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      Chapter 1

    


    By their clothing, their gold armlets


    You see they are the king’s friends.


    They bear wolf cloaks, stained shields,


    Silver-clad swords, ringed mailcoats,


    Gilded sword-belts, engraved helmets,


    Rings on their arms as Jarl Garth gave them


    


    
      I reached the top of Snaefell just after dawn. It is the large mountain which dominates our island home of Man. From its rounded peak you can see the whole of the island and beyond. We do not have a name for our people but most of us came from the icy lands of the Norse in far away Norway. I was the exception for my family was part Welsh and part Saxon. Snaefell had become something of a symbol to us. From its soft peak we could see the whole world from the land of Northumbria to Hibernia; from Strathclyde to Cymru. This was also a sacred day to us. Midsummer’s day was the longest day of the year and, later, we would be celebrating the marriages of the young warriors and their chosen ones. The two occasions when many people married were at Midsummer and at Yule. I had met my wife on this most holy of days. I had left my hall in the middle of the night to climb this mountain. Later, I would rejoin my people in Hrams-a but I needed to do something important first. I needed to do it alone.
    


    
      I had discovered much about myself over this last year. When we had raided the Saxons I had found the crowns of Rheged which in turn led me to find out that my mother had been a child of the Warlord of Rheged. I only knew a few things about my ancestor but they were important for they were a bond and tied us over time. My wolf amulet was linked to the warlord and the royal house of Rheged. That was important. I was not a slave and I had a past. When I discovered that I felt I needed to reach the highest place on our island, alone. I had no idea why and no expectation of what might occur. A voice inside me had told me to do this. I did hear voices; sometimes they were Ragnar, my adopted grandfather, sometimes my mother and, at other times a voice I did not recognise. I was alone but I wore no armour. However I carried Ragnar’s Spirit, my god touched sword forged from the finest Frankish iron and struck by lightning. I knew I would need that for whatever might happen on the top of Snaefell.
    


    
      The path twisted and turned as it climbed around the mountain. It was a sheep trail really but sheep always knew the easiest way to get somewhere and I followed their sign. Huge rocks littered the side as though the gods themselves had played here. It had been from this mountain top that my sword had been struck by lightning so perhaps it was a place that Odin and Thor used.
    


    
      I had counted my steps up the mountain and, as I neared a thousand, I played a game with myself. As I stepped on to the pile of stones which marked the peak I said one thousand. It was childish but it was also significant. A thousand was a round number and seemed right. I nodded to myself as I stood atop the highest point on the island. I ate the food I had brought and drank from my skin as I waited for the dawn. It rose in the east which was both the land of my birth and the land of our enemies; the Saxons. My father had been a Saxon but he had enslaved my mother and treated me badly. I had neither love nor affection for him.  The Saxon children who had grown up with me had also treated me cruelly. I had had no love for them either. The final act, which made me hate them, was when Tadgh, one of the Saxons I had grown up with kidnapped my wife and child and took them to the land of the Irish. He also burned my mother alive and for that he had had no forgiveness. Tadgh had paid for that with his life but I still had a deep seated hatred of all things Saxon.
    


    
      I lay back on the green sward which lay below the peak and touched the wolf amulet. I was a wolf warrior; some men called us shape shifters. We were not. We used the skills of the wolf and we were fierce warriors but we could not actually change into a wolf. We could blend into any terrain and when we fought we were as ferocious as the wolf. I took out the wolf stone. Touching the blue stone in the wolf’s eye always made me see my mother and I wanted to speak with her this day. Now I also knew that it brought me closer to her father and that seemed important too.
    


    
      I felt the warmth of the sun begin to touch my face and I slowly opened my eyes. I put the wolf stone back in my tunic and stood. I drew my blade, Ragnar’s Spirit. Normally when I did that I had no time to admire the magnificent sword for I would be fighting but this morning I did. The runes and the intricate carvings on the blade seemed to sparkle in the early morning sun. The hilt reflected back a rainbow of colours from my warrior bands. It was a magnificent sword and yet it was not complete. I could not put my finger on what was missing. I gripped the sword and looked behind me to the west. There the sun was just touching the land of the Irish. I had no love for them either. They were a treacherous people. At one time I had thought to conquer their land but it was too poor and not worth the trouble.
    


    
       I turned and looked to the north and the east. This was the land of the Saxons. They called it Northumbria and, since they had become followers of the White Christ, they had become weaker warriors. At the same time they had become richer because their churches were filled with gold and precious metals. That was a land worth conquering. Already it had made me and my wolf warriors the richest men on the island. Warriors came from all over the westerns isles to seek their fortune on one of my drekar.
    


    
      Finally I turned to the south east. There lay the island we called Anglesey but which its own people called Mona. The Welsh no longer ruled there. The Saxons had conquered them and driven out their warriors. Anglesey nestled beneath the huge mountain they called Wyddfa. It had been part of the land my mother’s people had protected. I stared at the island as dawn’s light crept over the mountain and gradually lit up the Holy Island that was Anglesey. It seemed to me that it was like a piece of gold and it shimmered in an emerald sea. As I watched the emerald turned to a blue. I heard a hum in my head which was what my mother had done to send me to sleep as a child. I had a moment of clarity; the blue was the same hue as my wolf stone. It was a sign. My sword would be completed by a blue stone and gold. I would journey to the land of the Welsh and find my heritage. Perhaps I was looking for that answer. It mattered not. I now had a purpose again.
    


    
      Striding down the mountain with the rising sun warming my back I turned my thoughts to my warriors. I needed to reward them for their loyalty. I was rich now. The holy books and relics we had taken from the Saxon churches of the White Christ had been sold in Frankia and I had been handsomely rewarded. I would put my mind to a suitable gift. I was now Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart and a jarl owed it to his followers to thank them for their loyalty. Our prince, my step father, Prince Butar, gave us gifts and I would do the same to the men who followed me.
    


    
      My village was coming to life as I passed my fort which protected the hill. The sentries saluted me with their spears as I passed. The boys taking the sheep, cattle and goats up on to the hills all bowed and shouted, ‘Dragon heart’. I knew that they all aspired to be warriors like me. Many me in my village worked at other things but all of them could fight. War and battle was in our blood. As I passed Bjorn the blacksmith I noticed that he now had four assistants. Since the edict forbidding the sale of Frankish blades to Vikings we had had to make our own. The word had been spread that the Norse of Man would reward smiths who came to work. Bjorn had always finished off the Frankish blanks but he had had to learn how to forge those. He had managed it but even he admitted that the Frankish iron was stronger. We had to use the iron we captured and some of the quality was not the best. As it was still early I decided to call in and speak with my blacksmith.
    


    
      He gave a bow as did his assistants, all toiling away at the forge. “Morning Jarl. You are up early.”
    


    
      “Aye. I have much on my mind.” The walk down the mountain had clarified my thinking and I now had a better idea of what I desired. I pointed to the sword which was in the fire. “How go the swords?”
    


    
      “They are getting better but, until we can get better iron then they will not be Frankish blades.”
    


    
      “You can now cast better blades than hitherto?”
    


    
      “Aye my lord.” He pointed to a stocky man who had recently arrived from our homeland in the east. “Ragnar here has made them before and he gave us a few good ideas.”
    


    
      I smiled. Ragnar again. Prince Butar’s father had trained me well and I believed he still watched over me. “Good.” I turned to Bjorn, “Where is the best iron?”
    


    
      He laughed, “In the ground! If you can get it freshly mined then you can rid it of all impurities.”
    


    
      “There is none here then?”
    


    
      He shook his head. “Close to where you lived on the east coast of the land of the Angles there are mines and I have heard that there are some in Cymru….”
    


    
      The plan was already growing in my mind. I could see the spirits were guiding me that way. “Now there are two more matters on which I would consult with you.” He put down the sword he was working on and led me away from the fierce fire.
    


    
      “Let us take the air. It is too hot and noisy to think in there.” Once outside the air was fresher and it was the sound of the sea which we heard. “Now then…”
    


    
      “My wolf cloak is in need of repair.” I saw his face which showed confusion.” I know you are not a furrier but I wish a new helmet. I would like eye pieces with some intricate inlaid silver to make the eyes stand out. Have you any way to make iron red?”
    


    
      “No, Jarl Garth.”
    


    
      “A pity. I will have to think on that. Then I would like mail attaching around the sides and under the chin. It should be black mail like my armour and finally I would like some way to attach the wolf cloak to it.” I smiled, “You would need to strengthen the wolf cloak’s collar.”
    


    
      He nodded as comprehension came to him. “You wish to look like a wolf?” I nodded. “And the red would be for the red eyes?” Again I nodded. “Then why not do as the maidens do and put the red cochineal from crushed beetles on your eyes. If there is silver around the eyes it will make them stand out. You will look like the wolf.”
    


    
      “That is a good idea. You can make for me a new helmet then?”
    


    
      “Yes my lord,” he hesitated, “but it will not be cheap.”
    


    
      “And I would not want it cheaply made my friend. I will pay. Whatever it costs it will be worth it.”
    


    
      “Good. Then it will be ready in a month.”
    


    
      I was slightly disappointed. I had hoped for it sooner. I was like a child waiting for a promised present. “Now my other task is a private one and I wish it to be secret. I do not mind others knowing about the helmet.”
    


    
      He laughed, “Good for I intended to tell all about it. I can see this being a good source of gold for me when others see you wearing it.”
    


    
      “And it is for others that I wish something made. I need a gold arm ring making for each of my Ulfheonar. There are fourteen who remain.”
    


    
      His face clouded. “That is more difficult my lord. “ He held up his massive hands. “I am made for hammering larger things and I work in iron.” My face must have fallen for he suddenly said, “But there is one who might be able to do as you wish.” He pointed to an old, grey haired smith working with Aiden, the Irish boy I had adopted. Their forge was at the front of the open building. “Torin, there, came from the islands to the north with Ragnar. He can make fine golden objects or so I am told. We have little call for that here but Aiden has shown great skill and his hands are small enough to work on such a delicate piece as you require.”
    


    
      “He has the skills?”
    


    
      Bjorn nodded. “Believe me he is a quick learner and he has a clever mind. He can draw too. He has helped us to make some iron objects for the women to use in their kitchens. Between the two of them they could do that. However it would need much gold.”
    


    
      I smiled. Gold was not a problem. “I have enough and I will bring it tomorrow.” I looked at Aiden. His coming had also all the signs of intervention from another world. His father had been executed by the High King of Ireland and he had not wished to return to his mother. He had been the most loyal of boys since he had come to us. “I wonder if he could do something with this.”
    


    
      I took out my sword and Bjorn, whose father had made the blade for me asked, “Is there a fault with it my lord?”
    


    
      “No, but the hilt is plain and I would have a blue stone set as the pommel.”
    


    
      “You have such a stone?”
    


    
      “No, but I will get one and it will then match this.” I took out my wolf amulet and he nodded his understanding. “It came to me on the mountain.”
    


    
      “He could do that my lord and perhaps the scabbard too.”
    


    
      I looked at the scabbard and knew what he meant. The scabbard was plain compared with the blade it protected. “Aye, I need to find the time to make a better one and make it worthy of such a sword.”
    


    
      “Yes, my lord,” Bjorn smiled, “You are now Jarl Garth and you should look like the most powerful warrior in the land.”
    


    
      “Let us speak with them.”
    


    
      “I will bring them over.” We were alone close to the beach and would not be overheard.
    


    
      When they came the old man looked to be nervous and worried. I smiled at him, “You must be Torin. I thank you for bringing your skills to my people.”
    


    
      I saw him relax, “Thank you, jarl. My family like it here.”
    


    
      “And you, young Aiden, I hear from Bjorn Bagsecgson that you are a clever smith.” Aiden’s face lit up like the fine morning it was. He had no guile and pretence. “Do you see this as your future?”
    


    
      His face frowned a little and I saw him wrestling with the truth and pleasing Bjorn. Truth won out. “I would still like to be a warrior, jarl.”
    


    
      “And the two do not exclude each other. Bjorn’s father was a mighty warrior.” I saw that Bjorn was pleased with my praise. “You can be both.” I leaned in, “I think that working the forge will make you stronger and a better warrior so fear not that your size stops you.” Aiden was much smaller than similar boys his age. He was not Norse.
    


    
      “Thank you, jarl.”
    


    
      “Now I have a task for the two of you but it will remain our secret. Do I have your word?” They both nodded and grasped their iron daggers. It was a smith’s oath. “Good. Then when I have given the gold to Bjorn I wish you to make me fourteen identical arm rings for my warriors. I want them to look like wolves. Do not skimp on the gold. I also have a fancy,” I looked at the two of them, “but it depends upon your skills.” I left the unspoken question hanging in the air. “That fancy is to have a wolf’s head on the arm ring.”
    


    
      Torin frowned. Aiden looked at the sea and then knelt down in the sand. He smoothed a patch and then took out his dagger. He drew a shape in the sand. I saw his tongue darting from the side of his mouth as he concentrated. When he had finished he stood up. “You mean like that my lord?”
    


    
      I looked at the sand sketch; it was perfect. “If you could do that then I will pay you well.”
    


    
      Aiden shook his head, “I would gladly do it for nothing my lord.”
    


    
      I saw the slight frown on Torin’s face and laughed, “No Aiden, a craftsman is worthy of his pay. You will both be rewarded well.” The relief on Torin’s face almost made me laugh again. “Good. I will bring the gold later on and the other matter can wait until I have the stone.”
    


    
      I had to smile as I saw the young Aiden animatedly telling Torin how he would fashion my arm rings. By the time I reached my hall my family were all up. Arturus was playing with his wooden sword; soon he would have a real one. My wife, Erika was with my daughter, Kara, finishing their first meal. In Kara’s case it would be the first of many. My wife looked up expectantly as I entered. I had married well. Erika knew my thoughts and knew I had been troubled.
    


    
      “Well?”
    


    
      “I have made some decisions.”
    


    
      Erika waved at Maewe and Seara to enter. They were no longer slaves but they both worked with my wife as though they were. I suppose the main difference in their lives was that they could leave at any time and they were paid. They brought in my food and then Seara took Kara away. Seara had been a badly treated slave of the Hibernians and she could not have children of her own. Kara and Arturus were as close as she would get to motherhood. It was a happy arrangement. We were left alone and Erika moved her seat closer to me.
    


    
      As I ate I told her of my thoughts. She was a thoughtful woman and not given to histrionics. “You would go raiding again?”
    


    
      “It has made us wealthy.”
    


    
      “Do we not have enough?”
    


    
      “For us? Yes for we are careful. For our people? No.”
    


    
      She smiled. “I was just making sure that you were doing it for the right reason. You do not need to go raiding to make me richer. I am rich enough with the children and you.”
    


    
      I teased her, “Good, so I will not need to bring any more lace from Frankia?”
    


    
      She wagged an admonishing finger at me. “Of course you need to bring me presents.” She stood and went to a small earthenware jar. We now had potters and were able to produce the necessities we had had to trade for before. “Here is some ground up beetles. I used it on my lips.” She laughed. “I no longer need to attract a man. Use this on your eyes. I think the effect will be frightening.”
    


    
      I took it from her, “I intend to surprise my Ulfheonar when I have my new helmet made.”
    


    
      “And I cannot keep a secret?”
    


    
      I kissed her, “Of course you can. And now I must prepare for the feast.”
    


    
      She laughed, “I forgot, this is your first time giving your approval to the marriages.”
    


    
      “Not everything about being a jarl appeals to me you know?”
    


    
      “Do not sulk, it is not attractive.”
    


    
      I went to the room we shared. She was right, of course but I did not relish sitting in my finery all day watching a succession of young warriors and their maidens parading by while I said the same thing. I would be just as happy to do them all together but Erika had been shocked when I had suggested it. She knew how much it meant to the maidens. I did not say that, to the men it meant someone to bed and produce young warriors. I had learned long ago to keep such comments to myself.
    


    
      The ceremony began at noon. The slaves we still retained, under the supervision of Scanlan, who acted as my Steward, took out my chair and that of Erika. There was a natural raised mound which overlooked the beach and we would hold the marriages there. When all was ready Scanlan came for us.
    


    
      “The people are ready Jarl Garth.” He had a proud smile on his face. As we left he followed Arturus and Seara who carried Kara. As we emerged from the hall my people all cheered and shouted, “Dragon heart!” over and over. I felt Erika squeeze my arm. It was the first time I had really seen the love my people had for me and it made me quite humble. I had begun life as a slave and now I was a mighty lord and the heir of Prince Butar.
    

  


  
    


    



    


    
      

    

    
      


      Chapter 2


      
        

      


      
        The two weeks after midsummer were busy ones for me. We would begin raiding soon and that meant preparing ships for the raid. As jarl it was my responsibility to ensure that all would be ready for the voyage. I had two drekar, ‘Wolf’ and ‘Bear’. Neither were huge ships but their crews were the best that we had on the island and, warrior for warrior, could defeat any warband we surprised. My drekar, ‘Wolf’ was crewed by Ulfheonar and those who were training to be the wolves of the sea. The other was captained by Rolf and he had other, equally worthy, warriors on board. I could have taken another three drekar but I was mindful of what had happened when we had taken every warrior once before; raiders had destroyed our homes and enslaved our people. I would not risk that again. I even had warriors I could leave to defend my town while I was raiding. There were many reasons for me to be richer and none of them involved a love of money.
      


      
        This would the last time that Erik Short Toe would be sailing as my ship’s boy. He would join Snorri to be trained as a warrior. His replacement and the boy who would accompany us was Cnut Sweynson. Sweyn had been one of the first Ulfheonar but now he led Prince Butar’s warriors. I was honoured that his son wished to be trained by me. We had her out of the water to check the seams and I smiled as I saw Erik giving poor Cnut a hard time. It was the way with boys but Erik, like Snorri before him had been a most valuable member of the crew. Oft times it had been just the two boys who had guarded the boat when we had raided and they had never let me down.
      


      
        I was about to go and speak with them when I heard the horn from the watch tower on the hill. It meant there might be danger. We had all learned to react as though it was danger. I turned and walked quickly back to the stockaded settlement. We had built a wall but, if it was a serious threat, then we could all be in the hill top fort before raiders could disgorge their warriors. Dargh, the captain of my hill top garrison, rode down from the tower on one of the hill ponies we kept there for just such a purpose. It did not look comfortable but it was quick.
      


      
        He gave a half bow, “Jarl, there are two drekar approaching.”
      


      
        “Do we know them?”
      


      
        He shook his head, “But they are approaching slowly and I can see no mail.”
      


      
        I knew what he meant; a raider would come in quickly with every man armed and ready to leap ashore. The fact that it was early afternoon had already allayed my fears but even so I would have my warriors ready to fight. “Thank you, Dargh. Have the garrison stand to and keep a watch to the west too.”
      


      
        Scanlan had my mail ready. Erika was calmly feeding the baby. “Trouble?”
      


      
        “Two drekar but they are coming so slowly that it should be safe.”
      


      
        She looked up smiling, “Unless it is a trap and they have sent men across the island while we watch the ships.”
      


      
        She had a clever mind but the thought had passed through my head already. “Dargh is watching.”
      


      
        Arturus had come from his room with his seax and helmet. Erika shook her head, “You can stay here and protect your little sister, young man. Your father can deal with this.”
      


      
        I saw the disappointment on his face but he knew better than to argue with his mother. I turned to Scanlan, “Just in case it is guests you better have Maewe get some food ready.”
      


      
        I then strode towards the beach. My warriors were already there. Haaken and Cnut were organising the Ulfheonar while Rolf was dealing with the rest. Poor Rolf had the harder task for these were not just my raiding warriors there but part time warriors like Bjorn the smith and Olaf the miller. They could all fight but they had a certain pecking order which had nothing to do with their martial abilities.
      


      
        We watched the drekar as they approached: they were big ships with twenty oars on each side. They were wide enough to accommodate large crews and could have sixty to eighty men on board. I did not think they had that many as they were riding high in the water but this was an important warrior who was coming calling. The two ships lowered their sail about a hundred paces from the harbour. Three warriors came to the prow, without helmets and held out their hands palm uppermost; the sign for peace. I took off my helmet and waved them in. They rowed them, expertly, to the harbour and tied them up. Our drekar were still around the headland having their hulls scraped.
      


      
        “Haaken and Cnut come with me. Rolf, wait here with the rest. “
      


      
        The leader who stepped from the first drekar was an enormous man. He had a fine suit of mail but the two things which stood out where his leggings which appeared to have been made from the skin of some animal. It was long fur. When he smiled I saw that all of his teeth had been filed horizontally. It was most disconcerting. I knew why he did it; it would intimidate other warriors when he fought them.
      


      
        He strode up to me and threw his arms around me in a bear hug. It was not necessarily the appropriate thing to do but I was unsure of the protocol. His breath smelled of rancid fish and ale.
      


      
        “I am Ragnar Hairy-Breeches and you must be the one they call Dragon Heart.”
      


      
        I disengaged myself, “I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart. Welcome to Hrams-a. Would you and your warriors care to break bread with us?”
      


      
        “Aye and some ale would not go amiss.”
      


      
        Scanlan had been standing close enough to hear although the one they called Hairy-Breeches had shouted so loudly that I am sure they could have heard him in Hibernia. As we turned I saw Scanlan racing away to warn both my wife and the servants of the arrival of guests.
      


      
        As we walked he put one of his huge hands on my shoulder. The other hand he waved expansively across the island. “I have heard much about you and your island from across the seas in our lands to the east. You have done well to conquer such a place.”
      


      
        “I do not rule here; my step father Prince Butar commands the people.”
      


      
        He laughed, a deep rolling laugh, “You are amusing. He rules in name but everyone knows the warrior who controls this land is Jarl Dragon Heart. The Hibernians and the Saxons frighten their children with tales of you and your wolves who will creep from the sea and steal them away.” He could see I was going to object and he stopped and held up his hand, “I only tell you what people tell me.” He became serious, “It is the reason I have sought you out. I need warriors such as you.”
      


      
        We had reached my hall and he looked up at its fine lines and its length. It was as long as the longest longboat. “A fine hall; did I hear that your first village was destroyed?”
      


      
        “Aye, but those who did it are all now dead.” I looked him in the eye as I spoke. “I do not forgive hurts easily.”
      


      
        “And that is how it should be.”
      


      
        He waited, politely to be invited into my hall. “Pray enter, Ragnar Hairy-Breeches.”
      


      
        “Thank you.” He turned to his men, “Just Carl and Harold come in with me. The rest can wait in the sun. It is a pleasant day.”
      


      
        That was the first insight I had into this warlord. He treated his men as retainers. I would have ensured that my men were equally looked after.
      


      
        Erika had dressed, quickly and was seated at the head of the table. Scanlan bowed as we entered. The table was laden with food and drink. None of it was food for a feast; the notice had been too short. It was food to fill the silence between words. He saw Erika and dropped to his knee. “I had heard of this beauty and thought the words were an exaggeration. They did not do you justice. You are a picture.”
      


      
        Erika was not taken in by the effusive flattery. “Thank you Ragnar Hairy-Breeches. Had we known of your imminent arrival then we could have made a feast and a welcome to match your reputation.”
      


      
        I quickly looked at Erika. What reputation was that? I had never heard of him. Ragnar did not appear to be fazed by that and he smiled, “Thank you but I hope that when your husband and I have finished then both of us will have reputations which the whole world will know.”
      


      
        “Pray sit. You have me intrigued.” I did love my wife. She had this ability to control without appearing to. When we were seated she waved a hand and Scanlan’s servants flooded in to pour ale and to see to individual needs.
      


      
        “Will your famed Ulfheonar not be joining us?”
      


      
        “They will be busy preparing for our own voyage.”
      


      
        I had definitely said something which he was not expecting. He flashed an irritated look at the one called Harold. Harold just shrugged. “So you are raiding then?”
      


      
        “Possibly but it is the season.”
      


      
        “Aye it is. In that case I will come directly to the point and then perhaps you will have a better idea of where you will be raiding,” he paused and then laughed, “with me!”
      


      
        I had already guessed that and I just nodded and smiled. “Where will you be raiding, Jarl?” My wife asked the question and I saw that Ragnar was surprised.
      


      
        He looked from my wife to me and back. “Why to the land of the Saxons of course.” I think he decided there and then to focus his attention on me. He had expected me to say yes to his offer immediately. “There are many reasons why I chose you, Dragon Heart. Apart from your reputation I heard that you had raided the land around the Dee and the place the Saxons call Caestre.”
      


      
        I nodded as I chewed the lamb bone. “Prince Butar led a raid there a while ago and we found it quite rewarding.”
      


      
        He laughed, “I can believe that. It will now be even more rewarding for there are more Saxons who live close by.”
      


      
        “Which will mean you will have more warriors to contend with.”
      


      
        I had only just met him but already I had his measure. He was full of his own self importance but he was a clever man. He knew that more people meant more warriors and he would need my help. “And your warriors are known to be the best this side of Norway.”
      


      
        “I had a thought to raid the Cymri.”
      


      
        That genuinely surprised both him and his men. “The Cymri? They are a wild and poor people. You will get nothing there. There are just two monasteries and they are guarded by forts. No, you would make more by raiding with me.”
      


      
        I wiped my hands on the piece of cloth Scanlan had placed there and I swallowed some of the beer to wash down the lamb. “Why? Would you give me the same amount of plunder as I would take myself?”
      


      
        “Well, no. You would take a share. I would have two boats and you one, a smaller one. Your share would be a fifth.”
      


      
        “So I would make more by raiding myself.”
      


      
        His eyes narrowed in what I took to be irritation. “With just one boat and a handful of men you could not hope to reap the rewards that we shall.”
      


      
        “But monasteries are poorly guarded. I think I will raid these two monasteries.”
      


      
        “What? St Asaph and Bangor?” I nodded- I now had their names and would soon know their location. “I told you they are close to that infernal mountain of theirs and protected by two forts”
      


      
        I held up my beaker and Scanlan refilled it. My wife smiled at me, “You say you have heard of my husband and his exploits. Did you hear how he went with less than ten men into the fort and monastery at Hexham and captured the treasure of Rheged?”
      


      
        He waved a deprecating hand, “I heard that rumour but dismissed it. It was patently not true. Hexham is far from the sea. I have the same problem people make up stories about me that aren’t true.”
      


      
        Erika’s voice could be sharp when she wished and she wished it then. “But it is true and we have the crowns of Rheged to prove it.”
      


      
        He had not expected that answer, “Then you should join with me. Why together we could conquer the land of the Angles.”
      


      
        “I have no desire to rule anyone so I will leave conquest to you. I have to decline your offer. My men and I prefer to work for ourselves. No offence meant. I only ever served another jarl once and I was left with some of my men in the land of the Angles. I swore an oath then never to follow another jarl. You would not have me break my word.”
      


      
        He shook his head, “No, I would ask no man to do that but with your sword and your warriors….”
      


      
        “I will tell you this, Ragnar Hairy-Breeches. There is another estuary just ten or twenty miles north of the Dee; the Maeresea. There are few settlements there and your ships can be anchored in safety. It would be easy for you and your men to travel across land and avoid their watch towers.” I gave a slight bow. “Take that advice instead of this young body.”
      


      
        He stood. “I hoped to persuade you but I can see that you have an old head on those young shoulders. The next time I hear a story of Dragon Heart I will be more inclined to believe it.”
      


      
        As his ship sailed away Erika whispered in my ear. “You did well to sail that course my husband. Had you deviated then you might have had to fight him and his warriors.”
      


      
        “I know. I offered him that information so that he could save face but Dargh will need to be vigilant while we are away. Ragnar Hairy-Breeches may be tempted by our little island.”
      


      
        I now knew where we would raid. He had given me enough information to enable me to pinpoint their location within a few miles. It also suited me for it meant we were close to the golden island. What I had not told Hairy-Breeches was that the island was a huge granary. I could keep my people in flour for the whole winter. After I had escorted Erika back to the hall I saw Bjorn hurrying over. He rarely rushed and I knew that it would be important. His smile went from ear to ear.
      


      
        “My lord, they are finished.”
      


      
        “What are?”
      


      
        “Your new helmet and your wolf arm rings.”
      


      
        I confess that I too was excited. I had had one fitting for the helmet and then it was a rough iron thing. I had deliberately kept away from the blacksmith’s. I wanted to see the finished article. Bjorn made small talk as he led me across to his fiery furnaces. “Who was that my lord?”
      


      
        “Ragnar Hairy-Breeches. He wanted me to serve under him.”
      


      
        Bjorn snorted, “The impudence of it. Everyone knows you have the sword touched by the gods. What does he have?”
      


      
        I smiled as I said, “Hairy breeches?”
      


      
        We both laughed and Aiden and the smiths all looked up as we walked in; wondering what the joke was. They all bowed and I could see the look of excitement on Aiden’s face. He kept glancing up at the greybeard Torin who also looked extremely pleased with himself.
      


      
        “First, my lord, the helmet!”
      


      
        Like a conjuror he whipped the cloth from the helmet. Even though I had had much say in the design, Bjorn Bagsecgson had outdone himself and his mighty father. It was jet black with a mask for the eyes. He had cunningly worked the eyes so that, inlaid with silver, they swept upwards and it did look wolf like. Aiden had also produced a thing of beauty with his silver work. I could see that Bjorn must have cast it with the indentations but Aiden had filled them with silver that was so delicate it looked like the fine work on the lace collar of Kara’s dress. The lines swept around it, accentuating the sweep of the eyes and the silver above looked like eyebrows.
      


      
        “Turn it my lord!”
      


      
        As I did so I saw the black mail which hung from loops firmly fitted into the edge of the helmet.
      


      
        “Magnificent.”
      


      
        “Now try it on my lord. We have made a leather insert to protect your head. With the leather cap fitted the helmet slipped on well and was a good tight fit. It was then I realised that he had put holes for my ears. It was important, in battle, to hear as well as see. I took it off again to inspect it. I saw the helmet came out slightly and had a slight edge to it. The effect was of a couched wolf’s ears. “Well done Bjorn!”
      


      
        I saw him blush with pride as I put it back on.
      


      
        “I took the liberty, my lord of fetching your wolf cloak so that I could fit the hooks. Aiden, attach it.”
      


      
        I could not see what the young smith was doing but eventually he came to the front and said, “Done, my lord.”
      


      
        I swung my head but nothing moved. “How have you done this?”
      


      
        “We put hooks on your mail too so that the weight is spread. I am afraid, my lord, that you will always need someone to help you dress and undress from your mail.”
      


      
        “I’ll do it my lord!”
      


      
        Aiden’s small voice piped up making us all laugh. “We will see. Now take it from me please.”
      


      
        Once it was removed I looked at it again. It was all that I had hoped. The last part, the beetle juice would have to wait until we went on a raid. I wrapped the cloak around the helmet to hide it from prying eyes. I saw that Aiden was almost bursting with excitement. Bjorn nodded and he raced to the back of the workshop. He took a small wooden chest from under a workbench and reverently brought it to us. He held it out and Torin slowly opened it. He removed one of the arm rings. It was beautiful. There were tiny twists of gold which had been turned until they formed one solid band. On its own it was a fine gift but it was the clasp which made it truly breathtaking. It was a wolf leaping and the detailing was superb. You could make out all of the wolf’s features even though it was no bigger than my thumb. It was a work of art.
      


      
        Torin nodded and smiled when he saw my reaction. “The twisted gold was my contribution.” He smiled. “And it is fine work but young Aiden here made the moulds for the wolves and cast them himself.”
      


      
        I looked at Aiden who stood grinning. “You cast this? Well done.”
      


      
        “My lord, he made each wolf so that it was different. Each wolf had a different mould. The work involved made my head spin. He will be a master goldsmith.”
      


      
        I went to the chest and looked inside. Each wolf was unique. Some looked to the left, some to the right. Some were head on. Some had a paw raised others had two paws raised. “I cannot believe this, Aiden. It is more than magnificent, it is a wonder.” I looked at Bjorn. “Did I pay enough for such workmanship?”
      


      
        Bjorn shrugged, “I do not think so but Aiden was reluctant to take any.”
      


      
        “I thought so.” I reached into my leather pouch and took out a Frankish gold piece. I gave it to Torin. ”Here master, this is for you and your apprentice.”
      


      
        Torin smiled, “I am glad that I came to this island with my family. Here I am treated as a craftsman. Thank you my lord.”
      


      
        “Aiden, carry the chest to my hall with me. I may have another task for you.”
      


      
        When we reached my hall Scanlan took the box and the mail and took them away. I took out Ragnar’s Spirit. “Bjorn is going to mount a stone for me here in the pommel.” I showed him where it would go. “Having seen your work, for the mount I would like a wolf head with the stone in its mouth.” I saw the question rising and I held up my hand. “I do not know the size of the stone yet but you would need to make the head fit the pommel. It must be sturdy and not come off. Could you do such a carving?”
      


      
        He ran his fingers over the hilt and the pommel. He nodded, “I think so. I will make one as a model. When will you need it?”
      


      
        “Not for many months. I have yet to discover where these stones originate. Probably not until next year.”
      


      
        He looked relieved, “Then I have time my lord.”
      


      
        “Tell me Aiden do you know how old you are?”
      


      
        “I know that I have seen thirteen summers.”
      


      
        I looked at him in surprise. That would make him fourteen or even fifteen but he looked much younger. “I am sorry, Aiden I thought you were younger. I have been treating you as a child almost a man and yet, clearly you are man.”
      


      
        He shrugged, “It was one of the reasons my father did not like me. He called me a ‘scraggy wee shit.’”
      


      
        I thought that was an awful thing to say to a child. “Well, once people realise how good you are with gold you will have them beating your door down.”
      


      
        He looked at me in all seriousness and said, “So long as I can come with you and Snorri on the raids then I do not mind.”
      


      
        After he had gone I wondered again at the effect the Norns were having on my life and that of my people. As the sails disappeared west I wondered if I had seen the last of this Ragnar.
      

    

  


  
    
      


      


      



      


      
        

      

      
        


        Chapter 3


        
          

        


        On Saturday the fleet lord throws off the long tarpaulin, where splendid widows gaze on the planking of the dragon from the town. The young ruler steered the brand-new warship west out of the Nio and the oars of the warriors fall into the sea.


