constant humidity had swollen her joints, made her old before her time. His mention of the east brought back distant memories, of a time when she had dreams and desires, a yearning to go far, far away, feel the warmth of the sun on her face, to lie on silken cushions and feel the love of a good man's hands roaming her body. But the only 'good' thing about Rance had been his premature death. A deceitful, worthless man, he had wooed her with promises of travel, of a merchant ship, of long nights beneath his urgent loins. She soon realised all of it was a fabrication, that all he wanted was her skill at concocting potions, and the chance to sell them and make as much as he could before he abandoned her to the cruel, cold winds of the Norse. None of it worked out. After their third or fourth coupling, and the frustration she always felt, he went out into the ice and snow, caught a chill and died. No one mourned. No one cared. But being alone aged her, made her hard and unfeeling. It had been that way for twenty long and bitter years.

“When you apply the liquid to the blade, allow it to dry and become invisible again. It will remain potent for a little over a year. As long as you do not expose it to daylight. That is the key.” She reached over and patted his arm. “Stay. I will care for you, rid you of your sickness.”

His eyes glazed over, and she could see the resistance leaving his body as his shoulders slumped and his chin fell onto his chest. “I must travel to the coast, from where I came. Time is running, and I must do what I have to do before the winter snows take hold.”

She squeezed his arm. “It'll take but a few days. I have ointments and creams that will warm you, rid you of your ills … In mind as well as body.”

“I have no ills in my mind,” he said, but his voice betrayed his uncertainty.

“And I have other things too.” She squeezed his arm tighter, and she was pleased that he made no effort to move away. “I have potions that will make you more alive than you have ever dreamed possible.”

He raised his head. “What do you mean?”

I have him, she thought to herself in triumph, sensing her heartbeat quickening, the warmth spreading through her body. She was older, wiser since Rance's betrayal. But not old. She may have the appearance of a crone for she had laboured long in appearing as one. Her body, beneath the folds of her coarse garments, remained firm, and she still yearned for companionship. A man such as this, young, eager, could give her the companionship she yearned for, keep her safe and, with her potions, well satisfied. “I mean why don't you rest? Sleep? I will make you the wine, and you will see. Don't fight it.” Another squeeze. “I will serve you well.”

He went to say something, but then, without warning, the blood drained from his face and he jackknifed forward, his head hitting the table with an ugly sounding slap. She felt for a pulse under his chin and gave a long sigh of relief when she found it. Then, she sat back and thought about lifting him into the bed again. He was light, but still something of a burden. Not for the first time she wished she had the knowledge to concoct a potion that would give her physical strength.





Four

A serf fumbled and dithered with the hauberk, adjusting and readjusting whilst Sigurd Syr stood with a horn of ale in hand and tapped his feet with impatience. Finally he could take it no longer and he shoved the serf away with a curse, “I'll do it my damned self!” He threw the ale away, the horn clattering against the far wall, and struggled with the leather straps. The serf, sitting on the floor, whimpered and struggled to his feet just as the door flew open and Queen Asta strode in. She dismissed the serf with a glance and he ran out at a sprint, grateful to be free of his master's rage.

“What are you doing?”

“What does it look like,” he breathed, grunting as he tried to get his hands around the side of the chain mail.

Asta clicked her tongue and stepped forward, swatting his hands away, and gave the leather a fearful tug. He gasped. “Quiet, you fool! All you need to do is lose some weight.”

He gritted his teeth and sucked in his gut. Another tug and the straps were done. The Queen stepped back and admired her handiwork, and Sigurd Syr. “Not bad for a roly-poly pudding.”

She laughed, and he did too, opening his arms and embracing her. After a moment, he pushed her back and let his eyes take in her loveliness. Her mouth drew him in and he kissed her, long and passionately, tasting the sweetness of her lips; honeydew and apples. Under his half-coat, his member pressed hard against his breeches and she laughed, cupped her hand around him and gave him a playful squeeze. “I have to have you,” he said in her ear, his voice thick with lust.