        Þjóðólfr Arnórsson (11th century)


        


        
          I knew that I was being a little dramatic but I needed to make the beginning of our raid auspicious. My warriors all knew that we would be raiding the lands around Anglesey but I had kept the details from them. This time we would not just raid and run, we would spend some time in Cymru. It was a calculated risk; I did not think that there would be much opposition there and we were close enough to home to be able to return quickly.
        


        
          I had Scanlan assemble the warriors in the fort. This, in itself was unusual, and I knew their curiosity would be aroused. I was already there, in the hall the guards used. Aiden and Dargh had finished dressing me in my new helmet and strengthened cloak. Dargh had applied the beetle juice.
        


        
          Although the hall was only lit by the fire the effect was spectacular. At least judging by the reaction of my two helpers it was.
        


        
          “My lord, that looks truly terrifying.” Dargh’s words reassured me. It was the effect I had hoped to achieve. I did not want to look foolish.
        


        
          Aiden nodded, “Now I can see why Bjorn made the helmet the way he did.”
        


        
          “Tell me when the warriors are assembled; Dargh and Aiden prepare the chest.”
        


        
          Almost as soon as he peered out of the door he said, “They are here.”
        


        
          I drew my sword and, as Dargh flung the door fully open, I stepped out. I did not say a word I just raised the sword which flashed in the afternoon sun. The assembly of warriors all began screaming and banging their shields. It was the effect I had wanted.
        


        
          When they quietened down I spoke. “My warriors we are going to the mainland to seek treasure and glory. We will not raid and run. We will be there for the winter. When we return we will be the richest warriors this side of Valhalla!”
        


        
          That was what they wished to hear and they began chanting again. I gestured for Aiden and he stood next to me. I sheathed Ragnar’s Spirit which silenced the warriors. He opened the chest.
        


        
          “Some of you,” I pointed to the Ulfheonar all marked by the wolf cloak, “have been my brothers since the time I first became a warrior. I have a gift for each of you. It is something which will mark you as a wolf.” I took one out and walked towards them. Aiden followed. I gave one to Haaken and then the rest of the warriors. I could see that they were touched by the gesture. As I gave each one his arm ring they dropped to their knees and placed it on their right arm.
        


        
          Haaken spoke, “I speak for the Ulfheonar. We are oathsworn until death.”
        


        
          I knew already of their loyalty but the simple oath was oddly reassuring. “Then let us go and become rich!”
        


        
          We marched down to the boat with Haaken leading the singing. Outside the gate Rolf and my other warriors waited and then they marched down behind us. We were all in our war gear with brightly burnished weapons. They were the warriors of Man and they were going a-Viking! The people, my people, knew that we were leaving and they lined the track from the hill fort to the ships which bobbed up and down in the setting sun. Erik Short Toe and Cnut Sweynson would have the oars all ready. Rolf’s ship’s boys would be waiting at his boat. I felt happier leaving my settlement with Dargh and his twenty warriors guarding it. Those and the other fifteen men of Hrams-a would defend my family and my land with their lives.
        


        
          Erika and Arturus stood by ‘Wolf’. I knew that Arturus would be unhappy. Aiden would be with us as well as Snorri and my son would be left with the women. Soon I would have to take him along but, for the present, he could stay with his mother. The sea was a dangerous place and when I captained my ship I had only one thought on my mind; the safety of the ship. When Arturus came he would take his chances like the other ship’s boys. There would be no favourites; not even for the son of Dragon Heart.
        


        
          Erika put her arms around me. It was the first time she had seen me in the helmet with the red eyes. She managed, with difficulty, to kiss my lips. “You look fierce my husband. You will terrify the Cymri.”
        


        
          “I hope so. We will be away for the winter but I will send a ship back from time to time. You will have news.”
        


        
          “I fear not; your mother and Ragnar will watch over you.”
        


        
          The rest of the warriors were aboard with oars raised. I stepped from the harbour wall to the waiting ship and the people cheered. I stood by the steering board. This was so well practised that no words were needed. The boat was pushed away from the land and the tide began to take her. I worked the steering board to make our departure easier. It would be inauspicious for us to have to be pushed from the land. I nodded to Erik and the sail was lowered. This was a new sail and had upon it a black wolf with red eyes. As it cascaded down it brought a collective ooh from the people who were watching. I knew that the gods favoured us when the breeze caught the sail and filled it. We began to move away into the darkness of the east.
        


        
          Once the land behind us disappeared I turned to Aiden. “The helmet.”
        


        
          He unhooked the cloak and I was able to take off the helmet. Although it was a comfortable fit it was pleasant to have the cool night air refresh my face. Aiden folded the cloak and placed it in the chest at the stern, along with my helmet.
        


        
          The wind was with us and the men did not need to row. There was no rush. So long as we reached our destination by morning then all would be well. Haaken and Cnut came aft to stand with me. They were both fingering their arm rings. “Do you think the other warriors will resent my present to the Ulfheonar?”
        


        
          “You jest, my lord, it will make them all eager to become Ulfheonar and receive your generosity. You had no need to do this.”
        


        
          “I know Haaken. I chose to do it. I know, better than anyone, what I owe to the warriors who have fought alongside me for so long.” Erik and Cnut Sweynson had tied off the sail and stood by the stern. “So Erik, are you ready to steer?”
        


        
          His face lit up. “I am my lord.”
        


        
          I pointed to the north star and then to the south east. “There is the North Star, use that as your guide and keep her in that direction.” He touched the steering board as though it was red hot. “It will not bite and I will be watching.” I leaned in and said, “Small movements eh?” He grinned and nodded.
        


        
          The three of us moved to one side to allow the young warrior to steer for the first time. Olaf the Toothless had done the same with me. Although I spoke with Cnut and Haaken, my eyes never left the dragon prow. I watched for any slight deviation from course.
        


        
          Cnut looked at me and stared at my eyes. “Even in the dark the red looks frightening. I shall have to try it. What is it?”
        


        
          “Crushed beetles; it is what the women wear on their lips and cheeks. I wanted to create the effect of a wolf. We are small in numbers and so we need to make them fear our coming.”
        


        
          “Where do we head then? I know it is Cymru and Anglesey but where precisely?”
        


        
          “Ragnar Hairy-Breeches told me that there are two monasteries which have many riches. The first is by the river they call Clwyd. I have a mind to take that one first. It will give us a base and then we can sail south to the second one.”
        


        
          “I have heard of this monastery. It is said there is a fort on the hill nearby.” Haaken spoke with everyone who visited our land. He had an insatiable appetite for knowledge about new places.
        


        
          I nodded; it was not new information. “After I had spoken with Ragnar I travelled to Duboglassio and saw Olaf and Prince Butar. They confirmed it. However the fort was not built by the Saxons but an older people. It will be new to our enemies. This will be the first assault on their land and we will have the element of surprise.” I glanced astern to see if Rolf was keeping station. The small light at his prow showed that he was. We had a candle protected by a thin clay jar at ours. Aiden would watch it and ensure it stayed lit.
        


        
          “We have two ships and that means that we can cover a larger area. I want them to think there are more of us than there actually are. That way it will prevent them from concentrating their forces against us. Once we have captured the monasteries and stripped them of their riches then we will move on to the golden isle and that is where the real treasure will be.”
        


        
          “The real treasure?”
        


        
          “Aye Cnut; food for our people. We will put bread in their mouths.”
        


        
          It was still dark when I took hold of the steering board again for we were approaching the coast. My warriors took up their oars and Aiden signalled Rolf to do the same. We began to row steadily along the coast towards the estuary of the Maeresea and the Dee. I wondered if we would see Ragnar and his boats. I knew that I had chosen this route and this raid because the Saxons would be watching Ragnar and his men. I hoped that we could just arrive in an empty land stripped of warriors.
        


        
          The two estuaries appeared empty but, as it was still dark I knew that that could be an illusion. You could smell the land now and that meant there were villages close by. I saw the island as it loomed up out of the sea to the south and west of us; the first hint of dawn highlighted the huge mountain. We would be close now. I said quietly, “Get the sail down.”
        


        
          Once the sail was lowered we slowed perceptibly. I was now dependent upon the eyes of Erik and Cnut who would clamber up the mast and the dragon prow to watch for the estuary. Dawn was coming and I could see more shapes materialise from the darkness of the land. Suddenly I heard the tolling of a bell and I knew what that meant, a monastery. We were close.
        


        
          I heard a low whistle and looked up to see Erik waving his left arm. “Slow down!” I turned the steering board and Aiden signalled Rolf astern of us although the light was now good enough for him to discern our movements.
        


        
          And then I saw the river. It was not as big as the Dee but it was big enough for our small drekar. “Up oars!” I almost whispered the command and it was passed forward like a hiss. I continued to work the steering board to edge us towards the north bank of the river. It was clear when we were in the river from the motion of the boat. It was smoother. I could hear the bell tolling clearly now. It appeared to be from the northern bank of the river. We were getting close. I saw some rocks and, above them, trees. It would shelter us from view. I nudged us in. We were barely making way and I said to Cnut, “Row Cnut, just four or five strokes.” Cnut’s men were on the right and the effect was to move us sideways.
        


        
          Erik leapt over the side into the foaming waters with the rope and waded to the shore. Once there he scrambled up the bank and tied the rope to the nearest large tree. Haaken’s men hauled us until we felt the boat strike the sand. We had arrived.
        


        
          We scrambled ashore taking our shields and weapons with us. I waved Haaken and Cnut forward and they ran towards the sound of the distant bell. We knew it would soon stop but it would not take them long to locate the source of the sound. As Aiden fitted my cloak I watched as Rolf and his warriors waded ashore. Unlike my Ulfheonar, only a few of Rolf’s warriors wore full mail. Mail was expensive but, once we returned from this raid, they would be able to afford to buy a byrnie each.
        


        
          “Leave four of your men with the boys to watch the boats.”
        


        
          They would be four disappointed warriors but they knew that their time would come. Young Sweyn Olegson was waiting for us four hundred paces down the trail. “Haaken has found the monastery.” He pointed down the valley. “It is close to the river on a small knoll.”
        


        
          Things were going smoothly. We loped easily along the trail. Dawn was breaking now and we could see, for ourselves, the fort on the hill side overlooking the bend in the river and, closer to us, the buildings which made up the monastery.
        


        
          Rolf ran alongside me. “No wall.”
        


        
          “No wall indeed. You take your men and capture the monastery. I will take my Ulfheonar to watch for warriors coming from the fort.” I wondered if Rolf would question my orders. He and his men were always keen to be the first into action.
        


        
          He gave a wry smile, “Very well my lord.”
        


        
          I found Haaken and the rest of my men in a small dell hidden from the fort by hedges and spindly trees. Our cloaks and black armour hid us. Four of the Ulfheonar had arrows notched in their bows. There were just twenty of us but I knew it would be more than enough for whatever they sent from the fort.
        


        
          We used hand signals and I spread my men out on both sides of me. Haaken had stopped at a trail made by feet going from the fort to the monastery. It seemed likely that it would be the route they would take if the monastery was under attack.
        


        
          Haaken was next to me. He rubbed his dead eye. I know that it sometimes irritated him even though it contained nothing but a scar. “Will they come, and, will they fight?”
        


        
          “Since the Saxons embraced the White Christ it seems they have become more passionate about religion. They will come.”
        


        
          Below us, at the monastery all was silent. Rolf would be ensuring that all the doors and entrances were covered before he began his attack. Many of his men bore cudgels. The priests sometimes fought back, but rarely with weapons. As some of them wore fine clothes a cudgel caused less blood and yet still incapacitated the priest. We had learned how to deal with these troublesome Christians.
        


        
          Then I heard one strangled scream. It pierced the night and seemed to echo around the hills. It was almost as though it was the signal for mayhem. We could hear the shouts, cries and death screams from below. My warriors did not need telling that the Saxons from the fort would investigate. I unsheathed Ragnar’s Spirit. I still had the relatively plain scabbard. Scanlan was still working on my new one. However the blade was still as magical as ever and I felt its power course through me like blood.
        


        
          I heard a horn call the garrison to arms. I could picture them now; those warriors who had just been breaking fast or waking would be racing to don their armour and collect the weapons. Those on duty would be cursing the delay in their own meal. But none would know what awaited them in the dell on the Clwyd; they knew not that there were Ulfheonar eager to end their lives. Each of my warriors would be desperate to add to his collection of warrior bands on their swords. They all had the added incentive of the golden wolf arm ring which adorned their right arm. An arm ring like that told an enemy of the status of the warrior he faced. He would know he was fighting the best and that would, inevitably, make him more cautious.
        


        
          Cnut was furthest up the hill and he gave a low whistle. They were coming. I saw the four archers pull back their bows. The first the Saxons would know would be when they were plucking the barbs from their dead comrade’s bodies. The light was a little better now and I saw, for myself, the column of men who trotted up the trail. I saw that they were led by three warriors in mail but the rest just appeared to have helmets, shields and spears. The warriors disappeared from view along the trail as it twisted around the hill and it was difficult to count them but I estimated thirty at least.
        


        
          My archers released their flights when the first Saxons were just forty paces from the ambush. They aimed, not at the mailed warriors, but at the ones behind. Three fell; at least two of them looked to be dead. It took a few moments for them to realise they were under attack and four more arrows hurtled towards them. Even though shields went up two still found their mark. I heard their leader order them into a wedge. Normally this would be a good formation but not when descending a hill through undergrowth.
        


        
          “Ulfheonar!”
        


        
          We began to move towards them. I knew that the gods were with us when the shaft of sunlight suddenly picked out my sword. Cnut later told me that it also sparkled on my wolf mask. What I did see was the look of horror on the faces of the Saxons as they beheld what must have seemed like daemons from the underworld.
        


        
          “God help us! Vikings!”
        


        
          We had already gained the upper hand by just being us. I ran at the warrior who was leading the wedge. He had mail armour and a full face helmet. His sword was shorter than mine but broader. I saw his eyes flick to my shield and the wolf’s head. Even as I swung my sword overhand I wondered if he had heard of me.
        


        
          His shield came up to counter the blow. I saw his arm forced down. On my right Haaken stabbed into the side of the warrior in the second rank. The undulating land had meant they were not a tight formation and Haaken, even with one eye, was too good not to take advantage. Their leader edged around to face the new threat on his left. I punched with my shield and made him step back. Already the cohesion of the wedge was gone. They were trying to fight as one but they were facing individuals. I feinted a downward strike and then stabbed at his middle. He did not get his shield around in time and I felt the links as they ripped. His leather protection prevented a killing blow but he now looked worried. He swung his sword and I parried with my own. I smiled as slivers of metal were peeled from his inferior blade and it began to bend. I leaned into him with my shield and put my whole weight behind it. He should have had the advantage but he forgot he was on a hill and he tripped. I sliced my sword across his unprotected throat and almost severed his head. Tostig, behind me completed the job and, taking the helmet off held the head by its hair. The blood dripped down on to the corpse.
        


        
          The Saxons saw the bloody head of their leader and turning, tried to flee up the hill. My four archers sent arrow after arrow into their unprotected backs. My Ulfheonar were the fittest warriors I knew and we soon caught them and slew them as they fled. I could see, ahead, that the garrison was trying to close the gates of their wooden fort but the survivors were desperately trying to get in. Cnut reached their first and I watched as he furiously fought those attempting to make it a fort once more. I could not leave my friend alone and I rushed forward. I saw the axe as it sliced down towards Cnut and I hurled myself forward like a giant spear. Keeping my head down I crashed into the door, then the axe and finally the warrior. We fell in a heap. I saw his terrified face as he looked up into my wolf mask and he screamed. I leapt to my feet and skewered him to the ground.
        


        
          My Ulfheonar had all followed me and they poured through the open door. We were truly wolves. I saw only terrified faces and they began to surrender. There were just fifteen warriors left and they knelt before us.
        


        
          “Haaken secure the prisoners. Cnut, guard the gate. Tostig and Sweyn, see to the wounded.” I needed my helmet off and I lifted it up and off my shoulder. I undid the hooks from the cloak. It was too hot now for such things.
        


        
          Tostig came to me. “A few wounded. There is just Erik Carlson who is in Valhalla. He died well. There were two mailed warriors and four others dead around him.”
        


        
          I nodded, “When we return to the ship we will take his body with us. See if you can find some shackles for these slaves. They may decide to make a break for freedom and I am not done with them yet.”
        


        
          When he returned he had done well. He had found a cart as well as a few shackles. “Shackle the big fellows. They can pull the cart. Put Erik in the cart.” Even as he was lifted on the cart I remembered that he had been one who had just been married by me. His wife would now be a widow. We put the armour and weapons on the cart. There was a haul of coins from the bodies which we collected too. Once we were ready we headed back to the monastery and the boats. My archers watched the Saxon prisoners like hawks. It was not the big ones who tried to run but one of the smaller, younger warriors. Two arrows pierced his back as he tried to escape.
        


        
          I shouted, in Saxon, “I can kill you all. It would not worry me. If you try to run, you will die, that I promise you.”
        


        
          I could see the terror in their faces at my voice. When we reached the monastery Rolf was already herding the surviving monks together. I nodded to the pile of plates, candlesticks and books. “A good haul then?”
        


        
          “Aye my lord. They did put up a fight but it was nothing to hurt us.”
        


        
          I nodded to Erik. “We lost one of my Ulfheonar.”
        


        
          “He died well?”
        


        
          “He died well. His widow will be rich.”
        


        
          He nodded. A dead warrior received the same share as a living one and Erik had slain two mailed warriors. She would be a fine catch for another warrior.
        


        
          “Get the treasure on ‘Wolf’ as well as Erik.”
        


        
          Haaken looked at me, “We are going home?”
        


        
          I smiled, “Still eager for more?” I did not wait for an answer. “No, but I shall send the slaves and the treasure home. They can row. We will wait here until it returns. This is a safe place now that we have eliminated the fort. We can scout out the next one while we await the return of our ship.”
        


        
          He seemed relieved, “I will detail a crew.”
        


        
          I put my hand on his arm, “We will just need eight. Make it a balance of Ulfheonar and Rolf’s crew. We play no favourites.”
        


        
          “Aye my lord.”
        


        
          I waved Tostig over, “You did well today. You will return to Hrams-a with ‘Wolf’, hand the prisoners and treasure over to Scanlan. He will know what to do with both until we return. Tell my wife how Erik died and she will know what to do. The next time I send a ship back we will need more warriors. You had better tell Dargh.”
        


        
          He nodded and then a puzzled look came upon his face. “I can use the slaves to row home but how do I get back with just eight men to row?”
        


        
          I shook my head, “The same way we sailed over here. The winds are from the west at this time of year. You only need the rowers for one way.”
        


        
          After they had left we put a guard of the boys on the boats and headed to the monastery to enjoy the fruits of our victory. The boys would enjoy the river. They would fish and pretend to be warriors such as us. I had done the same. It was part of the training to become a warrior.
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        


        


        



        


        
          

        

        
          


          Chapter 4


          
            

          


          A wash he needs when he sits to eat,


          A towel and a hearty welcome.


          Good humour, if he can manage it,


          Converse and time to respond.


          Hávamál


          


          
            “Rolf, take your ship and sail as far as the island. I would know what to expect.” I put my hand on his arm. “Do not be seen.”
          


          
            He laughed, “Do I look like a Saxon? Fear not they will not even know we are close.”
          


          
            The monks of St.Asaph lived and ate well. The beds had goose down and the wine and food were of the highest quality. Cnut set the guards and we enjoyed a feast. I made sure that they took it easy on the heady wine that the priests enjoyed but it was good to relax out of our armour and eat well. Haaken told tales of Erik’s bravery. He began to compose a saga about his death too. Each dead Ulfheonar would be remembered. It was what we did when we had fought. We did not forget the dead. Rolf arrived back before dark. The days were still long.
          


          
            “I have seen the fort and the monastery. They are much better constructed than here. They are made partly of stone. The fort and the monastery share a wall. He used his knife to carve a map into the oak table. The wall runs from the sea to the mountain. There is a wall which surrounds the buildings too. They nestle into the rock.” He shook his head. “It would be expensive to attack.”
          


          
            “We will wait for the morning.” I pointed out to the south. “Our men watch the only road from the south. They will know nothing of our presence. We still have time. If we sleep on this then we may find an answer.” I looked out of the window at the huge mountain which towered over the island, the valley and the sea. “That is an ancient and holy place. Perhaps it does not like the White Christ either.”
          


          
            That night, as I lay, slightly inebriated I must confess, I found myself dreaming. Unlike many I always dreamed but they seemed particularly vivid that night. When I awoke I remembered every detail and I was excited. The mountain had given me a way in! The gods wanted us to win.
          


          
            We ate well as we waited for our ship to return. I ate with Rolf, Cnut and Haaken. I explained my idea as I pointed at the carved map on the table. “From what you say, Rolf, they have effectively placed a barrier from the mountain to the sea. Walls protect from east and west while the mountain guards the south and the sea the north.” He nodded. “I dreamed last night of the mountains of home. I saw Ragnar and his mountain eyrie. I grew there.”
          


          
            Rolf’s face showed his mystification. Haaken smiled, “Dragon Heart here was a slave to a half blind and crippled old man, Prince Butar’s father and he served him high in the mountains. It was there he saved the old man from wolves and became a free man.”
          


          
            Rolf nodded his understanding, “And in my dream I remembered how even an old crippled warrior could make his way through the narrow and high places of the mountains. We are younger and we are more agile. We will climb the mountain and descend into the monastery from the mountain side.”
          


          
            I could see my Ulfheonar smiling at the prospect but Rolf did not look convinced. “But, my lord, you would be travelling through an unknown and difficult terrain.”
          


          
            “I know and had Ragnar not appeared to me last night in the form of a dragon then I would not attempt it.”
          


          
            That had not only the three of them intrigued but the others who were nearby. They all turned to listen. “I dreamed that smoke came from the mountain. I wandered up to investigate and found myself in a cave. There I heard Ragnar’s voice but when I looked it was a mighty dragon which spoke. He told me to climb upon his back and when I did so he flew from the cave and swooped down to the monastery and the walls. There I saw the Saxons and they watched out to sea. There were our two ships and no one watched the mountain. Ragnar’s voice told me to use the mountain and he would watch over us.”
          


          
            I could see that the Ulfheonar were convinced. They all knew of Ragnar. They had all been there when my sword had been touched by the gods. To them Ragnar was as real as my sword. Rolf and the others saw it only as a mystical dream.
          


          
            “When ‘Wolf’ returns you will divide your men, Rolf, between the two ships. I want you to sail around the island and then through the narrow straits to the monastery. Intrigue the Saxons and make them think there are more of you than there are. I want their attention on the sea and not the mountain. That should give us time to get into position. Do not put the ships in danger. You are the threat. You are the bait. I need you to hold their attention so that the Ulfheonar can enter the monastery unseen.”
          


          
            Rolf saw the merits of the plan even if he did not agree with it. “When will you leave, my lord?”
          


          
            I smiled, “Why now of course. It will take us some time to get into position. I estimate it will take us all day to reach the mountain and find a way down. Our other boat will not be here until noon which means you will be close to the monastery by dawn. It is when they will expect an attack and we can use the darkness to close with the monastery. If we manage to get in early then we will send a signal.”
          


          
            “What signal?”
          


          
            “We will use a flame arrow. No matter what the time of day when we are safely within their walls then we will send the signal. Land the men safely and approach their main gate to the east. We will be there.”
          


          
            There was a pause as the information was digested. “And if there is no signal?”
          


          
            I looked at each of them in turn. “Then Ragnar will have abandoned us. We will be dead and you will return to my wife with the news of my death.”
          


          
            There was no more to be said. We gathered as much food and as many skins for water as we could. There were two hill ponies in the grounds and we packed those with as much as they could carry. There were just thirteen of us who would be attempting the climb. Tostig was still with ‘Wolf’. The priests of the White Christ believed that thirteen was an unlucky number; they were wrong. There were thirteen of my Ulfheonar left and for us that was good fortune. When we returned in the spring then there would be others who had proved themselves worthy of joining us but I was happy to be going with such an elite band of brothers.
          


          
            We made no goodbyes for we would see Rolf and the other warriors the next day. And if we did not return then we would see them in Valhalla when we would tell them of our glorious deaths.
          


          
            Beorn led for he was a good tracker and could almost smell out a hidden trail. We would not have to climb the mountain; just find a way around the walls using the forests as cover. There were farms and isolated houses. We avoided those. Our dark cloaks and masked faces aided our disguise. We were able to move quickly and quietly through the land. Just before noon we crossed a small river. It was shallow enough to wade and fresh enough to drink. We rested in the shade of some nearby trees.
          


          
            As we ate more of the monastery’s fine food Thorkell the Tall waved an expansive hand. “This is good country. This is land ripe for settlement.” He pointed to the sea glistening blue and grey in the distance. “We are close enough to the sea and yet there is good farmland too. I have seen few people and I like that.”
          


          
            Ulf asked, “You prefer it to Man?”
          


          
            Thorkell gave a worried glance in my direction. I smiled, “You will not offend me by speaking the truth.”
          


          
            He seemed relieved, “Then, yes I would. When we first came to Man it was a good land but now there are many incomers. Do not get me wrong they are good people but I feel a little crowded. Anyway, Ulf, do not tell me that you do not miss the crags and fjords of home.”
          


          
            A grin broke on the big man’s face. “You are right it is good land. It has air that you can breathe and I think this mountain would have snow in winter. I miss snow.”
          


          
            Haaken threw him a quizzical look and Ulf said, “Not all winter but just enough so that you know it is a different season to autumn. Yes, I could have a home here.”
          


          
            “Ah but you would have to fight the Cymri and the Saxons.”
          


          
            “And when were you averse to a little fighting, Einar?”
          


          
            Einar laughed, “You are right. I can see the attraction of this land now., A good place to live and many Saxons to kill!”
          


          
            I stood, “When we have completed our task then we can think of settling but I do agree this is fine land.” I paused, “I believe that my mother’s people ruled here in times past.”
          


          
            That surprised all but Haaken and Cnut. Einar touched his wolf arm ring and said, “Wyrd. Then this was meant to be.”
          


          
            Beorn soon found a mountain stream which came from the west. We followed it and the sides of the valley seemed to grow ever higher and steeper. The valley bottom was much shallower and flatter. The valley looked as though someone had used tools to make it the smooth shape it appeared. It was now some time since we had seen any farms. It was wild untamed country but a man could farm this valley and nature itself would protect him. We passed a small lake. We paused there. Harald Green Eye was a fisherman and he gave an approving nod. “Fine place to fish. Thorkell is right. We could live here.”
          


          
            Beorn had ranged ahead and we saw him wave from the col. To our left we could see three mountains, each rising higher than the last. The third one was the mountain of my dream. The one they called Wyddfa in the old tongue. When we reached Beorn he seemed excited. “See, my lord. This is the back of a ridge and the streams all run down towards the sea from here. I can see one yonder and that will be our route down.”
          


          
            We had to clamber and scramble to cross the lower part of the mountain and the saddle of land but we made good time knowing that soon we would be within spying distance of our objective. The gods were with us. We would be above the fort and the monastery before dark. We would be able to have some rest before we entered their place of safety. I knew that they would have no idea that we were present. We could see the sea but we could see no buildings. I just had the map in my mind which Rolf had carved on the table for me. I also had the voices in my head which would warn me if I deviated from my predetermined course. I was walking the way the spirits wished me to. It made decision making easy.
          


          
            The path down the stream was not an easy one. The only other occupants of the hillside were the odd sheep or goat. Obviously they had escaped captivity. Had there been people around they would be penned. The trail we walked was a sheep walk. We needed great care as we trudged along it for there were steep drops and it was littered with sharp rocks.
          


          
            Then Beorn held up his hand. Ahead of us was a small settlement with a crude fence around it. I suspected the fence was to keep out wolves; the animal kind rather than us. We would have to go around it. Part of me was tempted to attack it and eliminate the danger it posed but then I realised that would jeopardise our real task. There was high land to the west and we took that route. Once again we found a lake and shelter in the form of trees which ringed it. It was a tense time but, as the sun began to drop beneath the western sky we detected the first sign of the Saxon monastery. We heard the sound of the tolling bell; the monks were being called from the fields. Soon we would be able to see it.
          


          
            Beorn ran ahead as we made sure we had left no trail for the villagers to follow. He returned and pointed to a ridge ahead of us. “That is the ridge which marks the edge of the fort. We are there.”
          


          
            It was a hard climb up the craggy, rocky and precipitous wall of stone. However we had time and we were patient. When we reached the top we sheltered beneath the protection of the ridge to look at the settlement below. Peering down we saw that the fort had been built first and was well laid out. Whoever had built the fort and the wall had done a good job and they had cleared the forest for at least a hundred paces. Now, however, they had neglected to maintain their defences and the trees had begun sprouting. They were just man height or a little higher but they would give us cover when we descended. The monastery had been added later and was beyond the main defences. There was a substantial wooden wall which would slow down an attacker; nothing more.
          


          
            There was no wall facing us. It was just a steep, rock strewn slope which ended at the fort. It looked to be an almost vertical cliff at the end. The closer I looked the more I saw that it could be climbed. I shaded my eyes against the setting sun. It would have set in an hour. Dare I take a chance? If we descended in the dusk we would have a better idea of the problems which might face us on the climb down.
          


          
            “Beorn, you have good eyes; can you see any guards facing this way?”
          


          
            He bellied up the ridge and scanned the buildings below us. They were a good eight hundred paces away but Beorn was a hunter and had excellent eyesight. Slithering down he shook his head. “No, my lord. There are no guards facing this way.”
          


          
            I turned to the others. “Then let us make our way to the rock wall and we will use the scrubby trees for cover. Move slowly.” I realised as I added the last comment that it was unnecessary. They knew what to do.
          


          
            We half ran and half crouched our way to the trees. We moved from side to side and I hoped that we would appear as shadows. We took our time and reached the wall above the fort before the sun had set. We all kept as still as possible and each of us peered down the rocky wall to see the best way down.
          


          
            I would consult with the others but, to me, it did not look as hard as I had expected. It was not as vertical as I had thought. The angle had deceived me. Small trees and bushes had sprouted and would give hand holds. The rocks themselves would also enable us to go down the slope steadily. Once I had seen that I could get down I began to scan the walls to see the defences.
          


          
            There were two gates: one at the east and one at the west. Beyond that there were ditches; three of them. I began counting guards. I suspected there would be fewer once night fell but we would err on the side of caution. I counted eight men on each gate but only three on each wall. As far as I could see none watched the sea and, as we had deduced, none watched the mountain. These were sloppy Saxons They looked to the old Roman Road which passed through the monastery and the fort.
          


          
            I slid down the slope away from view. My men joined me. “I think we can get down. I think that we could take one gate easily.”
          


          
            Ulf said, “I saw a warrior hall. It looks large enough to accommodate a large number of men.”
          


          
            I nodded, “I would expect no less. I have in mind to go down sooner rather than later. We can kill the guards on one gate and replace them. If we eliminate the patrolling guards then we can replace them too. That will just leave one gate and it may prove possible to get rid of those too.”
          


          
            Haaken looked dubious. “The guards we see outnumber us already. We would have to kill them and then guard all night. I do not know about you but I need some sleep.”
          


          
            “And we will sleep. We will pair up. One man sleeps for an hour and then wakes the other.” I paused, “We are Ulfheonar.”
          


          
            Haaken gave a cynical laugh, “And we always do the impossible. Let’s get on with it then!” He looked at Cnut and then me. “Have you the beetle juice?”
          


          
            I nodded and handed over the small jar. They all smeared it on their eyes and I saw, for the first time, the effect. It was terrifying.
          


          
            When they had finished Haaken said, “Now we are ready!”
          


          
            We returned to the crest and then each made our own way down. There was little point in giving orders we all had to concentrate on the task in hand. We clambered down in the half light of dusk. The rays from the setting sun gave us enough light to see where we were going and we just had to get down slowly.
          


          
            I was a little slower than some and when I reached the crudely made path I found Thorkell and Beorn already there. I took out my seax. This would be knife work. My shield still lay across my back. When all of my men made it safely down, I led the way and headed towards the eastern gate. It was where I had told Rolf that we would be. We moved silently. Our armour and our leather did not creak to give us away; we had prepared too well for that to happen. I saw that one of the sentries was heading our way. I waved my men down and tapped Beorn on the shoulder. He ghosted along the wall. The sentry was looking to the east. I watched as Beorn’s hand came up around the sentry’s mouth and then the dagger sliced across his throat showering the wall with warm blood. It looked as though someone had thrown a goblet of red wine on the white stone. I joined Beorn and we slipped the body over the wall and it landed with a dull thud in the ditch. Cnut took the place of the sentry and began to walk along the wall towards the next Saxon. We crouched in the dark. Cnut was a master with the seax. As he walked towards the sentry I saw that this was the last one before the gate. Once we reached the gate and eliminated the guards there then we could gather our wits once more.
          


          
            When the sentry was pitched over the wall I waved the warriors forward. We paused outside the guard tower. There was a light coming from beneath the door. I could hear them speaking within. I listened and held up three fingers. There were three warriors who were talking. I heard them say the name Scanlan and I assumed that was the guard we had just killed from the way they spoke of him. There might be others but not many and we would outnumber them. This would be the most difficult part. We had to eliminate them without them making a sound. I drew my sword. I had an idea. I nodded to Haaken and Cnut who drew their swords.
          


          
            I took a breath and opening the door stepped inside and said in Saxon, “I am the wolf who devoured Scanlan come to feast on you.” The three of them were seated around a table and I saw the terror in their eyes as they peered up at my wolf helmet and red eyes. I stabbed the one closest to me in the throat. Haaken took the second and Cnut the third. They had been so terrified by my appearance that they had been mesmerised. Haaken waved the others inside the gate house tower. We waited to see if the other guard, on the far side of the gate, had heard anything. When his footsteps approached Beorn stood behind the door.
          


          
            “Aethelward, what was that noise I heard?”
          


          
            I suddenly began to laugh as though I had heard the funniest story ever. I pointed to Haaken who also laughed. It must have allayed the last sentry’s fears for he said, “Tell me the…” as he opened the door. He got no further for Beorn grabbed his arm, pulled him in and, slitting his throat, silenced him.
          


          
            We pitched the bodies over the wall into the ditch and Carl took the sentry’s place. There were no more sentries on our side of the fort and I decided we would not risk taking out the other guards. We had one gate secured. I spoke quietly. “Try to get some sleep. We need to be rested before daw and Rolf come.”
          


          
            I would not sleep for I could not. I was the jarl and I had much to think on. I sheathed my sword and went down the stairs to the gate. I saw that it was a simple bar. I would not risk moving it too soon in case one of the guards on the other gate noticed it. Once at ground level I could see the warrior hall with the dim light glowing from beneath the door. There were other buildings but none had any light. That meant there were warriors awake in the hall.
          


          
            I ascended the stairs and peered over the parapet. There were three ditches and it looked as though there was a moveable bridge. The Saxons were lazy or overconfident. They had not raised it. The monastery was on the other side of the fort. Even if they tried to flee we could run them down easily. It now all depended on Rolf. I stared into the dark. I could see nothing. I just hoped that he was sailing towards us. I walked towards Thorkell who was playing the part of one of the sentries. I spoke quietly. If any of the guards on the other side saw us it would appear natural.
          


          
            “Have you seen anything?”
          


          
            He shook his head, “One of the sentries on the west wall waved at me and I waved back. There are three sentries on that side.”
          


          
            I nodded. Thorkell was one of the four archers we used. “When I give the word you and the others must take them out.”
          


          
            “We are ready, my lord.”
          


          
            “And the fire arrow?”
          


          
            “It is prepared. We will use the candle in the guard tower to ignite it.”
          


          
            I knew that I was talking because I was nervous and apprehensive. I smiled and returned to the guard tower. Four of my warriors were asleep. I said to the other four. “You too can sleep. I will watch.” They looked as though they might object. “I can watch for us all and I will sleep later when we have captured this fort and this monastery.”
          


          
            They soon fell asleep and I was left to watch the night change to day. As the first slim grey rays appeared I looked towards the sea. Perhaps it was my imagination or wishful thinking but I thought I saw the shapes of my two ships. I stared out towards the sea and saw the shapes move. It was Rolf. I turned and woke my men. Now we had to wait for dawn.
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          


          



          


          
            

          

          
            


            Chapter 5


            
              

            


            
              “Cnut. Go with Haaken down to the gate and prepare to unbar it. If the alarum is sounded then just open it, otherwise wait for my command.”
            


            
              They disappeared and Thorkell came to me. “Shall I prepare the fire arrow?”
            


            
              “Aye.” It was then that I realised I could have risked Rolf and his men landing without any signal. I had assumed the Saxons would have a closer watch. Now, when we released it, the fire arrow would alert the other sentries. Wyrd.
            


            
              “Sweyn, take Ulf and Beorn. When the archers have silenced the walking guards take out the men in the other gatehouse.” Even though we were deviating from our plan he nodded and left.
            


            
              Thorkell had heard me. “We kill the sentries and then loose the fire arrow?”
            


            
              “Can you do it?”
            


            
              He smiled and his teeth glinted in the first sun rays peeping over the mountain. “Aye, we can.”
            


            
              I saw Sweyn and his companions walking across the courtyard. One of the sentries turned to look at them. Thorkell’s arrow found its mark and he fell with just a dull thud. The other two sentries heard the noise and turned. Even as the arrows were hurtling towards them they gave the alarm. Both fell dead but now we would have the garrison to contend with. Thorkell’s fire arrow soared into the sky as Sweyn and the others ran up the stairs. I heard the clash of arms but my attention was on the warrior hall. I saw the door open. Carl loosed his arrow which missed the warrior at the door but slammed into it. The door was hurriedly closed shut again.
            


            
              I risked a glance to the sea and I could see that the two boats had beached and Rolf was leading the warriors towards the gate. They had six hundred paces to cover and we had to buy time.
            


            
              “Ulfheonar, let us go down to the gate.”
            


            
              Sweyn and the others would have to cope on their own at the western gate. The eastern gate was open and we formed a line across it. The Saxons would have to be good to dislodge us.
            


            
              The raid was not going the way I had planned it. That was wyrd. When I was younger I might have worried but I had led enough raids to be able to trust my men and think on my feet. This could still work. The commander of this fort did not make the mistake of coming at us piecemeal. He organised his men into a wedge and they marched towards us. That suited me for the more time they took the better. It also meant that Sweyn and his men were ignored. Thorkell and the archers sent their last flights towards the advancing shield wall. They were good bowmen and I saw Saxons falling.
            


            
              I began to beat my shield with the hilt of my sword. The others took it up and then Haaken began to chant ‘Ulfheonar’. The Saxons would not comprehend its meaning but the sound was hypnotic. I saw some of the Saxons glancing at each other as they advanced. They were wary of us. We were so few that we should be fleeing but we stood and we sang. Then they saw my face and that of my men. The red eyes looked fierce in the early morning light. They approached even more slowly than they had before. I heard the leader exhorting his men. They were less than confident despite our numbers.
            


            
              I heard Rolf and our men as they raced towards us across the shingle and the wooden bridge. I shouted, “Charge!” My handful of men leapt towards the shield wall. I swung Ragnar’s Spirit overhand and smote the shield of their leader. There was an almighty crack and it fell into two pieces. Before he could react I punched him with the boss of my shield and, as he stumbled backwards, I smashed my sword at his helmet. It was a poorly made piece of protection and it split along with his head. With Sweyn and the others attacking the rear the shield wall disintegrated. Rolf and his warriors fell upon the demoralised Saxons. I had little to do as my men ruthlessly despatched the garrison. We had captured the fort and destroyed the protectors of the monastery.
            


            
              “To the monastery before they know who we are!”
            


            
              As we raced towards the western gate I heard the bell in the monastery tolling. They would begin to flee. Rolf’s men were fresher and they reached the gate before we did. They flung it open and I saw the monks as they emerged from their halls and church. They were like ants disturbed and they ran in every direction, many of them clutching their precious books, their treasure. It was a fruitless journey for they had nowhere to run. Rolf and his men ran towards the last gate; the one which protected the monks. It was closed but some monks were attempting to open it. I saw one of Rolf’s men throw a Frankish throwing axe. It thudded into the back of the monk who had reached the bar. He fell to the ground his body contorted with pain. The other monks just froze. Their delay killed them as Rolf’s men cut them down.
            


            
              I stood and watched. I was tired and I was out of breath. This did not need a jarl. The monks who surrendered were tethered whilst those who fought died. It was all over within a short time. We now had a base and we now had a fort. I had gambled and we had won. The gods did, indeed, favour us.
            


            
              The prisoners were rounded up and all placed together under the watchful eyes of Rolf and his men. I knew that the Ulfheonar would be as tired as I was but we had to find the riches of the monastery first. I took off my helmet and cloak. The cool morning air was refreshing. I had worn the helmet for a long time. I laid them both upon my shield. Out victory had been so complete that the only mark on my shield was the blood from their dead leader’s nose when I had struck him. As I led my men into the buildings I wondered then about the Welsh. If the Saxons could be this easy to defeat then what threat was there from the people of this land?
            


            
              We were now quite proficient at searching monasteries. We knew the obvious places to look and the hidden ones the monks liked to use. When I entered the large hall I was intrigued by a map hand drawn and illustrated on a piece of stretched hide. I rolled it up to look at later. The room Haaken and I searched seemed to be the one with the papers from the monastery. I know that other raiders discarded such finds but I lad learned that there was more to be gained by retaining them. Monks and priests were clever people. If they wrote something down which was not do with the White Christ then it was important. Once we had gathered everything and put it into a chest we found we went out to the courtyard.
            


            
              Rolf’s warriors had finished despatching those who were too wounded to live. They were all Saxons. As they wore the cross of their religion about their necks we did not put a sword in their hand as we did so. We had learned that they did not thank us for it.
            


            
              I saw Erik Short Toe and Aiden entering the gate and I waved them over. They ran to be at my side. “Go and find the kitchens. See if there is any food prepared. I am starving.”
            


            
              I approached Rolf. “Did we lose any warriors?”
            


            
              “Just three, my lord. Two of my men and Arnulf of the Ulfheonar.”
            


            
              That saddened me. Arnulf was a good warrior. He was quiet but diligent. He was not married but his mother and father had a farm in the hills above Hrams-a. We would see they received his share. “We will bury them here. It is a good place.” I looked at the prisoners. “How many?”
            


            
              “There are ten warriors and eight monks and priests.” He pointed at one with better garments than the others. “I think he is the chief priest.”
            


            
              I saw that he had a golden cross still about his neck. He saw me looking at him and he tried to hide it. I reached down and tore it from his neck. He said, in Saxon, “Unholy dog, may you burn in hell.” I smiled. I would not let him know I could speak Saxon yet. I had learned that we could get more information if I withheld that skill.
            


            
              Cnut and the others came out with many heavy chests. “A fine haul, Dragon Heart. This is a richer monastery than the other one. We will all be rich men.”
            


            
              Erik shouted, “We have found the food, my lord.”
            


            
              Rolf said, “You eat first my lord. We have yet to work up a real appetite.”
            


            
              I did not argue and we trooped off towards the waiting Erik. He gave a slight bow and waved us through. The table was already laden with food. It was simple fare but there was enough for all of us and we tucked in to it.
            


            
              “What now?”
            


            
              I looked at Haaken. “We send the slaves and the treasure back. We will then explore the island. That is my real goal.”
            


            
              “We could go home. We have already had greater glory and greater rewards than any other raid.”
            


            
              “True but what would we do? We would sit around and sing our songs. We would eat well and we would drink ourselves into a stupor.”
            


            
              Haaken nodded, “And there is nothing wrong with that.”
            


            
              I smiled, “We are at the peak of our powers right now, my friend. When we are like Prince Butar and Olaf the Toothless then we can sit back and enjoy the fruits of our labour. Arnulf and Erik are both now dead. They would not wish to return home now would they?”
            


            
              “You are right. It is just that this feels strange. We do not spend time away from home like this.”
            


            
              “And your wife will appreciate you all the more when you do return!” Cnut always brought it down to a basic level.
            


            
              After we had eaten we went to wash the beetle juice from our eyes. After a time it began to irritate and it felt good to be clean again. We relieved the others and we watched the prisoners. They were now talking with each other. The one whose cross I had taken was speaking to another of the older priests.
            


            
              “What of the garrison at St.Asaph? Do you think that they will come to our aid?”
            


            
              “They will only know something is the matter when they do not hear from us for a week or more. By then we could be dead.”
            


            
              “And the island? What of the warriors there?”
            


            
              “They might investigate.” He pointed a bony finger in my direction. “It depends what these murderous heathens do with us.”
            


            
              I had heard enough. “The only warriors we have left to deal with are those on the island. We will leave in the morning.”
            


            
              I went to the collection of chests we had gathered and took out the map. I could not read the words but I recognised where the sea was and the land by the colours. The forts were marked in red. The mountain was clearly marked and so, by identifying the island of Anglesey I saw where we were. It was marked with a red dot. I hauled the old priest to his feet. He cursed me in Saxon. I pulled out my seax and sliced the lobe from his right ear. The others gasped.
            


            
              I put my face close to his and spoke in Saxon. “Do not curse me again priest or you will lose more than a useless piece of flesh.” He looked shocked. I cut a piece of cloth from his vestments. “Here hold this until the bleeding stops.”
            


            
              I picked up the map I had dropped. I pointed to the red dot. “Is this where we are?”
            


            
              I saw the hesitation and I dropped my hand to my seax again. “Yes, yes. It is. Bangor.”
            


            
              I had never heard the name but there was no reason why I should have. It was then that I noticed, as he dabbed his ear, the rings he wore. I saw one with a blue stone similar to that on my wolf amulet. I took it from his finger along with the other ones. His face became angry and I laughed. “I could have your fingers along with the rings if I chose. You are alive because I allow it. Remember that.” I know now that the concept of someone who was not afraid of his god was a strange one for the followers of the White Christ to comprehend. They thought the fear of burning in their hell would be enough to grant them better treatment. This priest was learning the truth.
            


            
              “Where does this stone come from?” For the first time he seemed nonplussed by the question. I pointed to the map. “Show me on the map where the blue stone was mined.” Comprehension dawned and he jabbed a bony finger at a place to the south of us. I could see a river, for it was marked in blue, and I could see the mountains surrounding it.
            


            
              I now had enough information. Rolf emerged with his men. “I want you to take these slaves to Duboglassio. I am sure that Prince Butar will want to buy them. Then take the treasure to Scanlan. While you are away we will sail around the island and we will meet you back here.” I waved a hand around the fort. “This looks like a good place to winter.”
            


            
              “What if Saxons return? We are too few to defend its walls.”
            


            
              “I listened to the priest. The nearest warriors are on the island. We will raid there and eliminate the warriors. Remember we are after their grain. They will be harvesting it now and their warriors will be toiling in the fields.”
            


            
              Rolf grinned. “Now I see why you became a jarl at such a young age. You have a clever mind, my lord.”
            


            
              “I do not know about that. We must now bury our fallen.” I turned to the prisoners. I said to the captured warriors, in Saxon, “I want a grave digging.” I pointed at the monastery church. “Over there.” I saw the fear on their faces. They thought that we were having them dig their own graves. I laughed. “The graves are not for you. You will be sailing to our home.” I turned to Rolf, “Have four of your men watch over them. I have asked them to dig a grave. We will make a barrow next to the monastery.”
            


            
              Aiden and Erik had returned. “Aiden, help me off with my armour. I would bathe.”
            


            
              Once my armour was removed I stripped completely and went down to the sea. I sat in the sea and felt its icy water wash over me. I felt cleansed. When I emerged I was refreshed as though I had had a good sleep. I knew that when I did sleep it would be the sleep of the dead but that could wait. By the time I was dressed the grave had been dug. We carried the three dead bodies and laid them in the bottom side by side. Their swords were laid along their bodies with their hands on the hilts. They would be ready to rise in the Otherworld. I ordered the Saxons to put the earth back and then to keep piling it until there was a mound. Some of our people would have decapitated the prisoners and ringed the mound with their heads but I was more practical. I had other uses for slaves.
            


            
              The old priest asked, “May we bury our own dead?” He asked it querulously I think he was afraid that I would kill him.
            


            
              I nodded. “Very well.”
            


            
              I said to my men. “They are going to bury their dead. Let them.” I said to the Saxon warriors. “Go with my men and fetch your dead from the fort. The priest will bury them.”
            


            
              It meant that the Saxons were occupied and allowed us to load ‘Bear’ with the chests. The map and the rings I kept. I had much planning ahead of me.
            


            
              The priests buried their dead individually. We had taken the armour and the weapons but it did not seem to bother them that they would be going to the Otherworld unarmed. They had a strange set of beliefs. When they were in the ground they placed a crude wooden cross on each grave. Finally they sang songs in a strange language which was not Saxon. The warriors did not join in. I shook my head. How had the priests managed to turn warriors like the Saxons into helpless sheep?
            


            
              As soon as they had finished I said to Rolf, “Get them aboard your ship. Leave Snorri and Ragnar Olafson with us. We are two rowers short. I will meet you back here in three days.”
            


            
              He nodded, “Very well. Any message for your wife my lord?”
            


            
              I laughed, “No, Rolf, I will give her my own message soon enough.”
            


            
              They laughed and then there were just the Ulfheonar left. Snorri and Ragnar were delighted to be with the Ulfheonar. “This does not make you Ulfheonar yet but you both know ‘Wolf’ and I can see how you row.”
            


            
              Neither was put out by my words. They were both desperate to prove themselves. We slept, that night, in the comfort of the fort and I dreamed again of Ragnar and the mountain. It had a powerful presence.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            


            


            



            


            
              

            

            
              


              Chapter 6


              
                

              


              
                The morning was overcast as we sailed towards the island of Anglesey. I was fascinated by this rock for it was in direct contrast to the mountain and the land we were leaving. The rocks, crags and steep sided valleys of the mainland were replaced by rolling fields of wheat and barley. It looked to me to be flat. I had the men row as the winds were not in our favour but I did not push them. We had all day to circumnavigate the isle. There were small farms and we saw few settlements larger than a couple of huts until we reached the western edge of the island. I could see that although the map had been skilfully drawn it had been made by a priest and not someone who knew the sea. It showed the coastline but not the rocks beneath the sea. A sailor would have added those. We kept a close watch for the rocks and I used a piece of charcoal to mark them on the map. When we had time I would make them permanent. It was for this reason that we kept at least half a mile from the shore. I did not want to wreck my ship before I had the chance to capture the treasures of Anglesey.
              


              
                There appeared to be a rocky island joined to the main island by a wooden bridge. The settlement was fortified. I could see Roman walls and stone. Warriors appeared on the walls as we sailed along the coast. We were not trying to hide. If anything I wanted them wary. I needed them to watch for us coming from the sea. When we came we would come by land. They would not know we had the straits under our control.
              


              
                There were cliffs and steep places around the small island which looked to be a place of refuge for the rest of the fertile granary. The walls of the fort were extensive and looked to have been built by an older people than the Saxons. Once we had passed the rocks then the island returned to the rolling fields and isolated farms.
              


              
                As we approached the mainland again I could see that the stretch of water which separated the island from the land of the Welsh was very narrow. It would have been hard to turn Harold One Eye’s boat ‘Sif’ in such a confined space. It would be easy to hold the two ends. The monastery fort guarded the eastern approach. As we headed north east again I saw that in places it narrowed quite alarmingly. I had crossed larger rivers! I wondered why those great bridge builders, the Romans, had not built a stone bridge here. It was coming on to dark by the time we reached the monastery fort. I saw that there was a landing place built of stone and wood close to the south western edge of the walls of the fort. It was here where the straits narrowed so much that if you had three or four large drekar, end to end, you could walk from the mainland to the island.
              


              
                “Snorri and Ragnar, you sleep aboard with Erik and Sweyn. Aiden will bring you food.”
              


              
                If they were disappointed it did not show. I suspect they were all grateful to be on such a grand adventure. We spent the next day exploring the fort. It had neither the look nor the feel of a Saxon built place. There was much stone in its construction. I could see that whoever had made it had used the rock from the nearby mountain. We found evidence of a bath house of sorts. It had mosaics on the walls and floors but we could not fathom its workings. In the warrior hall there was a mighty table. It was oval in construction. The room was pleasant and we ate our meal there. We could all see each other.
              


              
                “Who made this?”
              


              
                I ran my hand along the polished wood. “I think this must have come from the people of Rheged; my people.”
              


              
                “How did they fail then for this would have withstood anything that the Saxons could have thrown at it?”
              


              
                “According to Prince Butar, my mother said that the Saxons ambushed them and they were betrayed by the Welsh whom they thought were their allies.”
              


              
                “So you are the last of your people?”
              


              
                “Half of me has Rheged blood. The rest is Saxon but there will be others like me. They will have been descended from the survivors and there will be others who still live in the land which was Rheged.” I spat out a piece of gristle. “I do not feel Saxon so perhaps it is the heart that makes you and not your blood. I feel as though I have the blood of these isles coursing through my body and I have never felt as at home as I do now, seated at this table, on this beautifully carved chair.”
              


              
                Aiden had been serving us. “What are we then, my lord?”
              


              
                I looked at him for it was a curious question. “What do you mean?”
              


              
                “You talk of Saxons, you talk of Rheged and you talk of the Welsh. Yet you have no name for the warriors here.”
              


              
                It was a good point. “I suppose that these warriors are Norse but now that we live on Man we are something different.”
              


              
                That sparked a debate about what we should call ourselves. Haaken ended the argument when he said, “We are Ulfheonar. We are the people of the Wolf.”
              


              
                That seemed to satisfy us all.
              


              
                We had guards on the walls and one alerted us the next morning with his shout. “Two drekar; ‘Bear’ and ‘Man’.”
              


              ‘Man’ was the ship of my brother in law Jarl Erik and I wondered why he had come. We strode down to the beach to meet them. Jarl Erik was older than me yet he had not raided as much as I had. He had fewer rings on his sword than me for he had not killed as many warriors as me. Even so he was a doughty warrior and as loyal a warrior and friend as they came. Rolf allowed the jarl to greet me first.


              
                He embraced me, “Brother, forgive my visit but I wish to serve under you on this raid.”
              


              
                “You are welcome Jarl Erik but why do you wish to serve under me? You could lead ships of your own.”
              


              
                “The whole island is talking of your success. The treasures and slaves you have sent home will make Hrams-a the envy of all. When I lead raids they are not as successful as yours.” I then remembered how he had lost many men when he had raided Hibernia with the treacherous Jarl Harold whom I had slain. “Perhaps I can learn from you.”
              


              
                “In that case your men will be welcome. I am down to twelve Ulfheonar. They are not easy to replace.” I turned to Rolf, “Come Rolf, I have much to tell you both.” The smile on his face told me that he had been wary of intruding on two jarls and brothers. The truth was Rolf was as important to me as any of my Ulfheonar. He led my warriors and was as loyal and faithful as any man I had ever known.
              


              
                As we walked I told them of the fort and of the island. “I believe that we can cross the strait here easily by using one boat as a ferry. Two of them can then guard the crossing while we raid.”
              


              
                Erik shook his head, “You see I am learning already. I would have taken the ships and landed warriors. Why use this idea?”
              


              
                When they see the dragon ship then they flee to their strongholds. I have seen their main one and it is formidable. We can winkle them out but it costs us men. When I sailed around the island I noticed that the farms were isolated. We can take each one without others knowing. Eventually they will realise that we are raiding but by then we will have scoured at least half of the island.”
              


              
                Rolf screwed his face up; a sure sign that he had a question. “And the third ship?”
              


              
                “That will menace the small island on the west coast. It is their stronghold. It will draw their eye away from the south. If anyone spots us in the south and flees to their sanctuary then they will assume we have landed from the boat. I do not want them sending their warriors to the south of the island until we have gathered as much of their food as we can. The food will feed our people through the winter and it will weaken the Saxons.”
              


              
                “What of those who are not Saxon?” Haaken had been seated close by and he had a good mind.
              


              
                “What do you mean?”
              


              
                “You said yourself that a generation ago this was Rheged. Unless the Saxons have slaughtered them all then there must be people of Rheged who live here still.”
              


              
                He was right and I should have seen it. “If there are people who are of Rheged then we will free them. They are my people and not my enemies. It is the Saxons we slaughter.”
              


              
                And so we began our raid on Anglesey. Jarl Erik sent half of his men on ‘Man’ while the rest came with us. We left the boys and four warriors guarding the two ships, our bridge, and we crossed the straits and began our journey across the island.
              


              
                We now had healthier numbers of warriors. There were sixty of us who crossed the narrow boiling waters to the island of Anglesey. My Ulfheonar led. We knew that there were settlements on the eastern coast and we headed that way. Beorn and Ulf ran ahead of my wolves. They could sniff and smell where the Saxons were. I knew that there would be people of the Cymri there too but they had betrayed my mother’s people and could expect no mercy from me.
              


              
                Ulf stopped us, “There is a farm and a mill ahead. We saw no warriors and the grain is heaped in the silos. It looks as though they are ready to move it.”
              


              
                “Haaken and Cnut, take the Ulfheonar and prevent any escaping north. “I sent the Ulfheonar around the village while I ran with Ulf and the rest of the warband to the farm. I waved my hand as we ran and Rolf’s men went to the left while Jarl Erik went to the right. With my wolf warriors preventing escape the Saxons were trapped.
              


              
                I heard a scream and a shout as we approached the farm. I saw Beorn with a bloody sword. At his feet lay an older man and a youth. A woman and two young children screamed. Beorn shrugged, “They tried to attack me and I had no choice.”
              


              
                I nodded. The man and his son would be alive if they had not tried to defend their property. “See if there are any carts or wagons. Get the grain on them if there are.”
              


              
                I heard a whinny and knew that they had horses. Soon the grain and the slaves were heading back towards the straits, just two miles away. The carts showed me that many people would be fed for the winter. I felt some sympathy for the family until I remembered the betrayal of my mother’s family and her own enslavement.
              


              
                We captured five more farms and eight slaves by nightfall. It was not glorious but it was the reason we were there. We were watching out for our own people. So far we had only encountered Saxons. Perhaps there were no longer any people of Rheged. They might have been taken as slaves. We made a camp in a sheltered dell. We had food from the farms we had devastated and we were in high spirits. We were invisible. There was no-one who knew we were there.
              


              
                Jarl Erik put his arm around me, “I told you that you bring luck Dragon Heart. We have had victory and none have died.”
              


              
                “I urge caution, Jarl Erik. When the Saxons know we are here they will move heaven and earth to dislodge us. Judge me then.”
              


              
                It was as though the Norns had been listening to Jarl Erik and decided to punish him. The next morning we awoke to heavy driving rain. Within a short time the trails and the tracks were turned into a muddy morass. This was my raid and I was the leader. It was time to cut our losses.
              


              
                “We return to the mainland. We will need to wait for a break in the weather.”
              


              
                “But it is a shower; nothing more.”
              


              
                Cnut gave cynical laugh and pointed to the skies. It was as black as my wolf cloak and covered the whole sky. “I think, Jarl Erik, that this is more than a shower. I agree with Dragon Heart let us shelter whilst it rains.”
              


              
                “Besides,” added Haaken, “the farmers will need to let the grain dry out. Even when the rain stops there will be nothing but scraps for us to take.”
              


              
                It did not take us long to reach our ships where the slaves and the grain had been loaded aboard the boats already. “Haaken and Cnut, take the Ulfheonar and row ‘Wolf’ back to Hrams-a. It will give the men the opportunity to see their families. Return in three day’s time.”
              


              
                They needed no second bidding and they left. As we disembarked on the mainland I began to worry about Jarl Erik’s ship. I had expected it to be back by this time. The captain had been told quite clearly to just let the Saxons see him and not to approach too closely. With just one drekar left I could not afford to seek it.
              


              
                “This Siggi, he is a good leader, Jarl Erik?”
              


              
                “He is dependable and he will not take risks.” He gave me a worried look as though he had just realised why I had asked the question. “You are concerned that he has not returned?”
              


              
                “I am.” I shrugged, “We can do little about it. Let us get out of this mail before it completely rusts.” I waved Aiden over. “I have a task for you young Aiden. I need my mail cleaning and oiling.”
              


              
                He grinned with delight as he took my mail. He revelled in such tasks. I knew he would never be a warrior who could fight in a shield wall but he had other skills which were even more valuable.
              


              
                I went to the hall with the oval table and spread out the map. I weighted it down with my sword and seax. It was time to make the charcoal marks permanent. We had discovered inks and quills in the monks’ quarters and I had them with me. I could not write but I could copy and make marks on the vellum. I had nought else to do and I found that it was relaxing to have to focus on the detail. It was when I had finished and stood back to examine my work that I saw the marks. I frowned when I first saw them as I thought that I had been careless with the inks and the quill. There was a blue dot and a yellow one. Even as I was berating myself I realised I had used neither colour. They had been on the original map.
              


              
                My annoyance changed to interest as I looked at where the dots were. They looked to be where the pudgy finger of the priest had pointed. The map showed that the coastline looked like the gaping mouth of a wolf. There were two peninsulas which jutted out at each end of the coast. Half way down there appeared to be a blue river; it looked to be as large as the Dee although the map may have been representative rather than realistic. The blue dot was in the mountains to the north of the river while the yellow dot was almost in the river. As I examined the map I could see more yellow dots and some were in the river but there was just one blue dot. I remembered the priest’s finger as he had jabbed the map. It was where the blue dot was.
              


              
                Aiden came in, “I have put your cleaned armour in your quarters, my lord.”
              


              
                “Good lad.” He began to turn to leave but I said, “Aiden, you have young eyes and a young mind. Come here and look at this map.”
              


              
                I do not think he had ever seen a map before and he peered with undisguised awe at the beautiful work. The sea monsters painted around the side were so vivid that they seemed to leap off the vellum. I allowed him a moment or two to take in the work and then I said, “Do you see this blue dot here?” He nodded. “If I told you that was a mine with blue jewels within what would you say these are?” I pointed to the yellow dots.
              


              
                He looked closely at them and then back at me, “Sir, is this a trick?”
              


              
                “No, Aiden answer me honestly. There is no correct answer in my mind.”
              


              
                “Then I would say they were yellow stones or,” suddenly his face lit into a smile, “gold!”
              


              
                I ruffled his hair, “And that is what I think too. Keep this to yourself young Aiden eh? It will be our secret for a while.”
              


              
                He nodded seriously, “I will my lord.” He glanced at the map, “Is this where we will get the stone for the sword?”
              


              
                “Possibly, but not just yet.”
              


              ‘Man’ limped into the straits that evening. The sentries alerted us and Jarl Erik and I were on the beach to see the battered boat edge in. It had suffered storm damage but I could also see that it had been attacked. Siggi clambered ashore, his arm in a sling and a bandage around his head. His men carried ashore the four dead bodies of his warriors who had been slain.


              
                Rolf’s men saw to the tying up of the boat and Jarl Erik and I escorted the wounded warrior back to the fort. “What happened, Siggi?”
              


              
                “We never reached the Saxon stronghold. As we neared the northern coast of the isle two Hibernian ships attacked us.” He waved a hand at the boat, “We did not have a full crew else we could have fought them man to man. We ran. The winds took us south and west towards their cursed land. We outran one of their ships but the other closed with us and they tried to board us. That was when we lost our men and I suffered these wounds.” He gave a smile, “Njoror came to our aid and a storm blew up. It tore us away from the Hibernian. I saw many of their warriors fall to their deaths and then we were driven south. We made landfall on a small island where we repaired our damage and rode out the worst of the storm, protected by the small island. Then we made our way back here.” He bowed his head, “I am sorry I have let you down, lord.”
              


              
                Jarl Erik shook his head. “No, you did not.” He glanced at me. “It seems we have not finished with these Hibernians, brother.”
              


              
                I wondered about that. “What we do not know is if they were trying to capture us or attack the Saxons. When ‘Wolf’ returns we will try a different approach. We will use it as bait to tempt any prowling Hibernians. Until then Siggi, get you and your men healed and rested. We will have revenge on these pirates.”
              


              
                After he had gone Jarl Erik and I went to the large hall. Outside the rain was still slicing down but here was a large fire burning. It might be late summer but the fire was welcome.
              


              
                “So, Dragon Heart, does this change our plans?”
              


              
                I stood with my back to the fire to let the heat dry my clothes. “I think so. We will take all three ships towards Hibernia. If we are not attacked then we will land on the northern coast of the island and continue to collect the grain and slaves.”
              


              
                “And the Saxons?”
              


              
                “If they come then we will fight them.” I went to one of the seats by the fire and sat down. “We have already collected more than I had hoped. Whatever else we gather will be welcome.” As Jarl Erik sat down I leaned over to him. “I think the island would be a good place for our people. My men have said it already; there is more room there for us than on Man.” I swept a hand around the hall. “The land here is more like the land of the fjords. I think some of our people would wish to settle here. It is not far from our home and we would protect it.”
              


              
                “You are right and I yearn for somewhere of my own to rule.”
              


              
                I looked at him sharply. “And Prince Butar?”
              


              
                “I still bend the knee to him but, Dragon Heart, he has made it quite clear that you rule when he is gone.”
              


              
                “And you would not wish to serve me. I understand.”
              


              
                I realised I had spoken sharply when he suddenly began to apologise, “No, I did not mean that. I would like my son to have the chance to do the deeds you have. Your adventures will inspire him. Already on this voyage I have learned much. If I rule on Anglesey then I will still bow the knee to the Prince but I will have other jarls bow their knee to me.”
              


              
                “I am sorry, I misunderstood. Good. Then we can plan for that in the spring. If we have emptied the larders of the Saxons then they will be so much weaker next year.”
              


              
                I felt deceitful for in my mind was the thought that I would be able to visit the mines marked on the map when next we came. Jarl Erik would be pacifying his land and I could take the Ulfheonar on my own quest.
              


              
                “Good. When Haaken and my men return we will journey to Anglesey once more and finish this.”
              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              


              


              



              


              
                

              

              
                


                Chapter 7


                
                  

                


                
                  Two of Siggi’s men succumbed to their wounds and were buried in a second mound. The rest of Jarl Erik’s men were keen for revenge. When my boat returned there were four more warriors on board. They had come from Olaf the Toothless’ settlement, keen for glory and treasure. I was pleased I had allowed my men a brief visit home; they all looked eager for action. When they heard it was the Hibernians they were desperate to bring the pirates within a sword’s length again. We sailed together until we cleared the straits and then we rowed alone leaving the other two ships almost below the horizon. They would be able to see our mast head but a ship approaching us would have no idea that two such ships were waiting.
                


                
                  Erik Short Toe was high on the mast whilst Cnut Sweynson was at the prow. They both had sharp young eyes. My men rowed with mail on and weapons to hand. If the bait was taken I wanted us to be ready to fight instantly. Rolf and Jarl Erik followed some distance behind us. If we were attacked then they would be able to close but we would have to beat off the initial attack. It was why I had chosen the Ulfheonar. Warrior for warrior we were the best.
                


                
                  We had just turned west when Erik’s voice drifted down. “Two ships to the north east.”
                


                
                  That made sense. They would have the wind on their quarter and could catch any ship attempting to sail around Anglesey. This was an ambush not aimed at either the Saxons or us but any unwary ship trying to sail between the islands of the north and Anglesey.
                


                
                  “Ulfheonar, I want you to row badly. Pretend you are Saxons.”
                


                
                  They dutifully laughed. “I would need a sheep to do that properly!” Cnut always had some quip up his sleeve.
                


                
                  We kept steadily on our course. I wanted them to think that they had surprised us. When they began to attack I would steer badly to allow them to close. Our job was to hold them long enough for my other two ships to reach us.
                


                
                  I saw them as they raced like greyhounds across the grey seas. They were rounder than our drekar and, normally, not as swift but I guessed they had two men on each oar. They would have power when they needed it. Their sails were billowing with the powerful wind and would soon catch us. I turned away from them, as a worried captain might. “Up the rate a little, Cnut. Let us not make it too easy for them.”
                


                
                  I knew that ‘Bear’ and ‘Man’ would still be hidden from the Hibernians. I could see their mastheads and they would have seen my change in direction. I had told them that I would only change direction when we were attacked. With the larger crews available to them they would soon catch up.
                


                
                  The two ships pursuing us began to diverge. They were trying to sail on either side of us. It was the sensible thing to do. If we tried to turn then one of them would be able to cut us off. “They have taken the bait!”
                