“And so you shall.” She kissed him again and then it was her turn to push him away. “But not at this moment, you great boar!” He laughed but soon ceased as her eyes levelled him with a new cold, seriousness. “Olaf is here.”

Sigurd's shoulders dropped and he pulled a face. “So soon? He must have flown on an eagle, damn him.”

“No. He's simply anxious to sit on his dead father's throne … before you do.”

“Damn his hide.” Sigurd whirled away and strode over to the table and a waiting flagon of ale. He looked around for the horn, saw it and decided to drink from the flagon instead. The ale ran down through his beard and he smacked his lips loudly when he was done, and slammed the flagon back down on the table top. “What have you told him?”

“The truth.”

“About—?” He stopped when he saw her face, that mischievous glint in her ice-blue eyes. “No, you haven't, have you?”

“I told him his father had dropped dead from a seizure. That is all … for now.”

Sigurd lifted the flagon and took another, much slower drink this time. “What do you think he will do when he discovers the truth?”

“Go into a rage, as he always has. In that regard he is as much like his father as summer heat is to the sun.”

“Or a foul stench is to a pool of piss.” He drank.

“How eloquent you are, my love.”

He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and stared at the floor for a long time. “I've heard things, Asta. Whilst back at Ringerike, news reached me of Olaf's desire for Norway to be wholly Christian.” He shook his head. “Such a path can only lead to disaster, to the break-up of the country, even war. The northern lands will never give up the old gods and it is folly to try to force them.”

“All the more reason why you should take the lead, my love.” She glided forward, her finger running under the collar of the heavy hauberk. The chain links were well oiled, the metal shining. He stank of ale and sweat and she loved it. She put her cheek against his chest and almost swooned as he put his great arm around her. So unlike Harald, her late husband, in every conceivable way. Lusty and strong, his body that of a great rutting elk. The first time he had come to her bed she believed he would kill her, so ardent his advances, so urgent his desire to couple. As he lifted her and thrust manfully into her, all such notions disappeared and she knew that at long last she had found a man to savour.

He put his bearded chin on the crown of her head. “When the time is right, fear not.”

“But when? I had hoped you would strike him on his journey from the coast.”

“As I said, he took me by surprise. Besides, I believe he will do much of it for us. All this talk about a new faith, the people won't accept it. Nor the Earls. You'll see. Before long, Olaf will have slit his own throat without us even raising a dagger.”

“And if there isn't an uprising? What if he seduces them with that oily tongue of his, with promises of bread and safety? No doubt there are many who will follow him, probably more than you would believe. The promise of eternal life, of salvation. It's a powerful lure, my love. You had best not underestimate this new faith, this new god.”

“It'll fizzle away, Asta. The old gods will prevail, as they have for a thousand years or more.”

“But what if they don't? What if the people want something new, something as unlike the old ways as you can imagine? What then?”

“Then we find another way.”

She pulled back her head and stared at him. “What sort of 'other way'?”

He grinned, took her by her slim shoulders and was about to kiss her when he stopped and frowned, body tensing, alert. Gently, he moved her to the side, winked, pressed his finger to his lips, and drifted over to the door. With a sudden lunge he tore it open, grabbed the serf lurking outside by the throat and yanked him inside. He threw the boy to the ground and kicked the door shut with the sole of his boot.

“What is the meaning of this?” Asta was furious, her eyes wild, lips drawn back across her teeth, hissing like a wild cat preparing to strike.

“Mistress, please!” The boy squirmed around on the ground, both hands up in supplication, the tears streaming down his face and a developing patch of damp spreading across the crotch of his breeches.

Sigurd stepped over him, face black with rage. He yanked the boy's head back by the hair and glared down at him. “Who sent you to spy on me, boy.”

“No one, my lord, I swear it.”

“Then what were you doing listening outside the door,” demanded Asta, her fists bunched, her whole body shaking. “Was it my son who sent you? King Olaf?”