                
                  I saw that there were rocks on the Anglesey side. I could use them to our advantage. I edged us a little further away from the rocks and the ship furthest away from the island compensated and headed to cut us from a break to the north. I feigned panic and turned back towards Anglesey. The second ship mirrored my move. I straightened us up for I now had one ship where I wanted it.
                


                
                  “Erik, take in the sail a little.” I wanted us to slow down and let them approach closer. The ship to our steer board side had now closed to within fifty paces from us. The reef in the sail had slowed us down sufficiently to allow that. “Ready shields!”
                


                
                  My men would drop their oars and take their shields up as soon as I ordered it. The pirates would use arrows next. That would slow us down. I made the slightest of adjustments to the steering board and we moved marginally closer to the rocks. The other captain would not have seen the movement and he sailed ever closer to us.
                


                
                  Aiden shouted, “Arrows!”
                


                
                  I gave the command, Shields!” and raised mine aloft along with the others.
                


                
                  In one movement my men racked their oars and pulled their shields above their heads. “Aiden, in front of me!”
                


                
                  As the youth scrambled around to my front a shower of arrows cascaded down upon us. I felt one ping off my helmet while two more thudded into my shield. “Take the steering board, Aiden. When I shout the order put the steering board hard over, aim for the island and then I will order you to turn again.”
                


                
                  “Aye, my lord. I will not let you down.”
                


                
                  The action of my warriors had brought the pirate next to us. He had to pull his oars back on board or risk them shattering when our hull struck his. “Prepare to repel boarders!” I could see the half naked warriors as they lined the side of the ship.
                


                
                  “Now Aiden!” Just as the first man prepared to jump the bow of our boat veered away and headed for the island. I saw one pirate overbalance and fall to a watery grave. The pirate captain mirrored our move. I glanced behind. The second pirate risked ramming our stern. That manoeuvre could sink us both and he had to put his steering board hard over. As soon as I saw his bow move I shouted, “Now Aiden!” and our move was reversed. Our dragon prow ploughed into the side of the first pirate just behind the bow. The dragon prow was one solid piece of timber and it ripped through the clinker built pirate hull.
                


                
                  I had no time for self congratulation for the pirates leapt aboard our ship. In some cases it was an act of desperation as they tried to avoid their own damaged ship. I just had time to swing my shield around and draw my sword before half a dozen tattooed warriors raced towards me. I did not back off; I had to protect Aiden who was steering the ship. I lunged forward swinging Ragnar’s Spirit as I did so. It was longer than all of their curved swords and it sliced through the necks of two of them. I punched at another two with my shield and saw them fall to the deck. A sword swung at me and cracked into my helmet. Had I not had the protection of the leather cap within I would have been stunned. The last man stabbed at me and his sword struck my mail but did not penetrate.
                


                
                  They had not expected that and I hacked at one, severing his arm at the shoulder and then stamped on the knee of one of the men struggling to his feet. The blow to my shield was so slight I barely felt it and it exposed the warrior to a thrust under his arm. I must have struck his heart for blood poured from the wound making the deck slippery. As the last two men fell I despatched them both easily. I saw that Rolf had his ship alongside one pirate while Jarl Erik was driving the second pirate toward the rocks. There was an audible crunch as it ripped its keel out. ‘Man’s’ sail came down in an instant. Jarl Erik watched the Irish warriors struggling in the sea. Any who survived the waters would be slaughtered by his men.
                


                
                  And then it was over. The last few warriors on my deck were killed as Rolf captured the pirate vessel. Many of the crew took to the sea but they did not last long. Our archers picked off the ones who moved away from the carnage.
                


                
                  “Quickly, tie us to the pirate and stuff something in the hole. We can save her!”
                


                
                  The shore was close enough for us to beach her. The presence of our ships on either side gave her buoyancy. I saw Erik Short Toe and Snorri leap aboard the damaged ship. They knew what to do. We had done it once before when Saxons had attacked us. They would ram pieces of cloaks and cloth into the hole to slow down the water which was pouring in.
                


                
                  Cnut threw a rope to one of Rolf’s men and secured one end to our stern.
                


                
                  “Back on the oars and row.”
                


                
                  They rowed hard. I steered us dangerously close to the shore and then shouted, “Cast off!” As soon as the rope was cast off I pushed hard on the steering board and ordered half of the rowers to back water. Miraculously we did not hit any underwater obstruction.
                


                
                  The men on board the pirate ship used the oars to propel them, somewhat sluggishly towards the beach. When I saw the bow strike the sand I ordered our sail lowered. We had sprung the trap and captured a ship.
                


                
                  We all pulled our ships on to that beach on the north coast of Anglesey. Jarl Erik’s men stood guard as we made safe the pirate ship.
                


                
                  Once out of the water we could see the damage that we had caused. The planks had not been breached but they had sprung. The men skilled in such things set to with hammers and nails to repair it. There was little in the pirate ship worth saving apart from a few poor weapons. They would provide ballast until Bjorn Bagsecgson could use the metal to make something useful.
                


                
                  I sent Cnut and Haaken with the Ulfheonar to find some farms to raid. I waved over Snorri and Erik Short Toe. “You two did well today. When we return home then it will be time for your training as a warrior. Erik and you, Snorri, may be ready for the shield wall.”
                


                
                  He looked disappointed, “I hoped to be Ulfheonar.”
                


                
                  I nodded, “I know but that will come when you have killed your first wolf.” I saw a furtive glance to the island. I laughed, “I think the only wolves on Anglesey are us. When we return to the mainland ask Beorn if he has seen wolf sign.”
                


                
                  That brightened the young warrior. He had many of the skills needed to be Ulfheonar. The killing of a wolf would show that.
                


                
                  When Cnut returned he was not alone. He had a family with him and they pulled a cart with produce upon it. They had yokes around their necks. They were slaves. “We found a farm. There were two men and they fought us. These slaves surrendered.” He shrugged apologetically, “I do not speak Saxon.”
                


                
                  I approached the woman. She looked to be about Maewe’s age. She did not look Saxon. The two boys were about Arturus’ age and they had fierce dark eyes which were not afraid of this gang of armed men. I spoke in Saxon. “Who are you?”
                


                
                  She was not Saxon. I could hear it in her accent. “I am Megan and my people lived by the mountain before the Saxons came. My man was hunted and killed by the Saxons and they enslaved us when these were babies. Who are you? Are you Saxon?”
                


                
                  I liked that she was unafraid of me. “No, I am Dragon Heart and I come from Man.” I turned to Cnut. “Free them.” When the wooden yokes came from their necks their expressions changed from one of mistrust to one of curiosity.
                


                
                  I spread my arm, “You are free.”
                


                
                  She laughed, “Free to do what? Hide from the Saxons again? I am marked as a slave even without the mark of the thrall.”
                


                
                  I could see that she spoke the truth. “Then what would you have me do.”
                


                
                  She looked at her boys and then back at me. “I would live somewhere I can be free to raise my boys. You freed me. If I lived in your land would I be free?”
                


                
                  “You would. Is that something you desire?”
                


                
                  She dropped to her knees. “I beg you my lord. Save me and my family. We follow the old ways and here the followers of the White Christ are cruel to our kind. It was a black day when I was taken from the mountain. It protected us.”
                


                
                  I lifted her up. “Then you can come to Man with us. We have no holy mountain but we do follow the old ways.” I turned to Aiden. “They will be coming with us. Watch over them and try to teach them some of our words.”
                


                
                  Aiden was the best choice for he had recently learned our language and he had been a young boy when we had first found him. He smiled at the two youngsters and said, “I will, my lord.” He had obviously picked up a little Saxon for he said, in Saxon. “Come with me. Food.” To emphasise his words he mimed eating and the three of them went off happily.
                


                
                  When Haaken returned he too had found a small settlement of farms. “They have carts and they are in the fields loading them with grain.”
                


                
                  The gods were smiling again. They approved my kind deed for the widow. “Then let us go amongst these Saxon sheep and fleece them.”
                


                
                  Leaving the shipwrights to work on the hull of the captured pirate ship, we headed inland. We now had fifty warriors. We spread out in a wide half circle and moved towards the farms we knew were just ahead of us. The smoke from the huts marked them just behind the low ridge which ran from the sea. As we crested the ridge we were seen. There were screams as we were spotted.
                


                
                  “Forward!”
                


                
                  We ran at them. I know they were terrified. I could see it in the panic of their movements. Women grabbed children and looked for a way out of the trap. Men grabbed anything they could use as weapon. There was no one to organise them and they wasted time. The warriors who had no armour reached them first and they ignored the women and struck down the men who had weapons. The fight was futile. They could do little against trained warriors who were armed with a shield and a good sword. The ones who fought, fell. I saw that some of the men and boys escaped towards the west of the island. A few of the faster women followed but most of the women huddled, crying, with their arms around their children.
                


                
                  Haaken had been correct. They did have sacks of grain ready on a couple of carts. There were other piles waiting close by. We had a good haul.
                


                
                  “Jarl Erik, have your men escort the carts and the prisoners back to the boats and then return with the carts here. We will guard what we have.”
                


                
                  He was smiling now. “Our luck has returned.”
                


                
                  “Perhaps it is all meant to be, brother.” I pointed to the west of the island. “The problem will be if the Saxons decide to come here. We may yet have to fight.”
                


                
                  Once the prisoners and the carts had gone I had my Ulfheonar stand guard half a mile from the huddle of farms. The flat land meant we could see far away to the west. We would know when they were coming. Rolf and most of his men stacked the sacks of grain while I took the others to search for any hidden wealth they might have had.
                


                
                  We found, in the huts and farms, a few pots of slightly better quality than we normally found in Saxon homes. Some of them looked to be almost Roman in quality. They had some wool and woollen garments which we could use. None of what we found could be considered valuable but it was all useful. There were even some finely made bone combs and a few brooches. What we did not discover was any coins or jewels. It looked like these people relied on trade or kept their valuables elsewhere.
                


                
                  Jarl Erik brought half his men back for the rest of the grain. “The pirate ship is almost repaired.”
                


                
                  “Good. We need a crew for it and then the slaves and the grain can be put aboard. Have your men carry the spare bags of grain. We will give you the time to get to the ships and then we will follow.”
                


                
                  “You will not wait for the Saxons?”
                


                
                  He seemed disappointed. “If I can avoid a fight I will. There is still the western half of the island to raid. I want as many fighting men available as possible.”
                


                
                  He nodded. I was the leader and it was my word which was law. He had only been gone a short time when Haaken and Cnut ran in with the Ulfheonar. “Saxons! There are about forty warriors and another forty armed men.”
                


                
                  “How far away are they?”
                


                
                  “Less than a mile.”
                


                
                  Jarl Erik would need longer to reach and load the ships. We needed to buy him some time. The farms had a small fence which was used to corral animals. It would provide a barrier.
                


                
                  “Forward to the perimeter of the farms. We will hold them there.” I pointed to Rolf, “You command the left.” He nodded and ran forward, “Haaken, Cnut, take the Ulfheonar and guard the right. I will be in the centre. We just hold them until we have loaded the boats.”
                


                
                  This would be a test both of my leadership and the mettle of our opponents.
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                    The sunlight glinted on the mail of a few warriors who led the Saxons. Three of them rode horses. This was the first time I had heard of Saxons riding horses. They also had mail on their legs. They were three well armed warriors and they all carried a long spear as well as a strange metal club like weapon. I had not seen one before.
                  


                  
                    The three riders seemed to be organising the warband which approached us. Unusually for Saxons they also had bows and they halted behind a wall of shields to shower them at us.
                  


                  
                    “Ready shields!”
                  


                  
                    The forty arrows thudded down onto our shields. My leather cover and metal studs coped well but I saw the warrior next to me, Oleg One Ear, look in surprise as one arrow came through the wood of his shield. They had good barbs and bows to achieve that.
                  


                  
                    Their leaders knew what they were about. As a second flight came towards us they ordered the rest of the warband forward whilst out attention was on the arrows. My choice of defensive position came to our aid. They had to fight us over a wooden fence. They came charging and running but in a line. The three horsemen were behind them. I saw our archers try to hit them but the arrows bounced off the metal protecting their legs and their body. I dearly wanted to examine the armour but first we had to defeat them.
                  


                  
                    A spear was thrust in my direction and I fended it away with my shield. At the same time a sword came towards my head. I parried it away with a swing of my sword. I let the blade continue on its arc and it cracked into the arm of the spearman. He fell clutching his bleeding arm. I quickly turned to face the swordsman as he stabbed at Oleg. I managed to pierce his arm and the sword dropped. Some of Rolf’s men had fallen for the arrows still flew overhead and now they were hitting those warriors without mail. However we had hurt them. I judged the time right to begin our withdrawal. The problem would be the horses which could move faster than us. They would be able to sweep around our flanks once we moved. We were still some way from the beach. I needed to buy us some time.
                  


                  
                    I shouted, “Rolf, pull your men back. Form another line half a mile away. Ulfheonar, form on me.”
                  


                  
                    Rolf shouted his orders and, after a furious attack on the Saxons which made the Saxons recoil they suddenly ran back. I saw two men fall to arrows but they made good their escape as the Saxons had to clamber over the fence to get at them. Oleg had stayed with me and he was joined by Haaken and the others.
                  


                  
                    “These are a little better organised than the ones we have fought so far.”
                  


                  
                    “Aye, Cnut. If we can draw them to the beach then we will stand a better chance with Rolf and Erik’s men to aid us.”
                  


                  
                    The Saxons had clambered over the fence and we were now in grave danger of being surrounded. Haaken’s question was a good one. “How do we draw them to the beach without being surrounded?”
                  


                  
                    I saw that the warriors at the end were Tostig and Thorkell respectively. “Tostig and Thorkell fall back, the rest of you go back with them. We will make a wedge and retreat.”
                  


                  
                    “An interesting idea.”
                  


                  
                    As I stabbed a Saxon who was trying to climb over the fence and split my head at the same time I grunted, “We will find out. Retreat!”
                  


                  
                    We stepped back. Haaken was to my right and Cnut to my left I saw that poor Oleg had fallen to two warriors but, even as he lay bleeding to death he swung his sword at the ankles of those climbing the wooden fence. He hit two of them and the others all descended upon him to hack his body to pieces. It gave us the breathing space to move further away.
                  


                  
                    I heard the horsemen cursing their warriors and urging them forward. Oleg’s sacrifice had bought us the time to form a solid wedge. Once we left the village however, then the Saxons could overlap us. We had to move quickly.
                  


                  
                    “Let us speed up the retreat.”
                  


                  
                    I hoped that the warriors at the back were watching their footing for those of us at the front of this wedge had to fend off the Saxons who were now flooding over the fence and racing towards us. They were too hot and angry and now did not come at us in an organised line. It suited us. Ragnar’s Spirit flicked, slashed and stabbed at all who came within range. I felt and heard arrows ping off mail and shields but none pierced. All the time I kept my eye on the horsemen. They were the danger. They were riding bigger horses than the ponies we used and if they struck us we would know about it. They could bowl us over and we would be helpless then. I was just grateful that there were only three of them.
                  


                  
                    “There is a ditch coming up!” Tostig’s warning was a timely one.
                  


                  
                    “Halt on the other side of the ditch. It will give us a chance to catch our breath.”
                  


                  
                    Our passage was marked by dead Saxons but I noticed it was not the ones wearing mail. Their leader was being cautious. I felt Sven White Hair tap me on the shoulder and say, “Ditch!” I risked a glance behind me. I took a larger stride and cleared it.
                  


                  
                    The arrows were becoming less of a problem for they were running out of them but they were being formed up into a wedge of their own. They had enough men to make a boar’s snout which had two points of attack. They had a large number of mailed warriors yet. If they used the boar’s snout then we would lose.
                  


                  
                    I was suddenly aware that there was just one horseman behind the boar’s snout. I looked around, almost in panic and then I saw the other two; they were leading twenty mailed warriors off to our right. They were going to attack from two directions. We had to move quickly before they charged us.
                  


                  
                    “When I give the command we turn and run. I want us to get to Rolf and his men before we are outflanked.” I paused as the Saxons readied themselves. “Now!”
                  


                  
                    We took them by surprise. The short rest had helped us and we ran. I kept my eye on the horsemen. I heard, ahead of us, Rolf shout, “Keep coming! We will leave a gap!”
                  


                  
                    I heard a wail from behind as some of the Saxons fell into the ditch. It broke their formation but I had no time to feel pleased for I heard hooves to my left. The two horsemen were charging us and the mailed warriors were following. We were in danger of being caught between the boar’s snout and the better armed warriors. I needed to do something or all of my men would be slaughtered. I had to risk myself to save them. I turned and shouted, “Ulfheonar!” I ran directly towards the leading horseman.
                  


                  
                    I had heard that a horse would not deliberately hit a man but would try to avoid him. I was about to test that theory. The horseman’s spear jabbed at me. I half turned my shield to deflect it and then slashed across the horse’s front. As my blade ripped through its throat it half reared. I dropped to my knees and held my shield above my head. I felt a hoof slide along the metal studded shield. The hoof cracked on my shield and made my head ring and then the dying beast crashed next to me. I stood and saw the rider lying trapped beneath his dead horse. I saw a gap below his helmet and I stabbed down. His blood spurted all over his shining armour as he died. I would dearly have loved to take some of the armour or his weapon but I had no time. The mailed Saxons were almost on me and I heard Cnut shout, “Run, Dragon Heart!”
                  


                  
                    I turned and ran in the direction of the voice. Four arrows flew over my head and struck the second horse. The rider wheeled it away from the arrows leaving just the mailed warriors. Cnut and Haaken led my Ulfheonar in a desperate attack. The dead horse and rider provided an obstacle and the Saxons were beaten back.
                  


                  
                    They quickly withdrew but I could see that Einar and Beorn both had wounds and Sven was limping badly. Rolf was next to me. “Jarl Erik is on his way. Let us move backwards, my lord.”
                  


                  
                    “Keep the line straight and move backwards steadily.”
                  


                  
                    The two horsemen had now reorganised their men and they were advancing once more. I heard the sound of the sea and I almost cheered with relief. Then I heard the sound of swords on shields and the chant of “Dragon Heart! Dragon Heart!” over and over.
                  


                  
                    We kept moving until I was aware that I was walking on sand. We had reached the sea. The Saxons waited. I looked behind me and saw that we slightly outnumbered them. I did not know if I ought to risk an attack and win once and for all. Perhaps Rolf read my mind for he said, “We have many wounded, my lord. Let us take what we have and return another day.”
                  


                  
                    I looked at his older and wiser face. He was right. “Get the wounded on board.”
                  


                  
                    We were allowed to leave. We had not won but we had not lost. As the four boats pulled away I heard the Saxon slaves screaming for their men folk to rescue them. I watched as the two horsemen restrained the anguished warriors watching their families taken into slavery. Like me the two horsemen realised there would be another day.
                  


                  
                    I took over the steering board from Erik Short Toe and Aiden took off my helmet. I heard a gasp from them both. “My lord you have been wounded. Your head is bleeding.”
                  


                  
                    “It is nothing, just wash it and bind it. I will live.”
                  


                  
                    Haaken was rowing quite close to me and I saw him grin as he said, “Attacking a horse! Now that is a new tactic!”
                  


                  
                    I sniffed, “It worked didn’t it?”
                  


                  
                    We sailed back along the island to the fort. I had no idea what the Saxons would do but one thing was certain; they knew there were Vikings on their island and they would want to see us removed. Having come so close to disaster, I could see that we would have to find a way to defeat these new Saxons. They were better organised and armed than any Saxons we had met before. My plan to empty the island of food would not work. They would suffer this winter but they would not starve. I had much to plan.
                  


                  
                    When we reached the fort we shackled and tethered the slaves but we left the grain and other treasures on the pirate ship which had a useful hold. If the Saxons came then I wanted to be able to leave in a hurry. After the wounded had been attended to and we had been fed I met with Rolf, Jarl Erik, Haaken and Cnut. We sat in the Great Hall and talked.
                  


                  
                    “They were well armed warriors.”
                  


                  
                    “Our arrows bounced from the armour of those horsemen.”
                  


                  
                    “Where did they get that from?”
                  


                  
                    Rolf was the most well travelled of all of us and he said, “I have heard of amour and weapons like that. They are called cataphracts and they serve the Byzantine Emperor. How the Saxons got the armour I do not know.”
                  


                  
                    “I would like to get my hands on some of that.”
                  


                  
                    Haaken laughed, “You nearly did Dragon Heart!”
                  


                  
                    I shook my head, “My plans to stay here for the winter now seem a little ridiculous. Perhaps we should return home with what we have.”
                  


                  
                    There was silence as they all thought of the implications. “If we leave this stronghold then we shall never get it back. They will fortify and put in a decent garrison this time.”
                  


                  
                    “Cnut is right.”
                  


                  
                    Rolf stood and threw a log on the fire. “My men and I have served you, Jarl Dragon Heart, but we have not been in as much danger as you have. Leave me and my men here and we will guard this place over the winter. I have enough men for that.”
                  


                  
                    Erika’s brother suddenly brightened, “I could stay too. I told you once before, brother, that I wanted a land of my own. I would stay here with Rolf in your fort so that next year I might conquer the island.”
                  


                  
                    I looked at the two men and I saw the disappointment on Rolf’s face. “I am of a mind to agree brother but this fort is Rolf’s to rule. You can help him but he commands.”
                  


                  
                    Jarl Erik made it easy for he smiled, “I am happy to obey your man. I told you I serve you.”
                  


                  
                    Cnut nodded too. “And that means that we will have two boats here. One could always return to Man if help was needed.”
                  


                  
                    “It seems you have convinced me. I will return in the spring and we will have more warriors.” I smiled, “I intend to put our newly acquired riches to good use. We need another forty warriors.”
                  


                  
                    I left the next morning. ‘Wolf’ was undermanned as I needed a good crew on the pirate ship now named ‘Serpent’ for the Hibernian prisoners were like snakes; you had to watch them constantly. Megan and her family were aboard my boat along with the slaves. I threatened all of them before we left the protection of the mountain.
                  


                  
                    “If any of you give me trouble on the way home then you will feed the fishes. I promise you that you will not be abused by my people but make no mistake. You are now the thralls of Dragon Heart.”
                  


                  
                    It must have worked for there was no trouble all the way home. They cried and they wept but they made no attempt to escape. I think they thought their god, the White Christ, would save them. They were wrong.
                  


                  
                    My wife, Erika, was both surprised and pleased when we sailed into the harbour at Hrams-a. She had not expected me back before Yule. Arturus was even more delighted; not only was I home but his playmate and guardian, Aiden was there too.
                  


                  
                    “Scanlan, see to the slaves. There is grain aboard the second ship.”
                  


                  
                    Seara had Kara and so Erika linked my arm as we walked to my hall. “No wounds this time?”
                  


                  
                    “None worthy of comment.” She would chastise me when she found out that I had needed attention.
                  


                  
                    “Are you home for long?”
                  


                  
                    I told her of the last battle and her brother’s decision to stay with Rolf. “We have a toehold in their land and they cannot move without our knowledge. I shall return in the spring. By then we will have trained more Ulfheonar and recruited more warriors.”
                  


                  
                    When I had removed my armour and bathed, Maewe fed me and I began to feel I was home. I told Erika of the mountain and my dream. She nodded for she was fey herself. “I feel your mother, too. She had magic within her. She had the magic that does not die with the body.”
                  


                  
                    Aiden knocked on the door. “My lord, I have those things you asked me to bring.”
                  


                  
                    “Thank you Aiden.”
                  


                  
                    Arturus was hovering nearby. “Can Aiden show me how to fight?”
                  


                  
                    “He is tired, my son, he has been travelling.”
                  


                  
                    “No, my lord. I enjoy it and besides I need the practice myself.”
                  


                  
                    I unrolled the map on the table. I lit and placed four candles at the corners to both illuminate and hold down the vellum. “I found this and I believe that the blue stone from my wolf amulet was mined here.” I used my seax to point to the blue spot. “God appears to be here.”
                  


                  
                    She had a quick mind, “You intend to go there.”
                  


                  
                    “Not to raid for it is too far away and besides it looks as though it would not yield much. I will take my boat and my Ulfheonar. We can see if there are miners there still. If I can I will bring back gold and stones.”
                  


                  
                    “But you need to go there in case your mother or her people ever lived there.”
                  


                  
                    She knew me well. I nodded. “The fort and the monastery were not built by Saxons and they were not Roman. I saw evidence of another people. When we fought the Saxons they had weapons and armour I have never seen before. They had enough to suggest that they were taken from the previous people.”
                  


                  
                    “So you think this may be where the people of Rheged lived?”
                  


                  
                    I replaced my seax in my sheath. “I think so for we found no evidence at the monastery called St.Asaph. That was Saxon. This place we found nestled beneath the mountain and it felt old. The land seemed to be part of the sea. The mountain rises from the waters with only a tiny strip of land separating them. The monastery and the fort are on that strip. It seems to be a bridge between their lands.”
                  


                  
                    “Then you must find your roots or you will never rest.” She rose. “And it will do the people good to have you back amongst us. They feel safer when Dragon Heart and his sword protect them.”
                  


                  
                    I suddenly remembered the rings. “And I have a present for you and for Kara when she grows.”
                  


                  
                    Her face lit up. She always appreciated presents. “Show me!”
                  


                  
                    I took the rings with the blue stones out and her mouth dropped open. That in itself was unusual but when she smiled and kissed me it was my Erika.
                  


                  
                    “Where did you find these?”
                  


                  
                    “In the monastery by Wyddfa. It is the same stone as in the wolf amulet. This is all wyrd.”
                  


                  
                    “It is my husband. I shall visit with the volva and find out if she knows any more. She is in touch with the spirits.”
                  


                  
                    I looked at the rings, “If my mother was here then we would know the answer.”
                  


                  
                    “Then the volva will have to speak with her for us.”
                  


                  
                    When I had rested I walked my settlement. I noticed that there were people I had not seen before. Those whom I did know came up to me and spoke. I took the time to answer all their questions. We were a new community and I needed to bond with my people. It was late afternoon when I reached Bjorn’s workshop and smith.
                  


                  
                    He gave a half bow and smiled, “You have sent much metal home Jarl.” He waved a hand at his smiths beavering away. “We have put it to good use.”
                  


                  
                    “And the quality?”
                  


                  
                    “We have had better but it serves for ploughs and smaller items. We have spare helmets and swords now. They are still not Frankish but they are getting there.”
                  


                  
                    I gestured for him to join me outside. “We encountered some men who had armour on their legs and they rode horses. Our arrows could not pierce their armour.”
                  


                  
                    He frowned, “I have never heard of such a thing.”
                  


                  
                    “And there is something else.” I took out my seax and drew in the soil. “They carried a club like this. It had a wooden shaft and a metal head with spikes upon it.”
                  


                  
                    This time he nodded, “I have heard of those. They are favoured by horsemen for they are less dangerous to their horses.”
                  


                  
                    “Would they be any good for a warrior on foot?”
                  


                  
                    He shook his head. “I would imagine that they could be swung whilst charging and that would make them more powerful.”
                  


                  
                    “Then how would we defend against them?”
                  


                  
                    “Stronger shields.”
                  


                  
                    “Already we have as much metal as we can carry.” My smith shrugged. “Then we will have to avoid them in the future.” I leaned in to speak confidentially to Bjorn. “I may have found a gold mine and a mine with the blue stones.”
                  


                  
                    His eyes lit up. “Then we can make precious jewellery. Is Aiden with you?”
                  


                  
                    I smiled, “Torin needs him?”
                  


                  
                    “He has great skills and small hands. Torin has neither the eyes nor the hands for the delicate work which women seek.”
                  


                  
                    “He will be here until the spring. I will send him along tomorrow.”
                  


                  
                    “Thank you Jarl.” He smiled. “This is a good place to live now. My father would have been happy here.”
                  


                  
                    “It is thanks to your father that we can be happy here. He will always be remembered but we see him every day.”
                  


                  
                    “Where?” He looked around as though he would see him walking in the village.
                  


                  
                    “When we look at you.”
                  


                  
                    I reached the warrior hall just before the evening meal time. The wounded warriors had been attended to. Snorri waved to me. He was now a warrior, albeit a young one. He was talking with another young man I did not recognise. The married warriors were at home and the hall was filled with the single men. Haaken and Cnut were the only family men there. They were the informal leaders of the Ulfheonar. They would return to their families but they were diligent and wanted to ensure that those without families were cared for.
                  


                  
                    As they approached me I noticed some new faces. “I see we have recruits?”
                  


                  
                    “Aye Dargh told us that many have arrived in the last few days. He has some up the hill.”
                  


                  
                    “We need them training. The Saxons on Anglesey look to be a more difficult proposition than the others we have encountered.”
                  


                  
                    “You are right. I like not these armoured horsemen.”
                  


                  
                    “And that armour was the finest I have ever seen. I was surprised that you managed to kill one.”
                  


                  
                    “I was lucky. When he fell the mail around his neck became detached else I would not have been able to stab him.”
                  


                  
                    “And we must get a mail coif such as you wear. It saved your life.”
                  


                  
                    “I know.” We left the hall and stood in the square outside. “So will you train my warriors for me and find me more Ulfheonar?”
                  


                  
                    “We will.”
                  


                  
                    “Haaken, if you would work with the young warriors; the untried ones they can learn much from you. Cnut, take those warriors who have joined us and see if they have the skills needed to be Ulfheonar.”
                  


                  
                    Haaken stroked his beard, “We will need an expedition to the mainland to hunt wolves.”
                  


                  
                    “I know. I think that we will send ‘Wolf’ back to Rolf in a month. If the warriors are ready then they can hunt the wolf around the sacred mountain. There should be such animals there.”
                  


                  
                    “There are, Jarl Garth. Did you not hear them howling when we were waiting to take the garrison?”
                  


                  
                    “I suppose I must have but I was listening that night for human sounds.” As they turned to leave I added, “Thorkell the Tall seemed to want to live across the water. Rolf’s family is here and I would prefer men to live there who wished to. Find out if any others wish to serve me by the mountain.”
                  


                  
                    “Are you certain? It would diminish the Ulfheonar.”
                  


                  
                    “I would not force a man to follow me when his heart was elsewhere. Besides I need good men there. The Ulfheonar are all leaders. We should use their skills. And we will need a captain and crew for ‘Serpent’. She may not be a fighting ship but she can carry supplies and she can trade for us.”
                  


                  
                    I returned to my hall. I now knew what we would be doing for the next year and that eased both my mind and my heart.
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                      I enjoyed being back at home. I was able to play with Arturus and to help strengthen his arms for the day he began his training as a warrior. He wanted to join the boys and young men being trained by Haaken. Haaken had Snorri assist him in the training of young warriors. He had been one of their numbers until quite recently and it made it easier for Haaken. They used the inside of the hill fort. Dargh and the guards were amused by it all but it also allowed them to make mistakes without others seeing them. I took to visiting them each morning after I had eaten. Often I just wrapped a cloak around me and watched from the ramparts. It happened so regularly that they would forget I was there and I was able to learn much about these young men who would soon be fighting for me.
                    


                    
                      Haaken and Snorri had insisted that each warrior make their own wooden sword and shield. They had learned that from me and I, in turn, had learned it from Ragnar. Although they complained at first I noticed, as I watched them, that they treated it as a real sword. They frowned and scowled at any damage it received and they kissed it when they won. It would help them immeasurably when they became warriors. If they valued a piece of wood then what price a Frankish blade?
                    


                    
                      There were ten of them and they ranged in age from young Carl who was ten summers old to Tostig who was thirteen summers. They ranged in size and age but they all had one thing in common, they wanted to be warriors who followed the Dragon Heart. I had had Beorn make ten identical seaxes. Aiden had made a small wolf’s head from iron and bronze. The wolf head was embedded in the hilt. It did not cost much but I knew that they looked impressive. I had them with me that day to give them as a sort of encouragement to the boys to work hard. I also knew that it would bind them to me and that was important.
                    


                    
                      I smiled as I watched them work. Haaken had them paired up. He watched three pairs while Snorri watched the four younger boys. He was a hard taskmaster.
                    


                    
                      “Olaf Olegson if you don’t keep up your shield then some warrior will have your head. Magnus The Fair put some effort into it. The jarl’s baby daughter could hit harder than you!”
                    


                    
                      Haaken was less harsh than Snorri. He now had a baby son of his own and I knew that he longed for the time when he would train his own son. He treated each boy as though he was his son. It was a good way to be and an even better way to teach.
                    


                    
                      “Good, Tostig. Next time, put your weight on your front but do not drop your shield when you do so. Your shield is your friend. Your shield can save your life. You should sleep with your shield and caress it as though it is a girl.” I saw one or two cast him a curious look. He shook his head, “Wait until you have fought in a battle and seen the hurt your shield takes for you then you will know what I mean.”
                    


                    
                      I could see that some of them, especially the younger ones were tiring a little. I descended the stairs and walked towards them. I hid my smile as they all increased their efforts as they tried to impress me. They were taking no prisoners and the blows from the wooden swords drew blood. It was fortunate they all wore leather padded helmets but I saw bruises and grazes on their legs and arms. It would stand them in good stead when they fought for real.
                    


                    
                      “You have done well boys. You may take a rest,” I glanced at Haaken, “with your permission, sword master.”
                    


                    
                      “Of course Jarl Garth.”
                    


                    
                      They stood, panting in a half circle. They bore their wounds with pride. None attempted to stem the bleeding and all stood erect trying to be like the warriors they saw around them guarding our hill fort.
                    


                    
                      “I have watched you for the past week and I have seen improvement. You will all be warriors one day. Whom would you fight for?”
                    


                    
                      “For Dragon Heart!” they roared, as though rehearsed.
                    


                    
                      “And whom do I fight for?”
                    


                    
                      That confused them. I looked at each face and they were desperate to read the answer on mine. I smiled, “I fight for the families of the people who live on our island of Man. Always remember that. There is little glory in going a-Viking if your family suffers whilst you are away.” I waved my hand at Dargh’s guards. “Without these doughty warriors I could not do what I do.” I saw Haaken smile as the guards all stood a little taller. It never hurt to praise a man and I meant every word of it.
                    


                    
                      “So if you are certain you wish to fight for me then you must be bound to me.” I saw the pleasure light up their faces and first one and then all of them dropped to one knee. I walked along to the eldest. “Take this token from me. It makes you my warrior until you swear an oath to another.”
                    


                    
                      I gave the first one to Tostig who touched it as though it was burning, “I will swear an oath to you now Jarl Garth!”
                    


                    
                      “No, for you are not yet a warrior and you may choose to serve another jarl. This seax is a gift; you keep it if you serve me or not.”
                    


                    
                      As I handed them out I felt a cheat for I knew that they would bind them to me. I also knew that, even without the gift it was unlikely they would wish to serve another. This was mainly because my band had the most success. I left them toying with their new weapons knowing that Haaken would get little work from them for a while longer.
                    


                    
                      Cnut had the older warriors, all twelve of them, on the far side of the hill close to the Garlic River. They had sword skills and he needed to know what other skills they had. The variety of land in the valley afforded him the opportunity to find out. The valley had special significance to Haaken, Cnut and myself. It had been the place we had prevented a sneak attack by the Saxons on our village when we had been new to the island. It had created the legend of the Ulfheonar.
                    


                    
                      As I descended the hill I saw that Cnut was seeing how good they were at hiding. Not all warriors needed that skill but Ulfheonar did. Within another week he would have worked out if any of them had the potential to be an Ulfheonar. We could hide within breathing distance of an enemy and they would not know we were there. That was a skill you were born with. You could never really teach it.
                    


                    
                      I watched him as he strode along the valley with a long spear in his hand. He held it close to the blade and smacked the other end on the warriors he found. He was not gentle.
                    


                    
                      “Sweyn Knutson, you have an arse like a cow in labour. If I was a Saxon you would be pleasured by now!” He lashed out with the spear and it connected with the warrior’s rump. There was a grunt and the warrior stood. By the time I reached them he had found eleven of them.
                    


                    
                      He turned to look at me. “Just seeing how good they are at hiding.” He shook his head. “Not very good, obviously.”
                    


                    
                      I smiled; I had seen what he had not. One still remained in hiding. “Except for the one who is still hidden of course.”
                    


                    
                      He spun around and counted, “Thor’s hammer! You are right. Find Ragnar Siggison!”
                    


                    
                      The eleven of them leapt off beating the undergrowth with the flats of their swords. After what seemed like an age he could not be found. “I think, old friend that he has won. Call him in.”
                    


                    
                      Cnut shook his head, “Ragnar! You have won. Come out.”
                    


                    
                      I was intrigued and I was looking all around for him. I suspected he had moved out of range of the searchers but suddenly he rose, like Njoror from the river. He was dripping wet but grinning from ear to ear. I pointed to him. “I am just guessing but I think he would be a fine candidate for the Ulfheonar.”
                    


                    
                      “You are right and he has great skills with weapons. If he can track as well then we have our first recruit.”
                    


                    
                      I left Cnut feeling much happier. We had lost brave warriors but I could now see where their replacements would come from. Satisfied that all was going well Erika and I took our children for a visit to Duboglassio. It had been six months since I had seen my stepfather and Eurwen, my half sister. I had had messages from both him and Olaf the Toothless but I had missed him. We travelled by the hill ponies we now bred. They were hardy little creatures and they could carry a surprisingly heavy load.
                    


                    
                      He had obviously used his time wisely for, as we approached the town, we could see more buildings and homes than before. Although it had been some time since we had visited they all knew me and my wife. Erika was seen as the unofficial queen of the island and was popular with all.
                    


                    
                      I was shocked when Prince Butar greeted us. He had grown old. His hair was grey and wispy. He appeared to have shrunk a little too so that I now towered over him. He threw his arms around Erika and then tried to pick up Arturus. Arturus had grown and he settled for a cuddle instead.
                    


                    
                      “What a fine young warrior you will be! I can see we have a young Dragon Heart in the making.”
                    


                    
                      He could not have said anything better and my son beamed.
                    


                    
                      “Come, Olaf the Toothless will join us later.” He leaned in. “He has not been well you know.”
                    


                    
                      His steward took my family to our room and I went with the prince to his hall where a huge fire burned brightly. I noticed he sat close to the fire. For me it was too hot but I knew I would need to be close to him and I suffered the heat. It was another sign he was getting old; Ragnar had been the same and he had needed the heat much more than I had. Prince Butar’s voice also appeared weaker than it had. I tried to work out how long it was since my mother had died. Then he had been a fine warrior still. Not the youngest of fighters but one who could handle himself. He had told me, after I had rescued him from Tadgh the traitor that he would never raid again. I now thought that what he had meant was that he would never leave his home again. I could not recall him leaving Duboglassio since that time. Perhaps that explained his deterioration. I knew that he and his men had been cruelly treated. Even Sweyn, his captain and a much younger man, had suffered.
                    


                    
                      His mind was still as sharp as ever. After we had been served two foaming horns of ale he said, “I may not get out much anymore but I have heard of your exploits. Two monasteries and two forts destroyed! You have defeated two Hibernian pirates and captured a ship. We have all been mesmerised and enthralled by the stories of your adventures.”
                    


                    
                      I nodded in what I hoped was a modest manner, “Whatever I have done I owe to you and your father.”
                    


                    
                      “My father more than me. He would have been prouder than any of your achievements.”
                    


                    
                      The door opened and Olaf the Toothless hobbled in. If the prince looked old then Olaf looked ancient. He had sunken cheeks and but three white hairs on his bald pate. He walked with a stick and looked as thin as one. His smile, however, was still the same.
                    


                    
                      “It does an old man’s eyes good to see you Dragon Heart. So long as you breathe then there is a warrior of whom we can all be proud. Ragnar would be proud.”
                    


                    
                      I embraced him but I did it gently. He looked as though he would crumble to dust if I squeezed too hard.
                    


                    
                      After Olaf had seated himself even closer to the fire they asked me to tell them of my travels. I did so. They listened to every word and felt every blow and death. Their eyes sparkled with the tales of battle. They chuckled when I told them how we had defeated the Hibernians.
                    


                    
                      “These horsemen, there were just three?”
                    


                    
                      I drank some beer for my mouth was dry. “There were and I killed one.”
                    


                    
                      “Was the armour mail or pieces of metal?”
                    


                    
                      “It was overlapping pieces of metal.”
                    


                    
                      Olaf and the Prince looked at each other. Olaf nodded, “There would be leather underneath too. It is a good combination. I have heard of it but never seen it. The Roman soldiers from the south used it. Some of the ships of the Rus which went to Byzantium spoke of such armour.”
                    


                    
                      “How did the Saxons get their hands on it?”
                    


                    
                      “They could be mercenaries.”
                    


                    
                      “No Olaf, do you remember the legends?” Olaf looked puzzled and then nodded.
                    


                    
                      “Legends?”
                    


                    
                      “Aye, in the time after the Romans left and the Saxons came there were stories of a band of men on horses who were encased in armour. They protected the native peoples and defeated the Saxons many times but they died out and vanished into…well no one knows where they went.”
                    


                    
                      “So you are saying the Saxons might just have found the armour of these warriors?”
                    


                    
                      “Possibly and that might explain why they did not use them well. It was said that these horsemen trained from a young age to ride and use a variety of weapons. They were born to be horsemen. The Saxons are not.”
                    


                    
                      I nodded and stared at the fire. My mother had told Prince Butar of her father who rode a horse and fought the Saxons. Could my grandfather have been the last of these warriors?
                    


                    
                      “Will you return to this Anglesey then?”
                    


                    
                      “I have left Rolf and Jarl Erik at the fort we captured and I will go back in spring. The land is rich in grain.”
                    


                    
                      “I know the people sing your praises when they bake their bread. No-one will go hungry this winter and it is thanks to you.”
                    


                    
                      “Had I had more men then I could have captured more and starved the Saxons out.”
                    


                    
                      “It was not meant to be. You did well.” The two old men looked at each other and Olaf nodded. “We have young warriors who wish to go raiding. They seek the honour and glory you have. They are loyal to both of us and will not go with just anyone. Our days of raiding are gone. They are a distant though pleasant memory.”
                    


                    
                      “Aye, that upstart Ragnar Hairy Breeches tried to persuade some to go but they would not. They were tempted but they swore an oath to the two of us.” Olaf spat into the fire. I think it summed up his opinion of Hairy Breeches.
                    


                    
                      Prince Butar stood and stretched and turned his back to the fire to warm it. “Sweyn will not go raiding again. Tadgh might as well have ripped his heart out when he tortured our warriors. He will give his life to defend me and this isle but no more than that.” He looked intently at me. “We would have you take our warriors with you. They will follow you and it will make them less likely to leave.”
                    


                    
                      “But my two ships are small.”
                    


                    
                      “Pah! I will not be using my ship and I have my men building another. I am sure you can use ‘Ran’ too. Prince Butar will not need it.”
                    


                    
                      “If you think I am up to it then I would be honoured.”
                    


                    
                      They both burst out laughing so hard that I worried that they would have a seizure. “I can think of no other who I would trust with either my men or those of Olaf. Even Jarl Erik follows you. You are now the legend.”
                    


                    
                      Later that night, when the children were asleep and Erika lay in my arms I told her of my talk with the two old men. “They have aged so much. I fear for them.”
                    


                    
                      “I know. I thought that Eurwen would keep her father young but it was not meant to be.” She snuggled in a little more and nibbled my ear. “The servants say that he is better when you are close.”
                    


                    
                      “You are saying I should stay here?”
                    


                    
                      “No, but we are close enough for you to visit a few times a month. We will stay a few days this time and then if you return regularly it will lift his spirits.”
                    


                    
                      I kissed her. “You are right and I am glad that the gods put you in my way.”
                    


                    
                      I knew she was right as soon as I told my stepfather and Olaf that I would be staying for a few days. He brightened immediately and began to plan a feast. “I had thought to keep you to myself but I can share you with my warriors and offer them the chance of a raid. It will brighten their days as well as mine.”
                    


                    
                      I felt like some sort of entertainer but when I saw the difference it made to the old man then I knew it was worth it. The feast was planned for Thor’s day but on Woden’s day we heard the alarm. I had not brought my armour but I strapped on my sword and ran out with the other warriors.
                    


                    
                      “You stay in here with the children.” Erika nodded. She knew better than most the danger of strange sails.
                    


                    
                      I reached the gate just as it was closing and I raced up the steps to the fighting platform. The sentry pointed to the east. I recognised the ships; it was Ragnar Hairy Breeches and his consort. I turned to Sweyn who was puffing and panting next to me. “Out of condition aren’t you Sweyn?”
                    


                    
                      He grinned as he tried to catch his breath. He had been an Ulfheonar but he knew his limitations and chose instead to guard my stepfather. “I don’t have the energy I once had but I can still fight.”
                    


                    
                      “We may not have to fight today. This is Ragnar Hairy Breeches and the last time I saw him he came in peace.”
                    


                    
                      “We will see.” He turned as Prince Butar struggled across the courtyard.
                    


                    
                      The ships came in slowly and, when they lowered their sails only Ragnar and two warriors disembarked. He limped as he came over. I said to Prince Butar, as he watched from below, “We can let them in there are only three of them and I know one of them.”
                    


                    
                      The gate was opened and I joined Prince Butar to greet the erstwhile conqueror of the Saxons. He smiled when he saw me, “Ah, the Dragon Heart. I had been told this was the home of Prince Butar.”
                    


                    
                      “I am Prince Butar.”
                    


                    
                      “And this is Jarl Ragnar Hairy Breeches.” I saw the bandage around his arm. “I see you have encountered the Saxons.”
                    


                    
                      He looked around him and said, “It is a little public here and a little dry too. Is there somewhere we could sit and talk?”
                    


                    
                      Prince Butar understood the protocol involved. “Come to my hall and we will talk there.”
                    


                    
                      As we walked Ragnar said, “So you did not raid as you said you would.”
                    


                    
                      I ignored the insult, “I did. I have just returned from Cymru and Anglesey.”
                    


                    
                      He gave a knowing smile, “Did you meet the horsemen?”
                    


                    
                      He had known of the mailed men. I nodded, “We did and I slew one.”
                    


                    
                      For the first time he was taken aback. “You managed to slay one? That was some feat. Why did you not stay?”
                    


                    
                      “I wished to see my family.”
                    


                    
                      We entered the hall. “Aye if I had a pretty bird such as your wife then I would not leave the nest as often.”
                    


                    
                      I saw Prince Butar frown. He did not like to hear women spoken of in such terms. “Please sit.”
                    


                    
                      His steward appeared with a bucket of foaming ale and some horns. Ragnar was, indeed, thirsty and he scooped a horn full and quaffed it down in one swallow. “Good beer. I found none in the land of the Dee.” We filled our horns and waited as he downed a second and then wiped his beard with the back of his hand. “You were right about the Maeresea, Dragon Heart, and I thank you for that. It saved us, let me tell you. But the Saxons have learned from your raid and the fort has been strengthened. It seems their new king wishes to hold on to what he has. I lost some good men when we tried to attack it.”
                    


                    
                      I knew then that he was not a good leader. You did not waste your men in fruitless assaults. When you attacked you made sure you knew what to expect. I nodded sympathetically.
                    


                    
                      “We raided the lands close to their fort but they were piss poor villages. They had fled to the fort with their animals and coins. We lost few men but they were not a rich people. We crossed the Dee and found much better places to raid but they had built protective walls around them. We took them and their riches but men were lost. When the men from Caestre came for us we escaped to the Maeresea and we fled.”
                    


                    
                      It was a sorry tale. I got the impression that Ragnar was blaming me in some way. Prince Butar glanced at me and rolled his eyes. “So Jarl Ragnar, how can we help you?”
                    


                    
                      He pointed to me with his horn before refilling it. “I asked this young jarl to join me in a raid but he had other things on his mind. I have heard that you have doughty men too, Prince Butar. Would you and your warriors return with me to the Dee? I was close to capturing that fort of theirs. If I held that then I could winter there.”
                    


                    
                      Prince Butar shook his head. “I am sorry, Jarl Ragnar but my step son and I are planning something else for the spring and I will need all of my men.”
                    


                    
                      He looked disappointed but I do not think it was a surprise, “Then I will return to Orkneyjar and recruit from my people.” He looked at me. “Did you take the monasteries?” I nodded. “And the forts?” Again I nodded. “You are indeed favoured by the gods.” He looked almost disappointed.
                    


                    
                      After he and his ships had left Prince Butar and I talked. “I do not like that man. He seems to me a lazy and a poor leader. He wants to raid with other men’s warriors. If he was any good then warriors would flock to join him as they do to you.”
                    


                    
                      It was true. Ships arrived from the islands and from Norway to trade with us and they left warriors eager to fight for the Jarls of Man. They were men who wished to go a-Viking but had no leader they felt they could follow. I knew that Erik, Olaf and Prince Butar had recruits such as I had. The difference was I had greater numbers.
                    


                    
                      We soon forgot Ragnar Hairy Breeches as we prepared for the feast. Erika insisted on organising it. “I know you mean well, Prince Butar, but this is not a raid on a Saxon village. This needs someone who can arrange such things. When Eurwen grows she can take on such tasks but until then I will have to mother you all! Now out of the hall while I arrange things.”
                    


                    
                      Neither the prince nor myself took offence at her words. My mother had been of a similar nature. We went to the beach where the new ship was being built. We both knew the importance of seeing the ship take shape. A good warrior knew how his ship was constructed. The wood had been taken in one of the raids on the mainland. We had poor trees but the lands we had raided proliferated with oak and that made for good ships. The long piece of oak which formed the keel would be strong enough to stand the fiercest storms in the Poisoned Sea. Even though it was a skeleton we saw that the carpenter was busily carving the most important part, the dragon prow. He would take as long on that as they did on the hull. It would not be a drekar without a well made and decorated dragon prow.
                    


                    
                      When we finally returned we saw that Erika and her women had cleaned the hall and that great fires were lit. Somehow it looked homelier and yet it was the same building. Every warrior in Duboglassio was there. It was just a handful of old men who watched from the walls that night. Thanks to my wife we ate and drank well.
                    


                    
                      Once the food had been finished, although that was never completely true as some of the men with huge appetites would continue to nibble and gnaw all night, Prince Butar stood. I noticed he was a little unsteady and I could not work out if that was his age or the drink. His men loved him and they did not mind.
                    


                    
                      He got their attention merely by standing, smiling and then, gently waving with his arms. “My warriors I have let you down as a leader.” There was uproar as they all shouted their denial. He shook his head and raised his voice a little. “I have not led you on great raids as I should have. Because I did not want to leave my home any longer I have stopped you from doing so. That ends now!” He raised his voice just a little and they all subsided. I could see that they worried what was coming next. Only Sweyn and Olaf had a calm look about them. They knew what he would say.
                    


                    
                      “My son, the mighty warrior Dragon Heart,” he paused for he knew the effect that would have. They all cheered and banged the table with the hilts of their daggers. “Dragon Heart will be leading a raid against the Saxons of Anglesey in the spring and I am letting him take ‘Ran’ as one of his drekar.”
                    


                    
                      Warrior looked at warrior in keen expectation. Prince Butar milked the moment and took a drink of his ale. “Any warrior who wishes to go has my blessing but you must all know this; the jarl who leads is Dragon Heart and his word is law.”
                    


                    
                      They did not care. They had the chance to go on a raid and they were beside themselves with excitement. When he sat down my step father said, “Well that went well. As I knew it would.”
                    


                    
                      “What of the defences of your town?”
                    


                    
                      “It is only one drekar. Even fully manned it will leave me with twenty warriors. That is more than enough.” He glanced at me. “How long will you be away?”
                    


                    
                      This was the difficult question I had been dreading. “To consolidate the island and capture all their grain and their treasures? A month. The warriors can then return to you but I intend to take my drekar and sail south to find the mine of the blue jewels and the river of gold.”
                    


                    
                      He looked at me sceptically. “They exist?”
                    


                    
                      “I took a map from the monastery. It looked to be from the time of Rheged and both the river and the mine were marked.” I pointed to the ring Erika wore. “We found those rings in the monastery. I took it as a sign.” He nodded. “I will only take Ulfheonar. There look to be few people there and I need no more than my oathsworn.”
                    


                    
                      He smiled, “If I were younger then I would join you on one of these adventures. Just hearing them makes the blood course through my veins once more.” He patted my arm, “Live now and do all that you can for the time will pass quicker than you can imagine.”
                    


                    
                      His words echoed my own and confirmed my decision. I would strike while I was young and powerful.
                    


                    
                      A few days after the feast, Prince Butar summoned me to his hall. “You have done your duty Dragon Heart. You have cheered up an old man now return to your home and prepare this raid in the spring.”
                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    


                    


                    



                    


                    
                      

                    

                    
                      


                      Chapter 10


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        When I told Haaken and Cnut of the prince’s offer they were delighted. “We will have more new warriors and we can garrison the fort.”
                      


                      
                        I was happy that they were enthusiastic but it would not be easy for us. “Remember some of our warriors wish to stay there. They are warriors like Thorkell the Tall. While it would give us men to control the land it would take from us irreplaceable warriors.”
                      


                      
                        “Do not be such a pessimist. I have at least four warriors who could be Ulfheonar and all the rest are good enough to defeat any Saxons we may find.”
                      


                      
                        “And the boys show great potential. Your gift of the blades was inspired.”
                      


                      
                        “But they cost me little.”
                      


                      
                        “It is not the price of the gift which is important but what it symbolises. In this case it means they are your men.”
                      


                      
                        I suppose I knew that it would have that effect when I gave the gift but I wondered if it lacked honour. Had I done the same with the arm rings? Would the gods, even now, be frowning on my actions? It was hard to know. My only comfort was that the voices in my head had not criticised me as yet.
                      


                      
                        “We need to fully crew ‘Wolf’ this voyage. Choose the best from those you are training.”
                      


                      
                        Cnut glanced at Haaken. “We wanted to sail before Yule to enable the warriors who wish to become Ulfheonar get their cloaks.”
                      


                      
                        This was the first time when my two oldest friends had been so wary of my reaction. Was I changing? I did not think so but perhaps I was. “I think that is a good idea. We can take some supplies for Rolf and Jarl Erik too.”
                      


                      
                        “We? You are coming?”
                      


                      
                        “Aye, just to see how the land lies. Besides you will not be there for long will you?”
                      


                      
                        “Five days, seven at the most.”
                      


                      
                        Erika was philosophical about it especially when I told her I would take Arturus. “It will do him good and, I assume, it will be safe for him?”
                      


                      
                        “It will. The fort is strong and we have two crews there. They will not allow anything bad to happen to my son.”
                      


                      
                        He, in turn, was delighted. At last he would sail with his father. I kept telling him we would not be fighting but he was convinced that I was not speaking truthfully.
                      


                      
                        I charged Aiden with the task of watching my son for I needed to watch the warriors who had chosen to make this most perilous of quests. Only Cnut and Haaken accompanied me; the rest were all new men. It was a deliberate ploy. We wanted to see how they rowed and how they got on. Although each warrior sought a wolf cloak they would have to work together to do so.
                      


                      
                        We did not assign benches and I watched where they sat. As I had expected friend sat with friend, young warriors with their peers. However they all seemed to get on and Snorri bantered with Ragnar Siggison. It was a good sign. It showed they were a happy crew. Haaken and Cnut would be passengers with me. This voyage would let them see their charges row.
                      


                      
                        I allowed Erik Short Toe to steer. He was more than competent. I had learned that he wished to continue as steersman even when a warrior. Snorri had seen the role of ship’s boy as a means to a shield and a sword. Erik liked the sea. I would gradually increase his turn at the steering board and see how he developed. It was how I had learned to steer under the guidance and tutelage of Olaf the Toothless.
                      


                      
                        It was a grey dank day when we sailed east. The wind was precocious and it tested both the rowers and Erik. The gods were favouring me again. It put an obstacle in our way but my men overcame it. Cnut Sweynson clung precariously to the mast head but he had good eyes and would warn us of an attack.
                      


                      
                        By the time we saw the mountain loom over the horizon we had seen enough of the men to make a judgement. All would make warriors but we had closely observed five or six of them who could easily be Ulfheonar. It took more than the skin of a wolf to join my oathsworn elite.
                      


                      
                        As we neared the island a wall of cloud drifted from the west and soon both the island and the mountain were shrouded in cloud. They had an eerie look to them. The new warriors had never seen them before and I saw one or two giving each other worried looks. The mountain was mystical and the gods were dressing it well for our visit. In a way that pleased me for they were the ones we had identified as not being suitable as Ulfheonar. The ones we had already identified merely watched with curiosity. The two drekar were still tied up and I saw the sentries give us a wave. I took over the steering board as the beach and wooden dock loom up. The rowers were not quite as efficient as my Ulfheonar were but they did well.
                      


                      
                        Rolf and Jarl Erik strolled down to meet me. Neither wore mail and I took that to be a good sign.
                      


                      
                        “Welcome, Jarl Dragon Heart.”
                      


                      
                        “Good to see you both looking well.” I pointed to the island. “Did you have any trouble with the Saxons?”
                      


                      
                        “A little. A warband came from St. Asaph a week or so after you had left. They made a half hearted attempt to scale the walls. They left eight dead and they have not returned since.”
                      


                      
                        Jarl Erik nodded, “We cleaned and deepened the ditches and reinforced the walls.” He pointed to the mountain side. “There is plenty of timber.” He suddenly seemed to see Arturus and the new warriors. “I was not expecting you back before the spring.”
                      


                      
                        I began to walk towards the fortress. “No, we have much to talk about but let us do it in the warmth of the hall.”
                      


                      
                        Aiden saw to Arturus while Haaken and Cnut showed the warriors where they would be sleeping. There was ample space both in the monastery and the fort.
                      


                      
                        “These are all new warriors and they are here to hunt the wolves.”
                      


                      
                        Rolf leaned forward eagerly, “Good! They have been raiding the monastery sheep.” He looked outraged, “That is our job!”
                      


                      
                        We all laughed. “Good. And there is another reason I am here. Prince Butar wishes me to lead some of his warriors in the spring. ‘Ran’ and a full crew will join us. We will have four ships, five if you count ‘Serpent’, and almost a hundred men. I think we should be able to deal with the warriors in their fort; even if they do have horsemen.”
                      


                      
                        Both men looked happy at the prospect. “And are you both still happy to spend the winter here?” I gestured at my ship, “We brought more supplies.”
                      


                      
                        “It is good. There is good hunting and when the weather is clement we take it in turns to visit Anglesey and do a little raiding. We have added to our stores and we have some slaves now to work in the kitchens.” Jarl Erik held his hand up, “We treat them as kindly as you would and they have not tried to escape… yet.”
                      


                      
                        “Then if you are happy…” I leaned back and yawned. “I think we will be here for a few days. It depends upon the hunters I suppose.”
                      


                      
                        “What will you do while they are hunting, Dragon Heart?”
                      


                      
                        “I think I will explore the mountain with my son and Aiden.”
                      


                      
                        “I will send guards with you for there are wild animals and, last week, we caught some Welsh scouts.” He pointed to the west gate. “Their heads serve as a warning to others.”
                      


                      
                        “Very well although I do not think I will need bodyguards.”
                      


                      
                        Jarl Erik shook his head and smiled. “And what would my little sister say if anything happened to Arturus? No, we will err on the side of caution, you shall have an escort.”
                      


                      
                        I knew he was right of course but I wanted the freedom to travel with just the two boys. Harald and Olaf were powerful warriors and I could see they took their task seriously. They were both taller than I was. They seemed like giants next to Aiden and Arturus. I noticed that they had scars which were testament to the battles in which they had fought. However the warrior rings showed that they had been successful. These were the best that Jarl Erik had. I was honoured. They walked just behind us but when we came to places where there might be an ambush one of them raced ahead to ensure that it was safe. It was brave of them for it meant that they would set off any trap intended for me.
                      


                      
                        I was not worried. No-one knew I was here so why would anyone set a trap for me?
                      


                      
                        I headed up the mountain. I was not sure if Arturus could manage to climb to the top but we would see how far we could get. I assumed that I would be able to see all the way to Anglesey and beyond… if the clouds cleared.
                      


                      
                        The lower slopes were covered with forests and the trail wound between thick trees with scrubby growth struggling to reach the light. As we climbed higher, the trees thinned and the journey became much lighter and the air fresher. The mountain had strange rock formations which Arturus began to name.
                      


                      
                        “Look, a sheep. There is an owl shaped rock.”
                      


                      
                        Some of them I could see but others bespoke a wild imagination. I did not mind. I was enjoying the walk and happy to hear my son so animated. Then he said, “There’s a wolf!”
                      


                      
                        We all looked quickly for we feared it might be a real wolf but we relaxed when we saw the rock formation. Even I was taken aback. It did look like a wolf. We approached it. It was largely natural but I could see that its mouth had been widened by man. This had been partly constructed. It was a cave.
                      


                      
                        Arturus went to run directly inside but Aiden clutched his arm. “Not yet. Wait until your father says it is safe.”
                      


                      
                        I went forward with Olaf while Harald kept watch. We had to stoop to enter the cave but, once inside the roof rose so that we could stand upright, easily. Olaf went to the end. I heard a grunt and he came back rubbing his head. “It is empty but watch out for the roof at the end, my lord!”
                      


                      
                        “Thank you Olaf. You two keep watch and rest. We will explore this.” I turned and cupped my hands, “Aiden, you can both enter if you wish.” My words echoed from the ceiling and seemed to run around the dark empty space. We had no flint with us. I should have brought one.
                      


                      
                        The two boys came in and both looked in awe at the high ceiling. Arturus whispered, “Are there bears in here?”
                      


                      
                        “Olaf says it is safe to explore but do not run. I would not have you fall and hurt yourself.”
                      


                      
                        “I will keep hold of his hand, my lord.”
                      


                      
                        I knew that he would be safe with Aiden and I began to explore the strange cave. There was something familiar about it even though I knew I had never seen it before that morning. I found myself drawn to my left. I had no idea why but I went with the feeling. The floor had been smoothed, again it showed the mark of man.
                      


                      
                        As I approached the far wall I realised that my eyes had adjusted to the dark and I could see a recess in the cave wall. It was as long as a man and half way up the wall. I seemed to be drawn towards it. As I drew closer my body threw a shadow across the already darkened hole and I could see nothing.
                      


                      
                        I ran my hands around the edge of the opening. It felt smooth, almost man made. It eased my mind somewhat for I had dreaded finding something slimy and alive within it. I put my right hand inside, tentatively. Suddenly I stopped for there was something there. It was cloth. I felt it between my finger and thumb. I gave an involuntary tug and the material came away. It had rotted away! I put my left hand within and ran both hands along the object I had found. It ran the length of the opening. As I moved my hands I must have pressed too hard for some dust flew out and made me sneeze. As I did so my hand came down and I felt a hand. The flesh felt strange, as though it had been under the water for some time. This was a body. Someone had been buried here!
                      


                      
                        I stepped back. Who buried their dead in caves? It was unheard of. Then the thought came into my mind, the people of Rheged. I had heard a legend of the last king, Urien, who was not dead, it was said, but sleeping in a cave. Could this be the body of the dead king and was I meant to find it?
                      


                      
                        I returned to the opening and put my hand in again. The dead could not hurt me for I meant no offence to the spirit which had once inhabited this body. I used my other hand to touch my wolf amulet for protection and instantly felt better. I reasoned that the clothes around the body were too plain for a king and there would have been weapons. Suddenly I felt something which was not a weapon and not a bone. I gently tugged and it came away. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck begin to prickle. There was something familiar about this strange object. I dared not look at it yet. I turned and walked towards the light. I kept my eyes averted from the object in case my attention made it disappear and I wanted to get out of the cave safely.
                      


                      
                        I saw that Arturus and Aiden were both outside and were looking worried as were the two guards. “My lord we were worried when you vanished. Where did you go?”
                      


                      
                        I looked back at the cave. “Why I was just in the cave and I was only gone minutes.”
                      


                      
                        Olaf pointed to the sky, “My lord it is long after noon. We had better get back before dark.”
                      


                      
                        I felt dizzy. What was happening to me? I looked down fearfully at my left hand which contained the object I had found. I now knew what it was. As I opened my fingers both Arturus and Aiden gasped. It was an identical copy of my wolf amulet, down to the blue stone in the eye.
                      


                      
                        Arturus said, “Father…”
                      


                      
                        “We will talk later. Olaf is quite right we have tarried too long here in this place of the dead.”
                      


                      
                        As we hurried down the trail Aiden said, “My lord, you look as though you have seen a ghost.”
                      


                      
                        “Aye Aiden, I believe I have. It is a ghost from my past but let us not talk of such things here. This is the world of the spirits and it is coming on to night and their time. It does not do to upset the goddess Hel.”
                      


                      
                        Even the two guards were fearful. Olaf went ahead, his head swivelling rapidly from side to side whilst Harald kept looking over his shoulder as though expecting a spirit or a ghost to grab him. I was relieved when I saw the lights of the fort ahead. It was not quite night but it was too close for comfort. I saw Jarl Erik and Rolf hurrying towards us with torches. I could see, behind them, others with torches. They were beginning a search for us.
                      


                      
                        “Dragon Heart we were worried!” The relief on Jarl Erik’s face was quite clear.
                      


                      
                        As I reached them I said, “And so was I.” I held out my hands to show them the two amulets. “Look what I have found!”
                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      


                      


                      



                      


                      
                        

                      

                      
                        


                        Chapter 11


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          When we reached the hall I drank down a whole horn of ale. I would not judge Ragnar Hairy Breeches so harshly next time. Jarl Erik and Rolf all stood expectantly. I had laid the two amulets on the oval table. They seemed quite at home there. They were identical. I told them what had happened and how, to me, it had seemed like moments when the reality was I had been in there for some time. They both stared at the amulets.
                        


                        
                          “How could this be?”
                        


                        
                          “I know not but the rock surrounding the cave was shaped like a wolf. Men had changed its appearance. I fear for Haaken and the hunters.”
                        


                        
                          “They will be safe, my lord. I am neither seer nor shaman but it seems to me that this is all to do with you.”
                        


                        
                          “Rolf is right, brother, tomorrow we will ascend with torches and investigate this cave fully.”
                        


                        
                          “Are you not afraid Erik?”
                        


                        
                          “Strangely, no, for this is to do with you. If harm was to come to you it would have come already and yet you are here safe and sound. It is just beyond our wits that is all.”
                        


                        
                          My mind was troubled that night as I struggled to sleep. Had I offended the gods by touching the dead? Yet I knew somehow that the body was connected with my past and how could that be? The body could not be that of my grandfather. He had fallen in battle and would have been despoiled by the Saxons. Who was it and where was the connection to me? The amulet I had found hung from the pommel of Ragnar’s Spirit. I wanted the protection that the sword would give to me. The amulet could be cursed. I had taken it from a body. Why had I done that? Nothing good ever came of grave robbing.
                        


                        
                          Dawn came and I found that I had slept after all. It had not been a restful sleep. I knew that from the ease with which I woke. I quickly dressed and found that the others were still asleep. I went to the hall and drank some ale to clear my mouth and chewed on some meat and stale bread left from the night before. I smiled as I looked at the mess. You could see the lack of a woman’s touch. Everything lay where it had fallen. I knew that when we had gone Rolf and Erik would make some attempt to tidy up; if only to stop the rats and the mice becoming too numerous.
                        


                        
                          Jarl Erik insisted upon a large escort. Warriors were keen to volunteer to come with us. The journey promised to be worthy of a saga. We were entering the underworld and confronting death. I left a very unhappy Arturus with Aiden and Rolf. I would need all my wits about me and could not afford to worry about my son. Olaf and Harald felt honour bound to come with us and they led the way. We had brought ponies with torches and kindling.
                        


                        
                          When we reached the cave there was an audible gasp as the warriors saw the rock formation. Olaf and Harald had told them what to expect and they saw immediately the shape of the wolf and the gaping mouth. Erik had half of his men form a ring facing outwards in case of attack by the Welsh. We each lit a torch and entered the cave. In the torchlight it looked bigger and more threatening. The light from the burning torches flickered and flashed from the damp rock above and made strange and frightening shapes of the rocks. We heard a shout from without and Jarl Erik sent two men to investigate.
                        


                        
                          “What is it Siggi?”
                        


                        
                          Siggi shook his head as though disbelieving himself. “My lord, when the torches were lit from within there was a strange magic and the eyes of the wolf and its mouth all lit up. It was as though the wolf was alive and breathing fire.”
                        