“Impossible,” spat Sigurd, “this whelp has been with me for six moons.” He tugged the hair tighter and the serf yelped. “Tell me who sent you.” In a blur, Sigurd drew out an evil looking dagger, its blade black, dented and jagged. “Or I'll slice open your throat and feed you to the crows.”

“Dear God, no!”

At that moment the boy soiled himself and Sigurd stepped back, gagging, clamping his hand to his nose and mouth. “You dirty bloody bastard!”

“Wait!” Asta flew forward and got down next to him, ignoring the vile smell. She gripped the boy by the cheeks. “What did you say?”

He looked at her without understanding, his eyes filled with tears, body quaking, the terror conquering him.

The Queen looked up at Sigurd, lips pressed together, voice hard when she spoke. “You understand now, Sigurd? How difficult this is going to be?”

He frowned, cocked his head to one side. “What are you talking about, woman?”

“This … viper,” she threw the serf's head away and stood up, careful not to step in the piss and shit that seeped out of the boy's breeches, “is a Christian.”

Sigurd gaped. “Don't be so bloody stupid! He can't be.”

“Well, he is. Aren't you?” She gave him a sharp kick in the ribs with the toe of her shoe. He cried out, clutched his side and nodded, muttering something incomprehensible. “He said 'Dear God, no'. Didn't you hear him? A Christian, in your own household. They're everywhere, Sigurd. And if you don't act, they'll take over everything.”

He gaped at her and stumbled over to the table and the flagon of ale, swore when he found it was empty and sent it flying away with a swipe of his hand. He hung his head low and mumbled, without turning, “Then we have no choice, do we?” He straightened his back and turned. “He'll have to die.”





Five

The thick smell of smouldering wood invaded his nostrils and he spluttered, opened his eyes and tried to focus. For a moment, panic gripped him, the memory of where he was vague, images blurry, nothing defined. Smoke from the burning logs in the grate filled the room, stinging his eyes. He rubbed away the grit and the tears with his fists and sat up. He was naked, the bedclothes thrown back revealing his body, and his groin smeared with a sort of grease, a grease that burned but not in any way unpleasant. In fact, as he grew more aware of his surroundings, sensations developing across his lower abdomen, a comforting warmth, a tingling through his member which grew into something quite delicious.

He fell back on the bed, groaning as his erection stuck out like a post, pulsing with intensity. Sweat broke out on his upper lip, his heart thumped, his throat tight. He reached down with his hand and caressed himself and gasped at what he found. Never had he been so hard, never so full.

Someone moved in the gloom. A figure, small, making tiny, mewing noises. Soft hands fluttered across his hard manhood, cupping him with the palm, then teasing him with fingers so light, so delicate he almost cried out. Soon came a warmth, moist, soft, enveloping his engorged sex and he realised at once what was happening but he didn't care. He gave himself up to the sensations, lifted up his hips to give his silent seducer greater access. He wanted to scream, to surrender, to feel the rush of orgasm. Before he could, however, the figure straddled him, eased him into something more luscious than he had ever known. He was lost as that sweet flesh gripped him, moved with urgent thrusts and all too soon he was coming, coming with such heat and ferocity he believed he would die. He cried out, seizing the figure's hips, and drove himself deep, erupting in wild convulsions of passion.

He collapsed back on the bed, breathless, awash with sweat. The figure slipped from him, pausing only to plant a soft kiss on his lips before darkness came and sleep overcame him.

* * *

A thick fur draped over his body when he awoke the second time and the smoke had gone. Despite the cover, a sharp coldness clawed at his flesh and when he sat up he saw the door gaping open, the snow drifts beyond, and the ice-blue sky. Morning. He put his face in his hands and rubbed himself vigorously. The dream had been so real, so vivid he felt almost ashamed as the images returned to his mind. In all his life, such sensations had never visited themselves upon him, so why now. He had known women, not many, but enough. None had brought him to such a height of satisfaction as the one in his dream. His fever must have been great indeed.