                        
                          I looked at Erik. I felt more relieved now. “This was made by man and it was constructed to look like a wolf. I now know that I was meant to come here.”
                        


                        
                          I began to move towards the recess at the side while Erik’s men built a fire. I wanted to be able to examine the body with both hands free. As I headed towards the wall I saw that the face above the recess had been carved smooth. There were chisel marks which I could see were writing. I could not read them but I did recognise them. They were another link to my past. Erik was on my shoulder and the light from our torches showed the body as we approached. There were still wisps of hair on the head and face showing that it was a man and he had had a beard. He had not been a big man. I estimated that he would have come up to my shoulders. He was dressed in a homespun tunic; he was not a warrior. There were no arm bands and no rings but I saw, as we neared him that there was something in his right hand, on the far side of the body. I was tempted to reach out and grab it but I wanted to wait until we had more light.
                        


                        
                          Jarl Erik, standing next to me, let out a long slow breath. “You can still see some pieces of skin and hair. He looks as though he died recently and yet how can that be?”
                        


                        
                          “I do not know.” I turned to look around the cave and the first yellow and red flames from the fire flickered. As they did so I caught a glimpse, on the other side of the cave, of another recess and above it a drawing on the wall. “Look Erik.”
                        


                        
                          When he saw the recess he said, “Is this a tomb for ancient dead?” There was fear in his voice for we risked curse from the gods if we violated the dead.
                        


                        
                          “I know not. Let us examine this corpse and then see what is on the other side.”
                        


                        
                          As we returned to the body I handed my torch to Erik to leave both my hands free. I could now see that what was in the hand was a document or scroll of some kind. I reached my hand out but as soon as my fingers touched it the whole thing disintegrated. There was but one tiny piece whole. It had writing upon it. I picked it up and put it carefully in my pouch. I hoped that it would survive the journey down the mountain so that I could make a copy of it. The other objects which had been placed with the body had all rotted away. There was no sign of metal. It proved he was not a warrior.
                        


                        
                          I turned and took my torch from Erik and we walked towards the other wall. The men who had lit the fire were gathered around the recess and were staring at the wall. I could see that something had been drawn and then painted upon the wall. The colours were fading but it was still discernible. Had I come some time in the future then I might have seen nothing.
                        


                        
                          I stopped and gasped. Erik and his men all stared at me. “What is it?”
                        


                        
                          I pointed a shaking finger at the drawing. It was a man on a horse and he was dressed just as the horsemen we had fought. Instead of a spear he held a magnificent shining sword but in his left hand he held a shield and it had the face of a wolf upon it. “That is my ancestor.”
                        


                        
                          Erik pointed at the wall, “Look at the wall above, it too was smooth but where the writing was part of it has broken.”
                        


                        
                          It looked as though the carving had weakened the stone and the action of water and winter freeze had caused it to shatter. Parts of the words were still visible but not the whole message. “We must remember what the marks looked like and copy them down when we return to the fort.”
                        


                        
                          One of Erik’s men pointed a shaking finger at the corpse which lay within the recess. It was a warrior and he was encased in mail. There was a sword laid upon the body but not the one in the drawing. This was a much simpler blade. As we neared it I could see that this one had completely rotted. The only thing which had held it together had been the rusted mail. I knew that if any one touched it then it would crumble to dust.
                        


                        
                          “Have your men explore the rest of the cave. If they see any marks on the wall then they must remember them.”
                        


                        
                          “And you Dragon Heart?”
                        


                        
                          I nodded towards the dead warrior. “I will stay here awhile and see if the dead wish to speak with me.” He inclined his head and went off to speak quietly to his men. All of us were now speaking in reverential tones. This was a tomb and we would respect it.
                        


                        
                          I closed my eyes and all that I could see was the picture of the warrior on the horse with the shining sword. I could see the hilt and, beneath his mailed fist I saw a blue stone. I opened my eyes and started up at the picture above the body. Although faded there was a blue stone. Wyrd! I closed my eyes again and I saw the warrior charging through Saxons and slaughtering them and in my head I heard, ‘Wolf’, ‘Wolf’, ‘Wolf’, over and over again.
                        


                        
                          I jumped when Jarl Erik put his hand upon my shoulder. His face was full of terror. “Dragon Heart! Are you bewitched?”
                        


                        
                          I stared at him. “No, why?”
                        


                        
                          “You have stood like a stone for some time swaying and chanting ‘wolf, wolf, wolf’ over and over.”
                        


                        
                          I smiled. “No, not bewitched but the cave was talking to me. Did you find aught else?”
                        


                        
                          He nodded and he looked fearful. “This is a tomb. There are bones and pieces of rusted armour all around the cave. They are all warriors.” He dropped his voice. “I will fight any warrior and enemy you ask me to brother but we need to leave this place of death now.”
                        


                        
                          “You are right, we do need to leave but there is nothing to fear here. These people fought the same enemies that we do. We should leave them now for their spirits are all around us and they talk of battles fought and won. I am glad that we came here. Douse the fire.”
                        


                        
                          As soon as the fire was doused the secrets of the cave disappeared. We left and I saw, as I turned back, the glow from the eyes and the mouth of the rock wolf. This had been well made. The whole structure had been hewed from the mountain which rose high above it, guarding it.
                        


                        
                          We trudged back in silence. I know that the experience had affected us all. This was a holy place. The followers of the White Christ would not think so but we knew that the mountain guarded the dead.
                        


                        
                          When we reached the fort Rolf and the others looked at us expectantly. None of them asked us anything, perhaps because of the looks upon our faces. “We found another tomb and it was a warrior.” I looked at Arturus. “I think it was one of our ancestors and I think he fought the Saxons.” There was a stunned silence. “Aiden come with me. You have skill making marks. I wish you to copy something.”
                        


                        
                          I went to the hall. Erik, Rolf, Aiden and Arturus followed me. Behind me I heard the babble of voices as the warriors who had escorted us were questioned.
                        


                        
                          “Aiden get some vellum and some quills.” The monks had had many such items and they were in a chest in the main hall. He came back with some small pieces of vellum and one larger one.
                        


                        
                          “Here my lord.”
                        


                        
                          “Good. I will make the marks I think I saw and you copy them so that they are neater.”
                        


                        
                          Erik asked, “What will you do with them?”
                        


                        
                          “You remember those nuns we enslaved? Deidra and Macha, the cheese makers?”
                        


                        
                          “Aye I do.”
                        


                        
                          “They can read and they may be able to decipher these words. I think they are Latin.”
                        


                        
                          I took the quill and began to make the marks we had seen. When I finished I asked Erik, “Is that how they looked?”
                        


                        
                          He leaned forward and adjusted one of the marks a little. “More like that brother.”
                        


                        
                          “You are right. Aiden copy those but make them look like the Latin letters the priests use.” Aiden had been fascinated by the books we had raided from the monks and had admired the pictures and the lettering. He was always sad when we sold them.
                        


                        
                          When he had finished he stood back. “There my lord but I do not think they are complete.”
                        


                        
                          “You are right. The rock had fallen on that longer inscription.”
                        


                        
                          The two messages said: MYRDDYN VENEFICUS while the incomplete one read N DUX DUCIS AB RHEGED. I was now desperate to return home and question the nuns but we had to wait for my would-be Ulfheonar. I distracted myself by exploring the fort and the monastery. When we went to the derelict bath house I noticed that it too had painted walls. I had seen them before but ignored them. Having seen the painting in the cave I realised that they must have used the same materials. I touched the paint and saw that it had been painted, not on rock, but on some white smooth plaster. I found a piece flaked away and it crumbled between my fingers. I think that had been the case in the cave. I would return with Haaken and Cnut and investigate.
                        


                        
                          As I wandered with my son and Aiden I saw, seemingly for the first time the high quality of the building work. How had the Saxons dislodged and eradicated this people who were capable of building such fine structures? It was when I took the boys to the gatehouse that a thought struck me; these people had copied what the Romans had done. I would not have the first idea how to copy this fort but the people of Rheged, my people obviously had.
                        


                        
                          Time dragged and I was desperate to return to the cave. However each day I expected Haaken and Cnut to return and I did not wish to miss them. Aiden approached me as I sat staring out of the window towards the mountain.
                        


                        
                          “My lord?”
                        


                        
                          “Yes Aiden.”
                        


                        
                          “When we return home would it be possible for the nuns to teach me to read and to write?”
                        


                        
                          “I thought you wanted to be a smith and a warrior.”
                        


                        
                          He cocked his head to one side and asked, “Cannot a warrior write, my lord?”
                        


                        
                          It was as though a veil had been lifted from my eyes and my mind. This youth was correct. Why should he not learn to read and write? Why should I not do so also? The people of my mother must have been able to do so. I closed my eyes as I pictured her. Had she ever read? Then I realised that she might have been able to do so but she had not the opportunity. My father was a Saxon; they cared not for such things. This was the days before the Saxons converted to the White Christ.
                        


                        
                          “You are right Aiden. Of course you shall learn to read and I will too. I will command the nuns when we return.”
                        


                        
                          Our men returned the next day. I saw one or two had suffered wounds but they had not lost any men. I saw that each warrior sported a wolf skin. They had been successful. We met them at the gate. I glanced up at the darkening sky.
                        


                        
                          “You have made it back just in time. There is a storm coming.”
                        


                        
                          “Aye we saw it all the way across the mountain. It has come from the west. The gods are going to punish us for something.” Haaken said it in jest but I wondered if we had offended the gods.
                        


                        
                          That evening Haaken and Cnut told the tales of their hunt. Siggi and Snorri had proved to be the best trackers and most fearless hunters. “They are both Ulfheonar, Dragon Heart. It is in their nature. They both faced down a he wolf and slew it with a single thrust of the spear. Some of the others required the aid of Haaken or myself. They were brave but not as skilled.”
                        


                        
                          “You know who the Ulfheonar will be then?”
                        


                        
                          They looked at each other and nodded. “Aye.” As Cnut said each name Haaken nodded and held up a finger. “Siggi, Snorri, Harald Green Eyes, Erik the Tall, Sweyn Erikson and Grimbal.”
                        


                        
                          “Good and now we have some news for you. You have a saga in the wolf hunt, Haaken One Eye but we have our own.”
                        


                        
                          I told them of our two visits and the effect it had had on me. Haaken became so excited as I was telling the story that I thought he would erupt. “Let us go now! I yearn to see this cave of magic!”
                        


                        
                          I pointed out of the window where the rain was lashing down and thunder and lightning danced around the mountain. “I think Thor wishes us to stay in tonight but if you wish to go in the dark and get wet then be my guest. It will still be there in the morning even though the trail might be wet.”
                        


                        
                          Their own story forgotten they questioned me at length and then asked to see the words and to compare the two amulets. Like me they were fascinated. As Aiden folded the up documents he said, proudly, “I am going to learn to read and so is Jarl Garth.”
                        


                        
                          They both looked at me as though I had said I would convert to the White Christ. I said defensively, “Why not? As Aiden said why cannot a warrior read?”
                        


                        
                          “Well then you will be the first and that is as it should be for you do not walk the same paths as other men.”
                        


                        
                          “Well I am looking forward to visiting this cave tomorrow. Perhaps it will give some of its power to me. Maybe I will have a vision too.”
                        


                        
                          I was not certain. “Perhaps, Haaken, the vision was for me because I am connected with Rheged through my mother.”
                        


                        
                          “Perhaps but we shall see when we all visit the cave.”
                        


                        
                          The evening became quite boisterous as the storm grew in intensity. It was late and the storm was at its height when there was a crack and a rumble which was not thunder. The whole fort shook and we all touched whatever protective amulet we had. Then the shaking stopped as suddenly as it had begun and we waited for the world to end. Surprisingly the storm began to abate and within a short time it was over.
                        


                        
                          When we woke the next day we saw the damage that it had caused. The beach was littered with wood, trees and other strange objects. The storm had had an effect out at sea. The ditch was almost filled with sand and part of the wooden towers had been destroyed. We could see on the mountain side where trees had been struck by lightning and destroyed.
                        


                        
                          Cnut and I laughed at Haaken. “A good job you did not venture out last night.”
                        


                        
                          “We can go now though, my lord. I will take plenty of firewood for I would look closely at this cave.”
                        


                        
                          All of the hunters went with us as well as Rolf. Jarl Erik stayed at the fort but Olaf and Harald came with me. It seemed appropriate. As we climbed up the mountain we could see that something was wrong. The trail was lighter and there were fewer trees. As we turned the corner we saw that the rocks and trees above the cave had fallen. There had been an avalanche and the cave was buried. There was no sign at all of the wolf rock. Had others not seen it before I would have thought I had dreamt it all. Olaf and Harald began to shake with fear. The three of us had visited it three times.
                        


                        
                          Olaf’s eyes were wide with terror. “We have offended the gods my lord. You were meant to come here but Harald and I are now doomed. “
                        


                        
                          I could see what they meant but I tried to reassure them, “No, I was meant to see inside and you were meant to protect me. The gods just wanted no one else to visit. They have sealed the tomb for all time.” I could see the doubt on their faces. “If you were to be punished then the fort would have been destroyed and not the cave for Jarl Erik and the others visited the cave too.”
                        


                        
                          I could see that they believed that. Harald said, “If Jarl Erik gives his permission we would serve you, Jarl Dragon Heart.”
                        


                        
                          I was taken aback for they were oathsworn. “If we serve you then we will live.”
                        


                        
                          I could not fault their argument and I nodded. We trudged back to the fort. We had glimpsed behind the curtain to the past and now it was gone, forever.
                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        


                        


                        



                        


                        
                          

                        

                        
                          


                          Chapter 12


                          
                            

                          


                          
                            There was a constant drone on the way back to Man which sounded like a hive of bees. It was the men. They had much to talk about. The landslide was seen an act of the gods themselves and Thor was seen as the most likely one to have dispensed his justice. Those who wore Thor’s hammer around their necks had that self satisfied look of a warrior who has chosen the correct god to follow. For myself, I did not see it as punishment but closure. I was meant to find the bodies but no one else. I had thought about the events which led me to climb the mountain. I had chosen only those close to me. But for Jarl Erik it would have been just my son and Aiden. I had been drawn into the cave and meant to find it. Whatever spirits still inhabited the mountain they had wanted me to find the bodies and the amulet.
                          


                          
                            Olaf and Harald sat together rowing at the bow end of my ship. Jarl Erik had understood their plea and he released them from their oath with the understanding that they would swear one to me. They did so gladly. As they told me, they felt that their fate was now bound inexorably with mine. As long as I lived then so would they. They became my bodyguards. From that day on whenever I went into battle they stood on my left and right. They did not want to be Ulfheonar, although they had all the skills necessary and they rarely took orders from Cnut or Haaken. They were like my shadows. Erika was more than happy with that for she had known both warriors. They had served her brother when she had lived with her family and knew of their skill. Wyrd. The Norns had woven a complicated web this time. It was as convoluted as a Byzantine mind.
                          


                          
                            When we stepped from the ship we were met by a crowd. They knew nothing of my adventure but they knew the reason for the voyage had been a wolf hunt. Even though the wolf skins had not been cured each warrior wore it proudly across his back. It was a status symbol and marked each one as a special warrior.
                          


                          
                            I was just eager to speak with my wife and the nuns. Cnut, Haaken and the boys stayed close by me; along, of course, with my shadows. It caused an amused expression from Erika when she saw us appear with such serious faces.
                          


                          
                            “What is this, boys? A shield wall? Am I under attack?”
                          


                          
                            I smiled, “No, my love, but we have had a strange experience on and in the mountain and we need Deidra and Macha.”
                          


                          
                            “Now I am intrigued.”
                          


                          
                            “Mama, there was a stone wolf!”
                          


                          
                            Aiden put his hand across my son’s mouth. “Do not spoil the tale! It is your father’s to tell.”
                          


                          
                            Erika nodded, “Aiden is quite right, Arturus. Come I will take you to them.”
                          


                          
                            The two nuns had been more than resentful when we had first enslaved them. I could understand that. However they had been treated well. The tales of rape had been a worry and when they found that no-one would bother them then they accepted their fate. My wife had recognised that they needed something which they could do together and she had taught them to make cheese. They now produced a wonderful variety of cheeses and, even if they were not happy, they were not unhappy and they were respected.
                          


                          
                            When they saw the five men approach I saw fear flit across their faces. Erika said, “Fear not. Jarl Dragon Heart needs to ask you something.”
                          


                          
                            They all looked to me as I told them the story of my visit to the cave. I saw my wife’s eyes widen when I described finding the body. The two nuns crossed themselves. It appeared to be a reaction to anything to do with either death or spirits.
                          


                          
                            “And so we copied down what was written above the two graves. Aiden has put them on vellum. Are they words and what do they mean?”
                          


                          
                            The two nuns appeared intrigued. This was out of the ordinary. Aiden unrolled the one which was a partial message. They frowned and pointed to the first symbol. The elder, Deidra, said, “This is not a word this is a letter. Was something broken off?”
                          


                          
                            “It was. This was the first symbol after the break.”
                          


                          
                            They nodded, “The rest says General of Rheged.”
                          


                          
                            Macha said, “Rheged is the old name for the west of Britannia after the Romans left but I think the first word means Warlord.”
                          


                          
                            Haaken, Cnut and Erika stared at me. My mother had told Prince Butar that I was descended from a warlord. It had been an ancestor. Cnut nodded, “It was a message for you. What about the other one? The one who was not a warrior?”
                          


                          
                            I nodded to Aiden and he unrolled the second piece. Deidra gave a scream and they both crossed themselves and stepped back. “What is the matter? What does it say?”
                          


                          
                            It took them some moments to recover their wits and then Deidra said, “It says Myrddyn, Wizard!”
                          


                          
                            “And who is he?”
                          


                          
                            Macha looked at her companion who said, “Go on tell him.”
                          


                          
                            “Myrddyn was a wizard who lived for many years and served many kings. It was said he could fly through the air and there was a story that he had entered a castle through its stone walls and killed a king before flying out again. He served the Warlord and King of Rheged. It must be a legend for the stories talk of him living longer than any other man. He survived all of the last kings of Rheged.”
                          


                          
                            All of the stories my mother had told my stepfather and the information that I had found out myself showed me that I had been meant to go to both the abbey at Hexham and the holy mountain. None of it had been my decision. I had thought it was but higher forces had directed me. My return to that land in the spring was now even more important.
                          


                          
                            “I thank you.” I looked at Aiden who nodded nervously. “Aiden and I have something else to ask you.” I gestured for Aiden to step forward.
                          


                          
                            “I would like to learn to read and write as would the jarl. Would you teach us?”
                          


                          
                            I have no idea what they thought that we would ask but it was not that. For the first time since I had known them they actually smiled and then both nodded. “Of course but we would need quills, ink and vellum. Unless you have books?”
                          


                          
                            There was an element of cheek in their words but it was to be understood. “No, they have all been sold but I have what you desire. Aiden go and bring the chest from the ship.”
                          


                          
                            I returned with Erika to my hall and my mind was filled with more questions than answers. I now had a thirst for knowledge. I wanted to know… everything.
                          


                          
                            It took some days for the two nuns to prepare for our lessons. Winter was almost upon us and so I journeyed to Duboglassio. I knew that Prince Butar would be interested in my news. I took Haaken with me. He had composed a saga about both the wolf hunt and the cave. He had not yet tried them out and Prince Butar would be a sympathetic and knowledgeable listener.
                          


                          
                            When I met him I was pleased that he still looked as bright eyed as the last time I had spoken with him. “I brought Haaken with me as he has some stories which might amuse you.”
                          


                          
                            At that his face lit up. “Olaf will enjoy that.” He shook his head, “He has not been well lately. A good story will lift him. I will just have Sweyn and Olaf to enjoy the story. I do not need a large feast and besides I can be selfish in my old age. The others can hear them later.”
                          


                          
                            Olaf did, indeed look old. He had the coughing sickness. He looked thin and underfed. I mentioned this to Prince Butar who shook his head. “He eats as much as me. Perhaps he has a worm?”
                          


                          
                            Olaf shook my hand as firmly as he could. “Well Dragon Heart, have you a tale for me?”
                          


                          
                            I bowed and deferred to Haaken. “Haaken One Eye will tell the tales. He does it better than I do.”
                          


                          
                            After we had eaten and drunk, more moderately than hitherto, Haaken stood and told the story. He had a flair for the dramatic and I saw appreciative nods from the two older warriors as he spoke of the wolf hunt.
                          


                          
                            “Almost as good as you and Ragnar in the forest Dragon Heart.”
                          


                          
                            Haaken gave a wry look. That saga had come too early in his story telling. After they had drunk some more and asked Haaken to repeat one or two of the sections he stood to begin the tale of the cave of the wolf.
                          


                          The Wolf Cave


                          The wolf snake-crawled from the mountain side


                          Hiding the spell-wight in cave deep and wide


                          He swallowed him whole and Warlord too


                          Returned to pay the price that was due


                          There they stayed through years of man


                          Until the day Jarl Dragon Heart began


                          He climbed up Wyddfa filled with ghosts


                          With Arturus his son, he loved the most


                          The mouth was dark, hiding death


                          Dragon Heart stepped in and held his breath


                          He lit the torch so strong and bright


                          The wolf’s mouth snarled with red firelight


                          Fearlessly he walked and found his kin


                          The Warlord of Rheged buried deep within


                          Cloaked in mail with sharp bright blade


                          A thing of beauty by Thor made


                          And there lay too, his wizard friend,


                          Myrddyn protecting to the end


                          With wolf charm blue they left the lair


                          Then Thor he spoke, he filled the air


                          The storm it raged, the rain it fell


                          Then the earth shook from deep in hel


                          The rocks they crashed, they tumbled down


                          Burying the wizard and the Rheged crown.


                          Till world it ends the secret’s there


                          Buried beneath wolf warrior’s lair


                          
                            
                          


                          
                            This time there was a stunned silence. Prince Butar looked at me. “Is this true? You found a cave like a wolf and your mother’s ancestor?”
                          


                          
                            “Aye I did. When we lit the fire within the mouth then the eyes and mouth looked as though they were on fire. And we found the wizard Myrddyn too.” I held out the two amulets. “This was in his hand.”
                          


                          
                            We spent the rest of the evening answering the questions with which we were bombarded.
                          


                          
                            They asked for a second telling so that they could appreciate Haaken’s words more. After they were satisfied, Olaf said, “When you took those nuns you could not have known the effect it would have had. This is wyrd. I am glad that I have lived long enough to hear it. When I see Ragnar in Valhalla he will have many tales to tell me but none will match the tale of Dragon Heart and the wolf cave.” He came and did something strange; he kissed me on my forehead. “I had no child of my own but if I had had one it would be you. Goodnight, my son. May Ragnar continue to watch over you and this Warlord.” He went to his room shaking his head in disbelief.
                          


                          
                            “You were right to return there.” Prince Butar shook his head, “I did not think it was meant to be. I was wrong. You are something special. You are of our people and yet you are also of the people of Rheged and that is rare. I can see great things in your future.”
                          


                          
                            As I lay that night I considered the words of both Olaf and Prince Butar. I had been between worlds in the cave and I was between worlds now. I was born a mixture of Rheged and Saxon but I been brought up to be a Viking. What did my future hold?
                          


                          
                            All my good feelings disappeared with the dawn. Olaf the Toothless had died during the night. I think he knew he was dying for he had never kissed me before and his poignant words still echoed in my ears.
                          


                          
                            Prince Butar came to me. “He knew he was dying. He slept with his hands on his sword. He is in Valhalla with my father.” His face fell, “He was the last of the warriors I fought alongside and now there is none left. I am the eldest and my time will soon come.”
                          


                          
                            “Do not talk like that. You will live a long time yet.”
                          


                          
                            “When you are young that means something but I do not have a long time ahead of me.”
                          


                          
                            We buried Olaf in a mound overlooking the sea. We laid him there in his armour, with his sword. He looked happy. Butar said goodbye and then we all threw earth on the mound until it was as high as a man. The man who had tethered me as a slave and become my friend was now gone and I missed him.
                          


                          
                            I did not want to return and leave Prince Butar alone but he insisted. “Besides,” he added, “you will need to return with carts.”
                          


                          
                            “What for?”
                          


                          
                            “Did you not listen to Olaf’s words the night he died? He called you his son. You are now his heir. You have all the gold and the weapons he accumulated in his long life. You have his ship too. His men may choose to follow you or another leader.” He saw my protests. “You can do nothing about this. It is the law. Think what you wish to do and I will visit his men and tell them of their loss.”
                          


                          
                            Erika wept when I told her of the death of Olaf. He had always been there to protect our home when I went raiding; more than that he was her Ragnar. He was always kind with both her and the children. Never having had children of his own he had taken my family as his. I now understood why.
                          


                          
                            When she had regained her composure she looked to more practical matters. “He must have thought well of you to make you his heir.”
                          


                          
                            I nodded, “I did not ask for his wealth.”
                          


                          
                            “You goose! It is because you never asked that he gave it to you. You do not see yourself, my husband, as the rest of the world does. They see you as kind, loyal and thoughtful. They are qualities rarely found in a great warrior such as you.” She stood back and spread her arms. “Look how plainly you dress. You gave expensive gold to your men and yet you wear none. The only objects you lavish money on are your weapons, your family and your friends. You never spend on yourself.”
                          


                          
                            “I had not thought that way. You are wise so tell me what do I do about Olaf’s men and his people?”
                          


                          
                            “They will want you as a lord but you will need to appoint a jarl. It should be one of your men for they will expect that.”
                          


                          
                            “There are three then, Rolf, Haaken and Cnut.”
                          


                          
                            “Rolf is not here so ask the other two first. Rolf would not mind.”
                          


                          
                            “I will wait on the words of Olaf’s men first. I would not offer something to my friends and then snatch it away.”
                          


                          
                            I did not expect a speedy response from Olaf’s men. His town, Olafston, was far to the south. The prince would take some time to reach it. I summoned Aiden. “While we are waiting for the nuns to make our books and reading materials I would have you help me make a scabbard for Ragnar’s Spirit.”
                          


                          
                            “That is an honour my lord.”
                          


                          
                            “You remember the scabbard of the warrior in the cave.” He nodded. “I would like it to look like that. I wish to have gold and silver on it but I wish you to leave space for three blue stones. When we have found the mine then we will make them fit.”
                          


                          
                            We set to. Firstly we cut and smoothed the wood. We still had some oak we had taken from the mainland and we chose a good piece. Then we cut the sheepskin to fit snugly inside. Before we bound the two halves of the scabbard together we oiled the sheepskin to enable the sword to be drawn quickly. We put Ragnar’s Spirit inside the scabbard and then bound it in the finest piece of leather we could. When I took the blade out it slid as smoothly as a calf from a heifer.
                          


                          
                            I handed the scabbard to Aiden. “The rest is down to you.”
                          


                          
                            “Thank you for your trust my lord. I will do a good job I promise.”
                          


                          
                            “I know.”
                          


                          
                            Olaf’s chief warrior, Snorri Greybeard, came to me with five others. He was almost as old as Olaf had been and I noticed that the others all had beards and hair flecked with grey. They dropped to their knees. “We are here, Jarl Dragon Heart to swear our oath to you. We do so on behalf of all of Jarl Olaf’s people.” He smiled, “We are honoured that you are to be our jarl.”
                          


                          
                            “Please stand.” They did so and Erika brought them in some ale and some mutton. As they ate I talked. “I will be raiding again in the spring.” One or two of them looked up, mouths full with worry written all over their faces. “Do not worry, I have more than enough men to do the job. But I will need to appoint a jarl to watch over my new people for me. How do you feel about that?”
                          


                          
                            “One of your warriors?”
                          


                          
                            “Aye. One of the men who leads my warriors.”
                          


                          
                            They all looked relieved and Snorri said, “That is good for we are all getting on in years and we need new blood. If one of your warriors lives in the hall then new warriors will come and we will be stronger.”
                          


                          
                            “Good then I shall make that decision soon. Until then Snorri you will manage affairs for me.”
                          


                          
                            After they had gone I summoned Haaken and Cnut and told them what I intended. Neither looked happy. Haaken said, “I think I speak for both of us when I say that we are honoured but to be jarl means the end of our journey with you. I have not seen that end yet. We missed the experience you had in the cave and that will not happen again. We will stay by your side for we are happy to do that. We will both know when it is time to leave you.”
                          


                          
                            Cnut nodded his agreement, “Rolf would be the perfect choice.”
                          


                          
                            I stared at my old friend. Perhaps the lightning strike which had struck my sword and nearly killed us both had made us of one mind. “That was in my head also.”
                          


                          
                            He nodded and rubbed his hands, “Then I will take the new men and return to Cymru for him. I am sure that Jarl Erik can manage there without him.”
                          


                          
                            “Aye but do not tell him what is promised. That will be my task. Just bring him and his two companions, Erik Redhead and Ham the Silent. I would not split them up.”
                          


                          
                            The warriors who had recently returned from the wolf hunt were keen to go back. If you are not a warrior then you do not understand the bond between men who row, sail and fight together. The banter and the jests all made them closer. Haaken and I knew that it was important for them to work as one. The more times they rowed together the better. Cnut went with him for this was the season of the storms. It would do them no harm to have to endure one but, equally, it would not hurt to have two such experienced warriors with them. I told them to take as long as they needed for the voyage; there was no hurry.
                          


                          
                            After they had sailed away Aiden and I began our lessons with the nuns. They were hard task masters and it was not easy. To me the words looked like worms mindlessly meandering across the yellow vellum. It was also annoying for Aiden took to it like a duck to water and he was soon far ahead of me. I did not resent it. He had a thirst for knowledge whilst I merely wanted to be able to decipher the Roman words I might encounter. I had no desire to read but I wanted the skill. I went to Tostig and Beorn, I need something making. I could have asked Aiden but he was still busy making my scabbard.
                          


                          
                            By the time my boat returned I was ready for a break. I sensed a certain malicious pleasure in the nuns at my suffering. I did not blame them. They had endured humiliation when we had captured them and they were repaying that with me. It did not bother me. They had skills I did not. As I left them to walk to the harbour I began to formulate a plan in my head. The nuns could teach Arturus and, when she was old enough, Kara. I knew that Arturus would not like it but he might endure it if he knew that Aiden had that skill.
                          


                          
                            As ‘Wolf’ was secured to the shore I saw Haaken and Cnut defer to Rolf and his two warriors. Rolf looked a little worried as he walked towards me. I clasped his hand. “Thank you for coming. Your companions can wait in the warrior hall I need to speak with you in my hall.”
                          


                          
                            As we walked along he suddenly burst out, “Have I offended you Jarl Dragon Heart? Am I returned in disgrace?”
                          


                          
                            “No, my friend, just the opposite and do not blame Haaken and Cnut for their silence they merely followed my instructions.” We entered my hall. Scanlan had seen me approach and the reliable steward had put drink and food on the table.
                          


                          
                            We sat and I just said, “Olaf the Toothless died.”
                          


                          
                            Rolf touched his amulet; it was a silver Hammer of Thor. “He was a great warrior and a great jarl.”
                          


                          
                            “He was and he named me his heir. I now have his ship, Olafston and his men.”
                          


                          
                            Rolf relaxed, “Now I see why I was brought back. You will need to travel there and organise his affairs.”
                          


                          
                            “No, I brought you back to make you Jarl of Olafston.“
                          


                          
                            That stunned him. “You would make me jarl? What of Haaken and Cnut?”
                          


                          
                            “They agree with me that you are the best warrior for the task. Will you accept?”
                          


                          
                            “Of course my lord. I will rule it in your name.”
                          


                          
                            “Good. Now the warriors will be happy with my choice for they are all growing old; too old to raid. You will need to recruit new warriors and, when I raid in the spring, you will have to watch over my family here. I am leaving you Olaf’s ship for that purpose.”
                          


                          
                            We spent some time discussing how he would rule but I knew the man. I had fought with him and I trusted his judgement. He would be a fair jarl. I went to the small chest I had left on the table and opened it. “Here is your chain of office.” I handed him the chain from which hung the wolf head. It was a small version of the one I had had made for me. “You are now a Jarl of the Wolf.”
                          


                          
                            He knelt as I placed it around his neck. “I swear that I will die before I dishonour you. I am your man, in life and death.”
                          


                          
                            I walked with him to his two men. When he told them his news even Ham the Silent grinned. They would be a reliable trio of warriors.
                          


                          
                            When Yule was but a week away I decided I had had enough of my lessons. I could make out some letters and I could even write my name although when I would need to do so was beyond me. Aiden continued his lessons and I persuaded Arturus to learn how to read. The nuns were happy to divide their time between cheese making and teaching. I know what their plan was; they would try to convert the two boys to the White Christ. I had no fear of that for they had been in the cave of the wolf. They had seen the power of the spirit world.
                          


                          
                            That Yule was a happy one. All my people had plenty of food. The snows had not yet come and almost every woman was heavy with child. The gods were indeed smiling on us. Kara was now taking more notice and I loved that. She crawled and tried to stand. She made noises which I swore were her calling for me and I was a happy man. When Aiden gave me my scabbard, just as we lit the Yule log, my world was perfect.
                          


                          
                            He had done a fine job. The leather had been tooled and carved and then carefully inlaid with silver flecked with gold. He could have used more gold but he told me he was going for an effect. He had made the silver and gold look like a wolf. Not a real wolf but one which represented a wolf. He had left two small holes for blue stones which would form the eyes. There was a strap of metal running down each side and, at the bottom, a beautifully worked chape.
                          


                          
                            “You have done well Aiden. How much will you charge me for this?”
                          


                          
                            “Consider it a trade my lord. You arranged for me to learn how to read and write and that is a gift beyond price.”
                          


                          
                            And so we sat through the short days of midwinter, feasting, drinking and telling stories for we were all content.
                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          


                          
                            
                          


                          


                          



                          


                          
                            

                          

                          
                            


                            Chapter 13


                            
                              

                            


                            
                              Once the days began to lengthen we set about preparing for the spring raid. It felt strange not to have Rolf sitting with us. His extensive travels and experience gave an added dimension to our discussions. The three of us, however, knew each other so well that the planning was swifter.
                            


                            
                              “What about the horsemen?”
                            


                            
                              “I know Haaken. That has me worried too. Our swords are not long enough to keep them at bay. Perhaps we should use an axe?”
                            


                            
                              Cnut gave a look which showed he had had inspiration. “Spears! We use long spears.” He slapped the table, “Long boar spears!” These were spears with a bar on them. They prevented the head of the spear sinking too far in. “That way we have more chance of holding them.”
                            


                            
                              “Good. Have some made by Beorn. We need ten or twenty of them.”
                            


                            
                              “And he had better give some thought to the arrow heads. The ones we use have a barb. We need some with harder metal which are narrower.”
                            


                            
                              “If you can draw them he can make them.” Haaken nodded. “We still need a crew and a captain for ‘Serpent’.”
                            


                            
                              “Perhaps Prince Butar has one such. I know of none of our men who would either want or could be captain of a cargo ship.”
                            


                            
                              “I go tomorrow to visit with the prince I will ask him and I will get to see his warriors.”
                            


                            
                              “Will they be happy to sit behind the walls of the fort?”
                            


                            
                              We had decided that we needed our base protecting and it would be some of Prince Butar’s men who would do that. “It will only be for short periods and besides they are under my command. They will do as I wish.”
                            


                            
                              Cnut smiled, “This is not the Saxon slave we first met is it Haaken?”
                            


                            
                              “No indeed, Cnut. You do not cross Dragon Heart.”
                            


                            
                              I smiled. They had pricked my pomposity. “You are right. I will explain to them that others will have to stay behind the walls all winter.”
                            


                            
                              “No, Dragon Heart, you are quite correct. You are now a Jarl and you tell them. Remember you are descended from a warlord and we think that you have greater things to come.”
                            


                            
                              When I visited with the prince the next day I was pleased that he had not deteriorated any further. He was happy to see me and he did indeed have a captain for my ship.
                            


                            
                              “Alf One Leg will be perfect for you. He can no longer fight as other men do for he has a wooden leg but he is a sound sailor. His father, before he died, was my steersman. He will serve you well. I will send for him.”
                            


                            
                              While the erstwhile captain was summoned I asked Prince Butar about the men I would be leading. “It will not leave you weakened will it?”
                            


                            
                              “No. As I said we have strengthened the defences. I am not too old yet. I can still think. I have six of my young boys who act as riders. They can be at your settlement or Rolf’s or Erik’s within half a day. If there is danger then we can hold out for that length of time.”
                            


                            
                              I had been worried. I did not want a repeat of the raid which had taken my mother and almost lost me my wife.
                            


                            
                              When Alf arrived he was not what I expected. For one thing he was not much older than I was and he was also a powerful looking warrior. His wooden leg had been hand carved and sported a dragon climbing up it. He grinned when he saw my stare. “It is a beauty is it not? I carved that myself.”
                            


                            
                              “It is a fine piece of work. Tell me, where did you lose it?”
                            


                            
                              “When we first came to the island I fought with the Prince. I received a wound to the leg and I ignored it. I thought it was healing but it began to smell and Olaf the Toothless told me I had to lose the leg. He took it off himself, one blow with the axe.” He seemed proud of the fact. “He helped me to make this one.” He looked sadly at the prince. “I shall miss him. He was the best sailor I ever knew and that includes my father.”
                            


                            
                              “Well Jarl Dragon Heart would have you as the captain of his new ship, ‘Serpent’. What say you?”
                            


                            
                              “What kind of ship is it?”
                            


                            
                              Straightaway I liked him. He would not give me an answer until he knew what he was getting. “An Irish ship we captured. She is no drekar but she can carry cargo and can fight. You would need to crew her yourself.”
                            


                            
                              “You would pay me?”
                            


                            
                              “Aye, every man is worth his hire.”
                            


                            
                              “In that case I accept.”
                            


                            
                              “You and your men will share in what we gather in the raids.”
                            


                            
                              “And everyone knows that Dragon Heart is the most successful raider so I shall be a rich man.”
                            


                            
                              I did not like these expectations. It was hard to live up to them. “She is at Hrams-a.”
                            


                            
                              “I will gather my crew. How many oars?”
                            


                            
                              “Eighteen each side but for our first raid you would not need that number. She will be carrying the plunder.”
                            


                            
                              He rubbed his hands together. “Good. Well I had better get my men and then we will come and inspect my new vessel.” He tapped his wooden leg, “The carving should go well with the ship eh my lord?”
                            


                            
                              After he had gone Prince Butar said, “Well?”
                            


                            
                              “You are right, father, he is perfect.”
                            


                            
                              “Good. When do you leave?”
                            


                            
                              “Gói. They will be expecting us in Ein-mánuðr. We will go early.”
                            


                            
                              “Good for I wish to hold a feast for you and invite Jarl Rolf and your families. It will be in seven days’ time.”
                            


                            
                              We seemed to just run out of time as we hurried to prepare for what I knew would be a difficult raid. When Alf and his crew arrived they were not happy with the state of the ship and they hauled her out of the water to clean the weed and caulk her hull. I left them there while I went with the Ulfheonar to the feast. Erika insisted upon dressing the children in their finest and bringing Scanlan, Maewe and Seara. Macha and Deidra also came and looked very pleased with themselves.
                            


                            
                              The hall had been cleaned for the coming spring and the whole settlement of Duboglassio appeared to be involved in the feast one way or another. When I arrived I apologised to the prince. “I can only stay one night. We have much to prepare.”
                            


                            
                              “One night is all that we need.”
                            


                            
                              Prince Butar’s hall was the largest on the island. It was even bigger than the one we had left in Norway. It was over four hundred paces in length. When we entered the hall I saw that there was a long table laid out for us. Erika and Erik’s mother was there as was Rolf. Sweyn, who had also been made a jarl sat at one end smiling at me. The Ulfheonar had their own table along with the warriors who would be raiding with us. The rest of the settlement crowded into the other tables. Arturus was in his element and Erika struggled to control his boisterous nature. Prince Butar just patted Erika’s arm and said, “Boys will be boys.”
                            


                            
                              Eurwen was growing into a beautiful young woman and was so much like my mother that I had to remind myself that my mother was dead. She was besotted with Kara and took her from Seara to bounce her on her knee.
                            


                            
                              Prince Butar had outdone himself and the food and the ale were heaped upon each table. I ate well but drank sparingly. I would need my wits about me in the coming days. Finally Prince Butar stood. He gestured to the whole hall. “Friends, this feast serves two purposes: to mark the end of winter and to honour my son Jarl Dragon Heart. As you all know he will be away for some time raiding the Welsh and the Saxons.” There were cheers and roars from the warriors who would be on the raid. The Prince quietened them. “In front of all my people and the jarls of this land I hereby confirm that my heir when I die will be Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart.”
                            


                            
                              He had told me this before but it seemed so formal and final in this huge hall. The whole place erupted in cheers, applause and the banging of daggers on the tables.
                            


                            
                              He gestured to his steward who brought over a small chest. He took from it a chain and on the chain was a golden dragon. It was magnificent. It was the size of Kara’s small hand and there was a red jewel where the eye would be. He held it up and all cheered. Putting it around my neck he said, “Here is the symbol of your house. You are Dragon Heart and the Dragon is this land and the lands you are yet to conquer. You are the heart of this dragon.”
                            


                            
                              I did not know what to say. I sat down and saw a self satisfied smile on Erika’s face. “You knew.”
                            


                            
                              “Of course I did. Everyone but you knew. Aiden made the mould for the dragon and Torin cast the gold. They are both proud of the work.”
                            


                            
                              I looked down the table at the faces of the people, my people, even the nuns seemed happy. I had come a long way since I had been taken from the Dunum. I turned to Prince Butar. “Why now?”
                            


                            
                              “It was Olaf. He should have been here to see this. I delayed too long. Perhaps if I had waited until midsummer I would not be here either. Do not make my mistakes, my son. Do not put things off for you know not how long you have. I should have spent more time with your mother before she was taken. You can never undo the past but you can make the future the one you want.”
                            


                            
                              We left at the end of the second week of Gói. The winds had swung around to come from the west and our three ships sailed swiftly east to return to my roots and the home of my ancestors.
                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            


                            


                            



                            


                            
                              

                            

                            
                              


                              Chapter 14


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                I had rarely sailed with three ships especially as one of them, ‘Ran’, was such a large one. The leader of Prince Butar’s men, Carl Erikson, was a dour warrior who had many battle bands on his sword. He was chosen by Sweyn to lead the prince’s men and I trusted him implicitly. We were fully crewed and even had extra men on the oars. We had all of the Ulfheonar and the new warriors trained by Cnut and Haaken. We rode low in the water for we were laden with extra weapons and arrows. Beorn had developed an arrow which was very narrow and made from the hardest iron he could make. He had burned it in charcoal after making it in the hope that it would penetrate the armour of the Saxon horsemen. We had only seen three but they could have had more. We were prepared.
                              


                              
                                Jarl Erik looked relieved to see us. He clasped my arm, “Another week alone and we would have been beside ourselves. We are ready to war!”
                              


                              
                                “Thank you for the job you have done. Now come with me I have much to tell you.” I led him down the beach where I could explain about Rolf, Prince Butar’s feast, the translation of the inscription and the new weapons.
                              


                              
                                When I had finished he nodded, “You make things happen brother and I am happy to be part of your world. How will we proceed?”
                              


                              
                                “If we journey across the island then we will be seen. They will be warned and prepared. I know that no matter what we do they will be ready on the defended islet so I intend to land on the south western side. We will sweep across the land and capture everything and everybody. We will bring them back here and try to lure the Saxons on to these walls.”
                              


                              
                                “And if they do not take the bait?”
                              


                              
                                “Then we will sail again and land on the north eastern side and attack their stronghold.”
                              


                              
                                “It is a well thought out plan.”
                              


                              
                                “Haaken, Cnut and I have spent the winter discussing this. I will leave twenty of Prince Butar’s men to guard the fort along with Alf and his ship. That should be enough.”
                              


                              
                                As we walked back to the fort he noticed my scabbard. “That is a magnificent scabbard.”
                              


                              
                                I shrugged, “It seemed to me that the only people who saw Ragnar’s Spirit died and I thought I should impress the living too!”
                              


                              
                                We left in the middle of the night and we approached the beach well before dawn. We chose a spot where there were neither lights nor buildings. The Ulfheonar led the way and I followed. Once the men were all off the ships the crews rowed them back to the fort. They only had ten rowers on each boat but with the wind in their favour they had time to return to safety. Their role would be to form a defence at the straits. I had left Tostig, the Ulfheonar in command. We would be able to retire across the straits.
                              


                              
                                Haaken and Cnut split up and led their men in opposite directions. We now had enough men to strike at more than one place. The Ulfheonar would find the best targets and we would do the rest. This was about hurting the Saxons as much as we could and making them react and fight us on our ground. I was gambling that a raid now would create a problem for them. Many of their warriors would be needed to sow the seed for the food they needed for the winter. They would not be expecting an attack. I hoped that their real warriors, the ones we had fought when last we visited, would still be preparing. I gave half of Prince Butar’s men to Jarl Erik. I led the Ulfheonar and my warriors who had wintered in the mountain fort. Jarl Erik took his warband south and I headed north.
                              


                              
                                Beorn ranged ahead, this time with Snorri and Ragnar Siggison. They were the best scouts we had and they would find us our targets. When Snorri rose from the gorse bush he made even Haaken jump.
                              


                              
                                He grinned as he said, “We have found a settlement. It seems they have learned from our raid for there is a ditch and a wooden wall.”
                              


                              
                                “Any guards?”
                              


                              
                                He nodded, “There are two men at the gate. Beorn and Ragnar have gone around the village to find the next target.” He smiled, boyishly, “He did not think we would have a problem taking this one.”
                              


                              
                                He was probably right in that. Two guards could be taken out by arrows and if there were no real warriors then our men would win. Haaken led the Ulfheonar around the far side of the village which we soon found perched upon a low ridge. I saw that the rock was close to the surface. Their ditch would not be deep. I glanced towards the mainland and saw a thin line of light. Dawn was not far off and the people would be waking. We should have come sooner. It would have been easier had they all been abed.
                              


                              
                                I nodded to the four archers. We were hidden amongst the gorse, our dark clothes making us invisible. The four arrows soared and each of the guards was struck. One tumbled on the ditch side and one crashed within. We heard the noise of his fall and I knew that the villagers would too. We rose and moved forward quickly and silently. Olaf and Harald were, as usual by my side. The gate looked to be a simple affair with a bar on the inside.
                              


                              
                                “The three of us will become a battering ram eh?”
                              


                              
                                I heard Olaf chuckle, “Aye my lord.”
                              


                              
                                We made a wall with our shields and we ran at the gate. I heard the sounds of alarm within the village. They had found the dead sentry. We struck the gate with the force of three large warriors each encased in mail and metal. I heard the crack as the bar began to give.
                              


                              
                                “One more time.” We backed up a few steps and as we did so a spear was hurled from within. I held up my shield and it caught. I had no time to remove it and we ran at the gate. As luck would have it the spear shaft went through the gap and then we struck the gate. This time it cracked, broke and the gates flew open. I heard a shout from behind as my men rushed to join us.
                              


                              
                                I halted, protected by Olaf and Harald, and I removed the spear. It gave me the chance to assess the opposition. They were armed farmers. They had helmets, a couple of shields, swords and spears. My warriors fell amongst them like wolves. They would spare any who surrendered but so long as they fought they would die.
                              


                              
                                Even as dawn broke they dropped to their knees and surrendered. We were too many for them. The wounded were despatched and sent to their god and the rest herded together in the middle of the village. I took off my helmet.
                              


                              
                                “Where is the headman?”
                              


                              
                                An older man holding a wounded arm stood. “I am Aethelward. I am the headman.” I noticed that his Saxon was accented and I wondered if he had some of the blood of the Cymri in him.
                              


                              
                                “I am Jarl Dragon Heart of Man. I give you a choice headman. You can swear allegiance to me and you and your people will live or you can remain loyal to the King of Northumbria and become slaves.”
                              


                              
                                I had not spoken of this to my men but when I saw how many people had surrendered to us it seemed a good idea. This way we could still harvest the village and we would not have to raid.
                              


                              
                                The headman looked at the others. One woman, a proud looking flame haired matriarch nodded. “We swear allegiance.”
                              


                              
                                “Good.”
                              


                              
                                “But what happens when Eorl Eardgarth returns?”
                              


                              
                                “He is the warrior in the fort?”
                              


                              
                                “Aye, St.Cybi. He is the king’s cousin.”
                              


                              
                                “You are now my people and I will protect you. Your fealty means you will give me a tenth of all you produce. I will collect it at harvest time.” I held up the golden dragon. “This is my sign.” I pointed to the mountain. “I know that you worship the White Christ but some may remember that a dragon sleeps beneath Wyddfa. I have been in that mountain.” I paused for I could see that I had their attention. “I have been in the tomb of Myrddyn the wizard. This is now your sign; the sign of the dragon.”
                              


                              
                                The headman nodded and I noticed that only one or two of the others crossed themselves and they were mainly women. That was interesting.
                              


                              
                                “I will leave four men here. They are not guarding you but protecting you until I have met this Eardgarth. Give them a hut of their own.” My men had not understood my words and I said. “These are now our allies. Return them their weapons and treat them fairly. Carl Torinson, choose three warriors. You are to guard them. If a large number of Saxons come then flee to our fort and let me know.”
                              


                              
                                “Aye, my lord.”
                              


                              
                                We moved swiftly on and met Haaken and Cnut. I told them of my decision. They nodded. I was Jarl; it was mine to make. Beorn and Ragnar met us. “There is another settlement and it is protected. It is two miles to the north.”
                              


                              
                                “Are there any farms between?”
                              


                              
                                “Aye my lord.”
                              


                              
                                “Then we take those first. Beorn, take the Ulfheonar to this village and we will mop up these farms.” I paused, “Those warriors we met last time are led by the king’s cousin. He will not take kindly to our actions. I think he has a tenuous hold over these people. They are not true Saxons. They have been conquered and many of them would still use the old ways. We can use that.”
                              


                              
                                We found eight farms and families. All of them swore allegiance to me. I told them of Myrddyn and that seemed to reassure them. I needed to find out more about this wizard. From his body he had been dead a long time and yet all of these people still remembered him.
                              


                              
                                We reached the settlement at noon and we could see that the workers were tilling the fields. It looked to be prosperous. The walls, too, were not new. They looked to have been there for some time. This was an ancient place and the people had been farming for a long period. The Saxon was the incomer.
                              


                              
                                We spread out in a long line. There were almost sixty warriors with me. Only a third had mail shirts but all were well armed. I could not see this village providing opposition. When we set off we did so swiftly and silently. We were racing to reach the gates before they closed them. We got to within forty paces before we were seen.
                              


                              
                                One of the workers shouted something. I did not understand it and it must have been in the language of the Cymri. They all ran. One or two of those fleeing were caught by my men but the rest made it within the gates which slammed shut as we approached.
                              


                              
                                A shower of arrows was sent our way but our shields were too well made to be troubled. I waved the men back.
                              


                              
                                “What now, my lord?”
                              


                              
                                “Now I try to negotiate.” I walked forward leaving my sword in its scabbard. Olaf and Harald flanked me. Against all the rules of war they sent arrows in our direction. When two struck my helmet and bounced off they stopped. I halted thirty paces from the walls. I did not want to risk a spear or an axe. My helmet would not, so easily, deflect those weapons.
                              


                              
                                “I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart of Man. I will speak with your headman. “
                              


                              
                                A mailed warrior raised his sword, “I am Aelle son of Morgan and I rule here in the name of Eorl Eardgarth.”
                              


                              
                                “Then you are a warrior?” He nodded, “Tell me, Aelle son of Morgan, why did you loose arrows at me when you saw I came to talk?”
                              


                              
                                “You are a Viking and that is how we treat all such raiders. We do not negotiate with wolves!”
                              


                              
                                “Then hear my words. I speak to all the people of this town. If you surrender and swear allegiance to me then you will be spared and you shall live. If I am forced to take this by arms then you will all be enslaved and all the warriors slain.”
                              


                              
                                Aelle laughed, “We have god on our side and Eorl Eardgarth will soon come and sweep you away!”
                              


                              
                                “That is your decision?” The answer came with a throwing axe which thudded into my shield. I lowered my shield and removed the axe. “Thank you for your answer and you shall have this back, Aelle son of Morgan. That I promise you.” We walked backwards to our men until we were out of range.
                              


                              
                                I gathered the Ulfheonar around me. “I have a feeling that this Eorl Eardgarth may come this way.”
                              


                              
                                “Has this wizard given you second sight?”
                              


                              
                                I laughed, “No it was something Aelle said. I think they may have sent a messenger for help. Take the Ulfheonar and the long spears and prepare an ambush.” I pointed to the north west. “Their citadel, St.Cybi is in that direction. I suspect the Roman Road we saw at the straits will come this way. They will know the island therefore they will use the fast route. You just delay them.”
                              


                              
                                “And what of you, Jarl Dragon Heart? You will be assaulting the settlement without your best warriors.”
                              


                              
                                I felt Olaf and Harald bristle next to me. “Cnut means no offence. He just cannot control his mouth.” I saw a contrite look on my friend’s face. “I have good warriors here or did you and Haaken not train them well enough?”
                              


                              
                                “Sorry Olaf and Harald but we have fought alongside Dragon Heart since we were boys.”
                              


                              
                                Olaf stroked his greybeard and spat some phlegm into the field, “Some would say you are still a boy!”
                              


                              
                                “Enough!” They all bowed their heads in submission. “Go and let me plan my assault.”
                              


                              
                                The Ulfheonar trotted off leaving me with thirty five warriors. Only four of us were mailed but I knew we all had good shields. There were six good archers and I gathered those around me. “I am going to take a wedge of fifteen men forward. I want you to follow us and pick off any of their archers that you see. They cannot have many and we all know that a good archer is like gold dust eh?” They smiled at the praise. “When they are down then choose you targets and husband your arrows.”
                              


                              
                                I then went along the line of warriors and chose my wedge. Three were obvious; they were the ones with mail. For the rest I chose the biggest and oldest warriors.
                              


                              
                                “Cnut Whitebeard, you command the rest. When we break in then bring the rest up.”
                              


                              
                                He nodded. I took it as a sign of their faith in me that they did not question that we would succeed. I put the throwing axe Aelle had aimed at me in my left hand. It was a good weapon and I think they had been foolish to waste such a well made axe. I would return it with interest.
                              


                              
                                I formed up the wedge. “My lord, let me go first.”
                              


                              
                                “No, Olaf.” I tapped my wolf emblem and my helmet. “I want them to fear me. There will be survivors and when they flee I want them to spread the word about the wolf warrior with the red eyes who breaks down doors.”
                              


                              
                                They stood behind me and we moved forward. Although we had used the wedge before we had not practised it over much and we went slowly. We had locked shields and I hoped that they would target me. That was the main reason I led. I would draw their arrows and spears. I had confidence in Beorn’s skills. My armour would protect me. I drew my sword when we were within bow range and shouted, “Ragnar’s Spirit!”
                              


                              
                                The warriors with Cnut began banging their shields and chanting, “Dragon Heart!” It was hypnotic and helped us to march in step. I saw, over the rim of my shield, their archers draw back their bows. One by one they were plucked from the wall by my archers behind me. One or two arrows came in my direction but I took them on my shield. I would need to rid myself of the shafts before I fought. Then they began to hurl rocks at us. They were badly aimed but when they struck you felt the force. I heard Harald grunt as one hit his shield. When we passed the ditch I saw that it had water within and there were stakes sticking up. It had been a wise choice to attack the gate.
                              


                              
                                I heard a cry from behind as one of my archers was struck but by then we were at the ancient wooden gate. The warriors behind me held up their shields angled so that the rocks they threw upon us slid down them. This gate had two bars and was better constructed than the first one we had destroyed. However it was also old so that the wood had shrunk slightly and there was a gap between the two gates. I sheathed my sword and took out the throwing axe. I began to hack at the wooden bar. It was a sharp axe and soon great chips were flying from the bar which held the gate in place. I heard Aelle ordering men to the gate and, as I looked up I saw a bowman, on the other side of the gate, aiming an arrow through the gap. He must have thought he could not miss. I continued to hack but I watched his face. As soon as let out a breath I shouted, “Arrow!” and moved my head to one side. The arrow caught on my helmet and then my mail neck protector before flying off over my men’s heads.
                              


                              
                                I saw that the bar was almost through. Even as the archer notched another arrow I put the axe in my left hand and drew Ragnar’s Spirit. I brought it down with all the force I had through the gap. Once again Ragnar watched over me for as the arrow was released it stuck the edge of the blade and bounced back to strike one of the men who was waiting to attack us. The sword went through the first bar and struck into the second. “Back a step!” I left the sword embedded in the second bar as we stepped back. “Charge!”
                              


                              
                                My choice of big men paid off. As I grabbed the hilt of my sword the combined weight of fifteen huge men hit the weakened bar and it shattered in two. My sword had acted as a wedge and it leapt into the air as though freed.
                              


                              
                                The Saxons were standing too close to the gate and the wooden gates smacked into the three who were on the end of the line. My sword and our bodies hit the men who awaited us. Ragnar’s Spirit pierced the skull of the first warrior while Olaf and Harald slew those adjacent to him. Then we were through and it was every man for himself.
                              


                              
                                Aelle was still on the wall and I heard him shout, “Get him. A gold piece for the man who brings me his head.”
                              


                              
                                Aelle was no leader. A man does not want to fight for someone unwilling to face an enemy. I turned and raced to the stairs leading to the fighting platform. My shadows were with me fending off the attacks from the side. Two of Aelle’s oathsworn descended the stairs. They must have thought they had the advantage of height. They reckoned without the length of my sword. I swung it sideways and it hit the first warrior below his mail shirt. The edge took off one leg and hacked into his other. He screamed as he fell. His blood looked like a red fountain; it spurted high into the air as he fell. The second warrior thrust at me with his spear, I deflected it with my shield. He held the spear in both hands and I was able to stab upwards under his mail shirt. I split him from the crotch to the stomach and his body tumbled towards us. I ducked and Olaf and Harald threw the corpse to the ground and then I was facing Aelle.
                              


                              
                                He was not a tall warrior but he was broad. He held a Danish axe in one hand and a large shield in the other. I had the disadvantage that I had the wooden wall on my sword side while he could swing his axe freely. He obviously thought that gave him the advantage for he grinned as he swung his axe in his hand. “So you are the Viking my cousin sent packing last year. Back for more punishment? Do you wish to leave your bones whitening on my land?”
                              


                              
                                I focussed on his eyes. His helmet was an open one, well made, but open. All he could see of me was my red painted eyes. My mouth was hidden. Despite his words he must have been worried. “I gave you your chance and you spurned it. Where is your cousin now?” I kept my voice low; I had learned it sounded more threatening that way.
                              


                              
                                “He will come, believe me, he will come but by then you will be dead.”
                              


                              
                                I laughed, “Not by you though!”
                              


                              
                                I had seen his eyes as they flicked to my shield. I flexed my knees and prepared to take the blow. At the same time I readied Ragnar’s Spirit. I could not swing but I could stab. The axe was a good one with a heavy head and it crashed into my arm. I had had my arm broken by an axe before and now there was padding along the strap. We had also thickened the leather so that most of the blow was taken by the shield. The blade bit into the leather and then came up against the metal studs. As soon as I felt the blow I stabbed upwards and into Aelle’s thigh. I heard him shout and step backwards on to the fighting platform. My blade came away red.
                              


                              
                                “Your cousin had better hurry if he is to say goodbye to you.”
                              


                              
                                The confidence was now gone and I saw fear in his eyes. As soon as he stepped backwards I was able to swing my own sword. It crashed into his shield and he struggled to retain his footing. He stepped back again. I looked and saw the blood puddling on the wooden walkway. He was moving back now as quickly as his damaged leg would allow him and he had forgotten to use his own weapon. I struck at him over and over. He kept retreating to avoid the blows. I was aware that the rest of his men had stopped fighting to watch this battle. Their faces all stared up at this dance of death on the ramparts of their village. I too stopped, sheathed my sword and took out the axe he had earlier thrown at me. He had been weakened by the barrage of hits and his movements were slower.
                              


                              
                                “I told you I would return your weapon and I am a man of my word. I will give your cousin the news of your death.” In one movement I hurled the throwing axe. It was just six paces and I could not miss. It struck him between the eyes and he fell to the ground.
                              


                              
                                My men all banged their shields and chanted, “Dragon Heart!” as his men laid down their weapons. It was over and we had won.
                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              


                              


                              



                              


                              
                                

                              

                              
                                


                                Chapter 15


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  I took off my helmet. The cool air felt good. As I passed Olaf and Harald I saw that they were grinning. “That was a fine throw, my lord. I can see now that your reputation is well deserved.”
                                


                                
                                  “Thank you Olaf. Strip him of everything valuable and then throw the body in the ditch. It will serve as a warning to others.”
                                


                                
                                  As I descended the stairs I reflected that my two bodyguards had never seen me fight close up. All that they had heard had been the reports and the sagas. I think that they thought they had been exaggerated.
                                


                                
                                  When I reached the prisoners I saw that Cnut Whitebeard had disarmed all of the Saxon warriors and tethered them. There were just fifteen warriors and many of them were wounded. “Send four men with them. Have them begin their walk back to the mountain fortress. They can begin their life as slaves.”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye, my lord.”
                                


                                
                                  One of my men, Einar Blackbeard waved at me. “My lord, see what we have found.”
                                


                                
                                  He led me to a hall. Outside were the corpses of two warriors. Inside were many men, women and children. They were all cowering in the corner. “They were guarded in here by the two we slew.”
                                


                                
                                  “I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart from the island of Man, who are you?”
                                


                                
                                  One of the men stood. He had a greybeard. When he spoke he had a very strong accent. He was of the Cymri. “I am Raibeart son of Garth the Tall and we were the people who lived in this land before the Saxons came. When we heard your offer we wanted to surrender but Aelle imprisoned us in here.”
                                


                                
                                  “You are Cymri?”
                                


                                
                                  He shook his head, “No, we are of Rheged!”
                                


                                
                                  He said it so proudly that it made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. “Look after them Einar. They are our friends.”
                                


                                
                                  This was wyrd. I would give it thought later but my worry now was the imminent arrival of the Saxons from St. Cybi. “Olaf, bar the gate and put men on the walls. Harold, bind the Saxon women and children I do not want them getting up to mischief and put some of the younger warriors to watch them. Cnut, strip the bodies of weapons and throw the bodies over the walls.”
                                


                                
                                  He frowned. “Something amiss, my lord.”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye there is. The headman here seemed convinced that help would be coming. Although how he knew is beyond me for none left before we attacked.”
                                


                                
                                  “I think I know, my lord, come with me and I will show you.”
                                


                                
                                  We ascended to the tower in the corner of the fort. When we climbed up the wooden stairs to the top he pointed to the north. In the distance I could see a single tower. “I think they used this to signal.” He nodded appreciatively. “A clever way to signal over large distances.”
                                


                                
                                  “Indeed. Well spotted. Put a couple of men in here they will be able to give us fair warning of an attack.”
                                


                                
                                  After I had descended I wondered if I had spread my men too thinly. Although our casualties had been light I had used men to send the slaves away and I would need to watch the other slaves. I needed the Ulfheonar and I needed Jarl Erik’s men. I returned to the hall with the people of Rheged.
                                


                                
                                  “Raibeart, would you and your people swear allegiance to me?”
                                


                                
                                  He grinned and pointed to my shield. “My people will follow any who bear the wolf emblem.”
                                


                                
                                  I said quietly, “I went to the tomb beneath the mountain and found the body of Myrddyn and the Warlord.”
                                


                                
                                  He actually gasped. “You have seen the tomb of Lord Lann?”
                                


                                
                                  I now had a name. I knew who my ancestor was. I nodded and took the wolf amulet from around my neck. “I was given this by my mother. She told me I was descended from the people of Rheged.”
                                


                                
                                  He turned and spoke in his own language. The effect was instantaneous. His people all roared so loudly that two warriors burst in. I held up my hands. “I am not in danger.”
                                


                                
                                  “Then the old gods have not abandoned us. You have returned from beneath the mountain as was foretold.”
                                


                                
                                  I shook my head, “No, I merely visited the mountain.”
                                


                                
                                  “And you came out. Others who had no right to be in there went in and never came out.” He suddenly stared at me. “There was a storm and there was a crack like the world ending.”
                                


                                
                                  He had heard the avalanche. “Aye, before Yule. The tomb was buried.”
                                


                                
                                  “Then we are your men. For Lord Lann was known as the Wolf Warrior. We can see that you, too, follow the way of the wolf. It is meant to be.”
                                


                                
                                  “Good. We will talk later but for now I fear that Eorl Eardgarth and his men will be coming. I need your men and boys arming.”
                                


                                
                                  “We will do that.”
                                


                                
                                  “And if your women could guard the prisoners it will release my warriors.”
                                


                                
                                  His eyes glinted with anger, “We will do that, with pleasure.”
                                


                                
                                  I counted the men and boys. There were just twelve of them but that might be the difference between defeating this Saxon and losing.
                                


                                
                                  We had grabbed some food and drunk some ale when I heard the cry from the tower. I ran to the gate and looked up. “What is it?”
                                


                                
                                  “The Ulfheonar, my lord. They are retreating this way and there are horsemen following them.”
                                


                                
                                  “Cnut, take command here. Archers, come with me.”
                                


                                
                                  I picked up a discarded spear and headed for the gate. Olaf and Harald were behind me. I hoped that my eight archers had picked up some more arrows. We ran up the Roman Road. Ahead of me I could hear the neighs and whinnies of the horses and the clash of weapons. There was a slight rise hiding the road ahead and I hurried on. When we reached the top of the rise I saw that the Ulfheonar were retreating and using their spears to keep the horsemen at bay. These horsemen were riding smaller horses than the ones we had seen the last time although I saw three of the heavily armoured warriors on large horses. Those three were well behind their smaller horsemen. The Saxon warband was half a mile away from us. I glanced around for cover and I saw a small stand of trees. It might protect my archers.
                                


                                
                                  “Get behind those trees and await my command. Do not try to hit the armoured horsemen. Go for the others. When you have spent your last arrows get back to the village.”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye my lord!”
                                


                                
                                  The Ulfheonar were closer now. I turned to Olaf and Harald. “Stand on either side of me. We will make ourselves a target. I will draw them on to me.”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye, my lord.”
                                


                                
                                  I then shouted, “Ulfheonar!” and began to bang my shield with my spear.
                                


                                
                                  One of my men heard me and they began to tighten their formation and hurry along the road towards me. My shield was prominently displayed and must have caught the eye of the leader. I assumed it was Eardgarth. I saw him shout something and wave his spear at me. Ten of the horsemen detached themselves and charged towards us.
                                


                                
                                  As they closed I saw that each horseman had a helmet, small shield and javelins. I also saw that they did not wear mail. My bow men could hit them. They had not seen my archers and we waited patiently. When they were just forty paces from us I shouted. “Release!”
                                


                                
                                  My archers aimed their arrows well and three struck horses while four men fell to the ground. The speed of their charge carried them closer to us. I hurled my spear and saw it plunge into the chest of the leading rider. In one swift motion I drew Ragnar’s Spirit. I swung it with the whole force of my body behind it and ripped across the forehead of the first pony. It reared and tried to pull away from the pain. It crashed into the pony next to it. Riders and mounts fell into a tangled heap on the ground before us. Harald leapt forward to slay the two riders who writhed on the ground trying to get out from under their fallen mounts.
                                


                                
                                  Olaf smashed his sword into the neck of another pony and the rider flew from the dying beast. The crack as he hit the ground told us that his neck was broken. Beyond the horsemen I could see Saxons hurrying to catch their mounted companions. We had thinned them out but they were still a danger.
                                


                                
                                  Haaken and Cnut were just forty paces away. “Keep coming. We will fight our way back to the village.”
                                


                                
                                  I could now see that there were just twenty horsemen and the three armoured men remaining. I held up my hand; my archers understood. As we joined the Ulfheonar I dropped my hand and the archers loosed their arrows at the horsemen. Again both ponies and riders fell. The others halted.
                                


                                
                                  “Get back to the village.”
                                