He looked around. The tiny, cluttered hovel was empty. A fire crackled in the grate, a blackened pot simmered over the flames. Next to it a rickety table, close to collapse, covered with various jars, bottles and horn cups, and more black pots. The smell of potions, herbs and spices clung everywhere, but the dreadful smoke had gone, and he thanked the gods for it. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and realised he was still naked. As in the dream.

Something seized him. A chill, deep inside his bowels, freezing his joints but focusing his mind. He dared to glance down and saw his limp manhood. And the remnants of a grease or cream.

He leaped to his feet, desperate to find his clothes, a thousand thoughts tumbling through his mind, confusion, fear, dread. He snapped his head this way and that, threw over chairs and boxes, clumps of straw, old clothes, the clutter of a lifetime. He had to find his clothes, he had to get out of here. He was in the clutches of a sorceress, a witch.

“You shouldn't be out of your bed.”

He whirled around, forgetting his nakedness, and glared at the woman as she struggled through the door with a great bundle of firewood. With an effort, she crossed to the fire and threw down the wood, wiped her hands on the front of her gown, and looked at him smiling. “You seem better, but you should be in bed. The fever still lingers.”

“What did you do to me?”

She cackled, shaking her head as she bent down and began to sort out the firewood into different sizes. “Nothing that you didn't want yourself.”

His mouth fell open and he looked at her, not daring to believe that his dream could be real. But, no matter how hard he tried to convince himself otherwise, he knew the truth of what had happened. She had covered him in some ointment, to bring him to hardness, to a level of excitement previously unknown. And he hadn't resisted. Couldn't resist. The ointment had done its work, and he had coupled with her, and now here she was again, grinning at him, knowing he had enjoyed it, knowing it was indeed what he had wanted.

He looked at her, swathed as she was in thick clothing, a gown, undergarments, shawl, each layer padded to give some protection against the extreme cold. Cold that dug deep, set his teeth to chatter. All at once he realised how cold he was, his flesh exposed and, without another thought, he jumped back into bed and drew the fur up around his throat, his body shivering.

She waddled over to him, a cup of steaming liquid in her hand. “Drink this. Sweet, spiced wine. It will warm you, give you strength.”

From beneath his blanket, his eyes glared. “How could you do this to me? Ensnare me like this. Where are my clothes, damn you?”

“Drink.” Her voice was soft, gentle. She brought the cup closer and the delicious aroma set his mouth to salivate. He took her hand in both of his and drank, closing his eyes as the warmth seeped through him, spreading out from his belly and into his groin. He put his head back and closed his eyes.

“What have you done to me? Bewitched me with your potions and your …” Her hand slipped under the fur and found his cock. He wanted to push her away, to tell her to stop … or did he? The touch of her hand, the movement of her fingers, the rich glow of the wine. He groaned and surrendered, despising himself for his weakness, but loving what she was doing.

She stepped back and tugged away at her clothing, the many layers that covered her dropping one by one. He watched, mesmerised. As her last undergarment fell to the ground, he gazed at her body and saw that she was not a crone at all, but a woman of middle years, stomach hard, breasts pert, and waist and hips slim, round and soft.

“I'm going to love you like no one else has ever done,” she said, moving closer, “and you are going to stay, and keep me warm through the winter.”

She came to him, and his arms draped around the soft giving flesh and he no longer wished to resist, and could not resist as her mouth closed with his. The need to again experience her became all-consuming.

* * *

Later they lay side by side on the floor, having evacuated the bed as their hectic lovemaking splintered the frame and rendered it useless. Three times, he had coupled with her, and now he felt raw and spent, but glowing with a whole series of wondrous sensations. He had his arm under her head whilst his other hand toyed with the nipple of her left breast. She nuzzled into him and moaned softly.

“What am I to do?” he said in a low, frightened voice.
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