                                
                                  “My lord…”
                                


                                
                                  “Obey me. I will follow! You two, stand to one side.” Olaf and Harald spread out so that we filled the road. I picked up a spear which had fallen from one of the riders. I hefted my shield tightly into my body and switched the spear to my right hand. The three mailed horsemen hurled themselves at us. I could see that they thought I would use the spear to hold them off but I had another plan. As the first rider neared me I spun to the left and jammed the spear into the cobbles just in front of the horse. The horse tripped over the immoveable object and its head came down. The rider flew over the horse’s head to crash into the ground. The other two had to wheel their mounts away to avoid a similar fate.
                                


                                
                                  As I turned I saw Harald slice down with his sword and decapitate the fallen warrior. He picked up the head by the crest of the crown and threw it at the other horsemen who backed off as the grisly trophy rolled along the cobbled Roman Road.
                                


                                
                                  “Back to the village!”
                                


                                
                                  My archers had reserved an arrow each and they joined the three of us as we ran towards the village. Their presence prevented any further attack. They had had their noses bloodied. We had certainly upset the horsemen. I do not think they liked seeing their mounts treated so badly. Olaf said as we hurried back. “A shame, I like a bit of roasted horsemeat. You reckon they will still be there in the morning?”
                                


                                
                                  “Probably!”
                                


                                
                                  Haaken and Cnut stormed up to me when I entered the village. “We are the Ulfheonar we protect you and not the other way around.”
                                


                                
                                  I turned on Cnut, “I am jarl still and I give the orders. The Ulfheonar do as I order.” I let the silence hang until they both nodded. “Who did we lose?”
                                


                                
                                  “Grimbal and Erik.”
                                


                                
                                  Grimbal had been a new recruit but Erik had one of the wolf arm bands. I nodded. “When we have dealt with this Eardgarth we will recover their bodies and do them honour.”
                                


                                
                                  Cnut seemed to notice the strangers who were armed on our walls. “Have you been recruiting?”
                                


                                
                                  “These people lived here before the Saxons. They have sworn loyalty to me.”
                                


                                
                                  “What of Jarl Erik?”
                                


                                
                                  “I know not. The men I sent back with the prisoners may well run into him but we are alone until then.”
                                


                                
                                  “How did the Saxons know we were here?”
                                


                                
                                  I pointed beyond the horizon. “They have signal towers. That is something else we will destroy. I will find out later from the headman if there are any other surprises. First get the men seen to. Cnut Whitebeard, get the prisoners to prepare food. Archers, well done. Now you must find more arrows.”
                                


                                
                                  Raibeart came over to me. Now that he was no longer cowering in the hall I could see that he was a tall stately looking warrior. His face and arms bore the scars of battle. He would be an interesting man to speak with. “My lord, we have a store of arrows and bows.” He smiled. We hid them when the Saxons came and they did not think to ask us about them.”
                                


                                
                                  “Thank you and later we must talk. I have many questions.”
                                


                                
                                  He led the archers away and Haaken nodded. “I think we may have a chance of holding this island if we can win over more of the people who lived here first.”
                                


                                
                                  “The long spears worked then?”
                                


                                
                                  “They did but those ponies and small horses are fast. The Saxon horsemen are very accurate with the short throwing spears. They also threw darts. He pulled one from his mail. If you wear mail then they do not harm you but Grimbal died when one hit his eye and he lifted his hand to remove it. They fell upon him and cut him to pieces.”
                                


                                
                                  I nodded, “He would have learned, had he lived to ignore such things. He is in Valhalla now and he died well.”
                                


                                
                                  One of the sentries shouted, “My lord, someone approaches.”
                                


                                
                                  I ran to the fighting platform above the gate. As I reached it I saw two of the armoured riders approaching with open palms. I shouted, “That is close enough!”
                                


                                
                                  The leading rider took off his helmet. “Do you not know this means peace?”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye I do but your dead cousin attacked us when we approached. I thought you might be similarly treacherous.”
                                


                                
                                  A scowl passed over his face then he seemed to recover. “I am Eorl Eardgarth and I rule this land for the king.”
                                


                                
                                  “I waved a hand at the dead warriors littering the ditch, “You aren’t doing a very good job then are you?”
                                


                                
                                  That angered him. “When I bring him your head then he will be pleased!”
                                


                                
                                  “Then try but many others have attempted that and failed.”
                                


                                
                                  “What is your name Viking?”
                                


                                
                                  “I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart of Man and I intend to stay here until the island of Anglesey is free from Saxons. We ridded ourselves of you upstarts on Man; we will do so here.”
                                


                                
                                  “If you surrender I will allow you to leave the island and return home.”
                                


                                
                                  “Very generous. I will make the same offer to you.”
                                


                                
                                  His answer was to wheel his horse away. I turned to the sentries. “Keep a close watch I do not trust them.”
                                


                                
                                  I needed to take off my armour for I had worn it all day. The healers amongst my warriors were in Aelle’s hall dealing with the wounds we had suffered. The Saxon slaves were busy preparing food, closely watched by the women of Rheged. There was no love lost between the two groups. Snorri, who had emerged unscathed from the encounter with the horsemen had found some ale and he brought me a horn.
                                


                                
                                  “Thank you Snorri. How was your first battle as an Ulfheonar?”
                                


                                
                                  In answer he looked over to Haaken and Cnut. “Those two are an inspiration. When the Saxon horses appeared they did not panic and we formed a ring of spears. I would have run had they not been there.”
                                


                                
                                  “No, you would not. I felt like that too. Every warrior feels like running when outnumbered it is the natural thing to do but you have to believe in yourself and your comrades. No matter what the odds you will always be superior to any enemy you fight. Once you know and believe that then all else is meaningless.”
                                


                                
                                  “Thank you Dragon Heart.”
                                


                                
                                  “Find the headman of the village and bring him to me. I would speak with him.” I needed to find out if there were any more surprises awaiting us.
                                


                                
                                  When he returned the warrior stood stiffly. I waved him to a seat. “Sit and drink. I have much to ask you.”
                                


                                
                                  He gratefully swallowed down the ale. “Tell me of the people of Rheged. How did the Saxons manage to defeat them?”
                                


                                
                                  “I think that some of those who protected this land forgot their purpose and looked for glory. The warlord you found, Lord Lann, he lived in the golden times when the Saxons feared his mighty armoured horsemen. After he died his son continued to make the Saxons fear us but his cousin tried to take power and many of the warriors who defended us died in a useless civil war.” He drank some more beer. “This was long before I was born but I heard the stories. The Saxons took advantage and began to encroach upon our land. While we had the Cymri as allies then we were protected but, when I was a boy they betrayed us and the last warlord, Gawan, was ambushed and slaughtered along with his knights. Those who survived were enslaved.”
                                


                                
                                  I realised then that had been my grandfather. It matched the story my mother had told Prince Butar. Raibeart had halted when I nodded, “Pray continue.”
                                


                                
                                  “Myrddyn the wizard…”
                                


                                
                                  “He was still alive?”
                                


                                
                                  “Aye, he was old beyond years but he lived still. He told us to defend this island, the one you call Anglesey. Then he disappeared but before he left us he told us not to fear for one would come from the west who would save Rheged once more.” He looked at me nervously, “Is that you lord?”
                                


                                
                                  “I come from the west but as for the rest…” I saw the disappointment in his eyes. “I tell you this, I will fight the Saxons and I will rid the land of them but I not sure I am this saviour.”
                                


                                
                                  He laughed, “That is the White Christ religion. They have a saviour but you are our saviour.” He pointed to the shield. “That and your wolf charm tell me that, for Lord Lann and his men were the Wolf Brethren who fought beneath a wolf banner with a dragon standard.” He touched the dragon. You have the sign of the dragon too. If you cannot save us then we are lost.”
                                


                                
                                  “Tell me about the Saxons. These are the first I have seen riding horses.”
                                


                                
                                  “That is because they copied our horsemen. When we retired to the island we fought them but they landed in their ships and there were too many of them. Our families took refuge in Caer Gybi which is a powerful fort but we were betrayed by self serving traitors and enslaved. They took the armour from our dead warriors and used our horses.” He banged the table with his fist making the other warriors stare. “They have not the skills our men had. They merely copy.”
                                


                                
                                  “What other weapons do they have?”
                                


                                
                                  “There are some machines that were from the Roman times. They fire a long spear. You have to beware them. They can pass through armour.”
                                


                                
                                  That was worrying, “Do they have many of them?”
                                


                                
                                  He shook his head. “When they break they cannot repair them but they still have some on the walls.”
                                


                                
                                  “Anything else?”
                                


                                
                                  “The horsemen have fine armour and it is hard to penetrate. Luckily the secret of the fire died with Myrddyn.”
                                


                                
                                  “The fire?”
                                


                                
                                  “He had a fire which was magic. It could burn even on water. The Saxons feared it.” He looked wistfully east at the mountain. “It is a pity he is no longer here. The Saxons were terrified of him. Mothers would frighten naughty children of him and what they called his black arts.”
                                


                                
                                  “I have never heard of him. What was his story?”
                                


                                
                                  “It was said that he was found in a cave at Caer Gybi and trained on Wyddfa by his grandfather the wizard. He had a vision and walked the length of Britannia to serve Lord Lann. In those days the Warlord was just a young warrior. Myrddyn could fly in the air and make himself disappear. He was a mighty force who fought for Rheged. It is said he could pass amongst the Saxons and they knew him not.”
                                


                                
                                  “He sounds like a formidable wizard.”
                                


                                
                                  “He was.”
                                


                                
                                  “And this Eorl, what of him?”
                                


                                
                                  “Pah, he is no warrior. I have never heard of him fighting himself. He lets others fight while he directs them.”
                                


                                
                                  “You fought the Saxons?”
                                


                                
                                  He stiffened. “I stood in the shield wall with my father. I know what makes a warrior. You are a warrior. You are young but I can see that you have the skill and, like Lord Lann, you have a mighty sword. We have heard of this god touched sword even on this island.”
                                


                                
                                  “What happened to the sword of Lord Lann?”
                                


                                
                                  “It disappeared when his son died. It was said that it was thrown into a lake in the far north, in Rheged. The place we call Wide Water. It was said to be ancient and came from before the time of the Romans. It was never defeated. All our bad fortune came when the sword was lost.”
                                


                                
                                  “What do you think this Eardgarth will do?”
                                


                                
                                  “He will try to attack tonight. But he will not come himself. It will be just his warriors. He will keep the horsemen to protect himself.”
                                


                                
                                  “I thank you for your words. When we leave I would have you rule here as my jarl.”
                                


                                
                                  “Jarl?”
                                


                                
                                  “It means lord, it is a Norse word.”
                                


                                
                                  “I would be honoured.”
                                


                                
                                  I sought out Haaken and Cnut. They had eaten and looked much better than they had when they had first arrived in the village. “Have the men make up faggots of wood and find as much seal oil as they can.”
                                


                                
                                  “You have a plan?”
                                


                                
                                  “Something Raibeart said to me. They will try to attack tonight I think. We will throw faggots into the ditch and then ignite them. We will see them and be able to loose arrows at them.”
                                


                                
                                  “Unless they send in the armoured men.”
                                


                                
                                  “Raibeart thinks not. Anyway we will try this first. I will get some sleep while I may. Wake me if they come.” I smiled at Haaken, “You should talk to Raibeart. He is an interesting man and he has done much.”
                                


                                
                                  I lay down on the furs previously occupied by the deceased Aelle. I was soon asleep and it must have been a deep sleep for I dreamed. There were dragons and wolves; horsemen and battles and then there was a blade plunged into my back.
                                


                                
                                  I awoke with a start and Haaken was over me. “They are moving my lord.”
                                


                                
                                  “Thank you Haaken.”
                                


                                
                                  He turned as he was leaving, “You were right about Raibeart, he is an interesting character.”
                                


                                
                                  “Olaf and Harald, help me with my armour.” My two shadows had slept across the door to my chamber. With two men to help me I was soon ready. I pointed to the torch burning in the corner of the hall. “Bring that.”
                                


                                
                                  I stood in the chill night air and I wrapped my cloak even tighter about me. The hall had the fuggy warmth that made you feel cosy. This air woke me as quickly as a douse of water. Haaken pointed to the shadows just a hundred paces from the wall. They were moving. The Saxons had made the mistake of all moving together. It was like one giant shadow creeping along. My Ulfheonar would have done it more slowly and in ones and twos.
                                


                                
                                  “Have the torches ready,” I hissed.
                                


                                
                                  I saw that the torches were all held below the parapet. Stacked along the walls were small amphorae which I knew would contain the seal oil they had found. I smiled. That seal oil had probably been traded, at some time, by warriors such as us. They would give light but not ruin the night vision of my men. We knew our business. We were not part time warriors. We had chosen a way of life and did it well. The ones who crept, badly, across the open space were part time warriors who played at war.
                                


                                
                                  They were now almost discernible and I waved my arms to instruct the warriors to lower themselves behind the walls. All of us put our heads below the parapet. I tried to put myself in the Saxon’s shoes. They would see a wall which was apparently empty of warriors with the light from torches within the village. They would think we slept. It would encourage them to move forward towards the walls.
                                


                                
                                  I felt and heard something touch the wall and knew where they were. I stood. “Now!”
                                


                                
                                  Olaf threw his torch at the faggots below. Others did the same. The Saxons looked up in surprise as the dried bundles burst into flame.
                                


                                
                                  “Now Harald!” Harald picked up the amphora with seal oil and hurled it at the group of Saxons who were cowering beneath their shields and awaiting the arrows. The jug smashed and the oil gushed over them. The flames soon struck the oil and the shields and men were engulfed in flames. The more they moved the more that they spread the oil and soon the ditch was an inferno of burning men. We watched as the flaming survivors raced away to roll themselves on the grass in an attempt to douse the flames. Beneath us, in the ditch, were the writhing bodies of the dying. The archers picked off those who managed to avoid the flames and the oil.
                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                


                                


                                



                                


                                
                                  

                                

                                
                                  


                                  Chapter 16


                                  
                                    

                                  


                                  
                                    When dawn came we saw the full extent of the success of our trap. There were blackened charred bodies below us and already the chuffs, crows and magpies were feasting on the still warm bodies. I knew that Eardgarth would still have enough men to assault us but I wondered if he had the will. It would cost him many more men to defeat us. He would have to lead his men. From what Raibeart said he was unlikely to do that.
                                  


                                  
                                    By mid morning, when we had all eaten and rested those who had watched in the night, the enemy had not come. Then one of the sentries shouted, “My lord, it is Jarl Erik!”
                                  


                                  
                                    I ran to the tower and saw, coming from the south, the rest of my warriors marching in a column towards us. Eardgarth would not be assaulting us this day. The guard on the other tower shouted and I ran the length of the wall to see Eardgarth’s warriors slinking back to St.Cybi.
                                  


                                  
                                    When Erik arrived it doubled the number of warriors I could use. We could now afford to send back some more Saxon slaves to the fort.
                                  


                                  
                                    “How goes it brother?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “We found a village like this one. They did not fight hard and we captured much grain and slaves.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I frowned. If what Raibeart said was true then there might well have been sympathetic islanders there. I explained to Erik what we had discovered. “I am sorry, my lord. I have let you down.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “No, you were not to know.” I summoned Raibeart, “Do you have someone who can speak to some prisoners? I need to know which would wish to swear allegiance.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “My son could go, he speaks Saxon too.” He waved over a tall young man, “This is Tuanthal. He will go with your men.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Cnut Whitebeard, take Tuanthal here, the wounded and the prisoners to the fort. He will let you know which of the prisoners are to be released and returned here. Then I wish ‘Wolf’ to be brought to St.Cybi. Leave your warriors who have fought here at the fort and return with those yet to be blooded.”
                                  


                                  
                                    It took some time to gather carts for the wounded and the weapons collected from the Saxon dead but by noon the small column headed south along the Roman Road. Raibeart gave us a warrior called Daffydd who acted as our guide. He was a small, wiry man and we found that he had been a shepherd on the hills below Wyddfa. He hated the Saxons as much as we did.
                                  


                                  
                                    “Raibeart, we took a village to the south when we first came. They swore allegiance to me. I would have you take some of your men to let them know that we now control this part of the island and to the south. I would have all your people know that help is at hand.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “I will do so. The dragon and the wolf have returned. The land will grow again!”
                                  


                                  
                                    As we left the village Jarl Erik glanced into the ditch. “A gruesome end.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “From what Raibeart told me the warriors who were here before the Saxons had an even more frightening weapon.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I told him of the fire that burned even on water. “Then how did the Saxons defeat such a powerful people? They should still rule here now. Just look at those armoured horsemen. If there were as many as Raibeart told you then how could they have been defeated?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Treachery, from within and without. Their allies betrayed them and there were those who thought that they knew best. It is a lesson we have learned to our cost. Jarl Harald was trusted by both of us and he nearly made us pay for that belief.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Who can we trust?”
                                  


                                  
                                    I looked him squarely in the eye. “Each other and those who have sworn an oath to us.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Then that is a small band indeed.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I shook my head and laughed, “Numbers are not what is needed. We have a band of brothers and each one is worth ten of any other war band. I lost two Ulfheonar yesterday and they will be sorely missed but I counted forty dead Saxons. That is the measure of our men. It is not the quantity, it is their quality. We will never number much more than a hundred and I would not have it any other way. I do not wish to rule an Empire. I want a world which is safe from Saxon incursion and the curse of the White Christ. I would have the world of Prince Butar. That is enough for me.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Erik pointed to the road ahead, “Then why do we advance on this fort which will be hard to take?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Raibeart and those who lived here first wish to live in freedom. If we drive the Saxons from here then they will prosper and so will we. They will trade the grain we need and then we can raid the lands of Northumbria again. There are still riches aplenty there.”
                                  


                                  
                                    We found the bodies of our dead comrades. The Saxons had not had time to despoil them and their weapons lay with them. We took Erik’s golden wolf arm band. That would go to his wife and his son. Then we laid them with their weapons in their hands and covered them with the wolf cloak. Every warrior laid soil upon the bodies and the burial mound rose as high as a man. It was a fitting memorial for two brave warriors. When we passed the mound in the future, we would remember them.
                                  


                                  
                                    We saw the rocky stronghold from some distance away. The land fell before us and I could see the craggy rock which loomed ahead. The walls of this stronghold were of stone and not wood. They were ancient. Even at this distance I could see that. The Roman Road was as straight as an arrow. The Romans had cleared the land on both sides of the road and although some growth had returned there would be no ambush. We were able to push on at a healthy speed.
                                  


                                  
                                    We had seventy warriors and I knew that we would, probably, be outnumbered. I knew, too, that there would be frightening weapons of death but I was confident that I would find a way in. It is strange but the visit to the cave had changed me. The rumours and the stories had shown me that I might be descended from something more than a slave and a Saxon. The cave had shown me what I could become. It showed me the blood that coursed through my veins was ancient. I owed it to a long dead warlord to try to rectify the mistakes of those who had come after. The tomb had also made me think of my legacy. Raibeart still spoke in reverential terms of those from the past. He had told me, proudly, that his name had been passed down from father to son from the time of Lord Lann and that the first of that name had been the warlord’s brother. He also told me a legend that the warlord’s other half brother had Saxon blood in him. Wyrd! That was me.
                                  


                                  
                                    I would leave something for my son Arturus and his sons. The name of Dragon Heart would be remembered.
                                  


                                  
                                    Beorn and Snorri were scouting ahead and when they came running back I halted the column. Beorn pointed to the island, now clearly visible. “The island is connected to this one by a wooden bridge. There are remnants of a stone bridge.” He paused, “It would be death for any who tried to cross that bridge. There are archers on the other side and something else.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “What was it?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “I have never seen the like before. It is as though Thor had made a bow for himself but it was too big to hold.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Raibeart told me of that. They are ancient weapons and they can pierce the armour of many men with one of their shafts. We will camp close by, but well out of the way of that weapon. Find us a camp which cannot be seen from their side.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Snorri waved us from the road and led the column down to a dip in the land behind the rocky cliff of the island. Once we dropped down the fort disappeared from sight. We would be unseen. While the camp was prepared I went with Haaken, Cnut and Beorn to the edge of the rocky shore. We bellied up to the top. The cliffs were not high; we were less than thirty paces above the maelstrom of water which surged between the islands. I spied the weapon Beorn had feared. It was behind a small stone wall and protected the bridge. None would be able to cross it whilst it was manned.
                                  


                                  
                                    I turned my attention to the fort. I recognised parts of it from the one at Caestre. It was Roman. I watched as some warriors went up to the gate and I noticed that they had to walk in a zig zag. The builders had made it hard to attack directly. The Saxons had been lucky to take such a well built stronghold. It would not fall easily to a direct assault which meant that we needed to be cunning too. The wolf would become the fox. This Saxon had not met the Ulfheonar; he would learn of our skills. I had seen enough.
                                  


                                  
                                    “Let us return to the camp.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Once at the camp I set three of the new men to walk to the coast where they could watch for ‘Wolf’; I needed my ship if my plan was to succeed. I explained my plan to Erik, Haaken and Cnut. “Have the Ulfheonar sleep. When my ship arrives we will board her and begin our attack.”
                                  


                                  
                                    As I lay down to sleep Haaken said, “You are changed Dragon Heart.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “How so?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “You seem to see the future. Was it the tomb?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “It might have been but I cannot see the future. I just know who I am and who we are. The Ulfheonar came from the past; that was Ragnar’s doing but my past, my life before I was born, also gave me skills which I will use.” I leaned in. “When this is over I will take ‘Wolf’ and find the mine of the blue stone. It is connected to me and to the wolf. Perhaps we will all change when we have the blue stone.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Jarl Erik was keen to attack and he urged me to order an assault on the bridge.
                                  


                                  
                                    “Are you so keen to lose you warriors that you would launch a fruitless attack?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Warriors would die but we would gain the bridge.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I spread my arm around the men. “How many could we afford to lose? Be patient. Eardgarth is going nowhere. We have food and we have time. Let him worry inside his walls. Let him wonder how many men we have. He saw you bring your warriors but he cannot have counted them. None of his scouts have approached us. We keep him in suspense.”
                                  


                                  
                                    He subsided, “So what do we wait for?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “My ship and a cloud sky at night. When we have those two then we will capture the bridge and then we can threaten the walls.” I saw Haaken and Cnut nodding. They knew what I was about and Jarl Erik did not. “We should not rush at this. When we have captured this fort then the whole of the island is ours. The people who are here will hold the isle for us but we need to judge the moment when we attack. I would not lose one man more than I had to in the attempt.”
                                  


                                  ‘Wolf’ arrived the next day. Cnut Whitebeard and the crew came ashore. We left just the three boys aboard. “I sent the slaves back to Man aboard the ‘Serpent’. Your steward will know what to do with them.”


                                  
                                    “Good. I will take my Ulfheonar on ‘Wolf’ when the time is right. You command the rest of the warriors here with Jarl Erik.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Jarl Erik threw me a surprised look. “You will lead the attack?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “I am Ulfheonar, it is what we do.”
                                  


                                  
                                    It was three more nights before conditions were right. The Saxons brought more warriors down to the bridge in an attempt to intimidate us. It did not work. For the three days before we attacked we took my ship and sailed close to the fort. They showered us with ineffectual arrows. I was playing a game; it was a war of nerves. I wanted them worried that we would attack their fort and keep a watch both day and night. It would wear down their warriors.
                                  


                                  
                                    When the moon went behind the wall of rain bearing cloud we attached a long rope to the stern of my ship. As the rain began to pelt both land and sea we rowed, silently to the low cliff close to the bridge. The oars were muffled and we were all dressed in black. We could not be seen. We slipped over the side and into the white flecked, stormy waters. The noise of the surf and the storm hid us from prying eyes. Cnut and the others hauled on the rope and pulled my ship back to the shelter of the land. When the Saxons awoke the ship would be where they expected it to be.
                                  


                                  
                                    Once ashore we huddled beneath the rocks. The bridge was four hundred paces away but there were no defences between it and the sea. Beorn, Ragnar and Snorri scurried up the bank and then we followed. There were just twenty two of us all told. Harald and Olaf were still my shadows but the rest were Ulfheonar. Our shields were all on our backs and each warrior held his sword and a seax. The seax could be used to help us climb the steep slope we faced. We had counted the warriors at the bridge and knew they outnumbered us but half, at least, would be abed. When we descended upon them it would be with terrible swiftness and total silence.
                                  


                                  
                                    When we reached the top Beorn signalled to us the numbers and positions of the men who faced us. Haaken led six warriors towards the shelters where the sleeping lay. Cnut led ten warriors to the guards at the bridge while I led the other warriors to the machine which might wreak havoc on my attacking warriors. We ghosted across the ground. Each warrior watched where he placed his feet and then scanned the waiting Saxons to ensure he had not been seen. The Saxons’ attention was fixed upon the other end of the bridge. The rain and the wind helped us as the Saxons huddled beneath their cloaks. We were oblivious to the elements. We were the wolves and the Saxons were our prey.
                                  


                                  
                                    I knew that I could leave Haaken and Cnut to deal with the men they faced. I headed towards the crew of the giant bow. I saw that there were eight warriors. Two looked to be asleep. Three were talking while the others stared across the bridge at the glow from the fires of my warriors.
                                  


                                  
                                    I signalled with my sword and the others spread out in a half circle. The rain was almost coming at us horizontally. The water was crashing noisily on the rocks and walls. We could have stamped our feet and not been heard. I raised my sword and hacked down at the warrior who was talking to his companion. Even as he fell dead I stabbed at his companion with my seax. One of those sleeping leapt to his feet and Ragnar’s Spirit took his head. I quickly looked around. None remained alive. I looked over to the bridge where Cnut and his men were busy slaying their opponents. I waved my men towards the sleeping guards as I saw Jarl Erik leading our warriors across the bridge.
                                  


                                  
                                    By the time Jarl Erik reached us there were just dead Saxons. “Cnut Whitebeard, see if you can work out how to turn and work that machine. I want it facing the fort by dawn.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I waved to Haaken, “Take some men back over the bridge and bring our ship here. I want it moored next to the bridge in case we have to leave in a hurry.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Jarl Erik took his helmet off and inclined his head, “Once again you are right. What now?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Put half of your men on guard facing the fort. The rest should sleep if they can. We have our fingertips on this rock let us try to hold on to what we have.”
                                  


                                  
                                    By dawn the rain had eased, ‘Wolf’ was tucked safely close to the bridge and we had rested all of our men. Jarl Erik came to me as we ate a cold breakfast of salted fish. “What now?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “I am hoping that Eorl Eardgarth will send men to relive his guards. I would like to kill as many of his men as we can before we attack.” The fort was a good mile or more away. Most of my men were hidden and the murky weather meant that it would be difficult to identify us as an enemy. They would see what they expected to see, warriors guarding the bridge.
                                  


                                  
                                    It was mid morning when the small column of warriors left the fort. We saw them snake their way down the road and ditches surrounding the fort. There looked to be thirty of them; the same number as we had slain. Haaken and Cnut commanded the Ulfheonar to the left of the road while Jarl Erik had his half of the men on the other side. They were well back from the road and hidden by the gorse which ran rampant on this small island. There were archers along both sides of the road and I hoped to avoid casualties. With luck we might even be able to achieve total surprise and then attack the fort.
                                  


                                  
                                    It was one of Jarl Erik’s warriors who attacked prematurely. It was a lack of discipline and he loosed his arrow too early. The column was not within the ring of death and they began to flee back to the fort. The archers loosed their arrows and some of the Saxons fell. My Ulfheonar caught a few of them and slew them but there were still twelve who escaped back to the fort. Eardgarth knew we had captured the bridge. What would he do about it?
                                  


                                  
                                    I walked down to the failed ambush where the wounded were being despatched. Jarl Erik was berating his warrior for attacking too soon. I put my arm around his shoulder and led him off. “Brother had you trained your men well then the attack would not have gone awry. You are too worried about failure. Trust your men. You will have the chance for glory and honour. I promise you that.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “But Carl has ruined our chances of surprise!”
                                  


                                  
                                    “No, he has not. They would have discovered we were here soon enough. More of his men survived than I would have hoped but they will now be worried. They know we are here but not how many men we have.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “We attack the fort then?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “No, I will not lose men unnecessarily. We will rest today and let them worry. Tonight we plan how to take St.Cybi.”
                                  


                                  
                                    It had not been a disaster and we had still to lose a warrior. All of our losses had been in the attacks when we had first landed on the island. I knew that we would suffer casualties when we tried to force the defences of this stone built fortress.
                                  


                                  
                                    The rain had stopped but we were all still damp. Some armour was rusting and we needed some shelter. The better weather would soon be with us but we needed success soon or the fighting ability of my men would deteriorate. We sat around a blazing fire. “Cnut Whitebeard has examined the arrow throwing machine. It is deadly.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Could we not use it ourselves?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “We would have to move it and I am not sure that we would be able to work it well without practice. We will take it back to the mountain fort and examine it when we have the time. I intend to make a night attack. It will mean that they will not be able to use the machines they have. I will use the Ulfheonar to scale the cliffs on the south west side of the fort. I have watched and seen that they have fewer sentries there than on this side. Jarl Erik you and Cnut Whitebeard will approach the front gate.” I smiled, “Let us see what you have learned from us. I would have you move like shadows in the night. When we launch our attack then you can close with the walls. You will need to be almost under the walls when you attack so that they cannot use their machines. I think that, as with their horsemen, they will think that they have our measure with that weapon but its value lies in keeping an enemy away.”
                                  


                                  
                                    Cnut Whitebeard nodded, “And if we are seen before we reach the walls?”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Then men will die!” It was brutal but honest. “Tomorrow we rest as much as we can but those on guard need to move around as much as they can. I also intend to sail ‘Wolf’ around the island to keep their attention.”
                                  


                                  
                                    I was playing with the Saxons’ nerves. They knew that we would attack but they did not know where. That was our secret weapon.
                                  


                                  
                                    The next morning we crewed my ship and set off south. I knew that their towers would see which way we were going and we would be watched. That was what I wanted. When we were a mile off shore I turned and followed the coastline around. I was partly trying to confuse them but mainly finding out what the landing area would be like. The cliffs were steeper than at the bridge and there were many nesting seabirds. That could be a problem. Even so they could be climbed. This was not the sheer smooth cliff of a fjord. This was a tumble of rock and gorse. There would be handholds.
                                  


                                  
                                    I saw that there were towers all the way around and they were all manned. That worked to our advantage; they would not know where we would attack. The cliffs further east and north were much lower and would pose no problem. When we turned to follow the island back to the bridge I saw the harbour. Again it was Roman built and there were two ships within its protective walls. I wondered why they had not used them. I decided to turn and return back from whence we had come. Suddenly as I turned they used one of the weapons. It was terrifying. The crack sounded like the crack of thunder and the arrow was so big that I saw it as it left the machine and hurtled towards us. We were turning and could do nothing about it. Perhaps we were lucky or it was badly aimed, I know not but it went through the sail and ripped a hole as big as Aiden’s body. I heard a cheer from the land.
                                  


                                  
                                    “Right boys, we have seen enough, I think we will go home.” I had been shaken by the attack. The arrow had travelled almost half a mile and it had continued long after it had struck our sail. I would not risk my men facing such a weapon. We would proceed with the plan I had made. Our fate was now in the hands of the gods.
                                  


                                  
                                    When we reached the others I told them of the weapon and its effect. They could all see the hole it had made. “We will signal with a torch if we can capture the gate. If not then we will send a fire arrow into the sky. Both are the signal for you to attack.”
                                  


                                  
                                    They seemed satisfied. Haaken said, “You know Raibeart told me that the warriors of Rheged had a dragon standard which made a wailing noise and it frightened their enemies. He also said that they used a horn to signal. Perhaps we should think of using one.”
                                  


                                  
                                    “Perhaps. He told me that too.” I fingered the dragon emblem given to me by Prince Butar. “It is wyrd the way events have turned out.”
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                                      We rowed ‘Wolf’ around the headland. This time we would let the outgoing tide take her from shore and the three boys would anchor it. It would be a refuge should my plan fail. This would be a harder climb than the previous one. We did have one advantage; the Saxons could not know how we had captured the bridge and so would not be expecting such a fool hardy venture.
                                    


                                    
                                      We had to disembark further out than was preferable. The water was up to our necks as we began to struggle ashore, fighting against a tide trying to take us to Hibernia. Harald Green Eyes, one of the new Ulfheonar was not as big as the rest of us and Olaf had to plunge a hand beneath the foaming sea to drag him, spluttering to the surface. It was fortunate for our new recruit that Olaf was such a powerful warrior else his service would have ended that night.
                                    


                                    
                                      We had no rain to mask us but that also meant that the rocks were not slippery. We began to ascend the cliff. There was a watch tower at the top of the cliff and Beorn and Ragnar Siggison would have to silence the guards there. Snorri went with his bow in case they needed help. We took it steadily better to get there late than make a noise or fall. We used the seax to dig into the crevasses and give us a hand hold. It was not easy but we managed it. We had one scare when Erik The Tall disturbed a seagull family. The bird flew out at him screaming and calling. We all froze and pressed ourselves against the cliff. Erik buried his face in the vegetation which clung to the cliff and after the bird had pecked ineffectually at his helmet, it returned to its nest. After a few moments’ silence we continued our climb. We did not look up for although our faces were darkened some of the men had helmets which would reflect light and might glint. Not all had had their helmets blackened like me.
                                    


                                    
                                      When we reached the base of the wall we stopped and our three killers climbed the wall next to the tower. This was an old wall and some of the mortar had fallen from the stones. It had not been repaired and it made easy hand holds. Had there been guards at the top then the three would have died. We were fortunate that they relied on nature for their defence. The guards were safely tucked up in their tower. Once they were up they threw a rope down. I climbed first. Snorri waited for me. When I reached the top he nodded and followed the other two into the tower. It was deadly quiet. I stood guard for the next warrior to join me. As I waited for Cnut to climb I heard the Saxon guards talking. There appeared to be four of them. Once Cnut had joined me he threw a second rope down and soon, all of our men were up. We now waited for the tower to be silenced. We did hear a noise; it sounded like someone dragging their feet but there was no sound of a struggle. The three of them emerged from the door at the foot of the tower.
                                    


                                    
                                      We were inside the citadel. There was a low wall running from the gate towards the sea. The centre of the defence of St.Cybi was the stone gate house. There were two towers there and we knew from our observations that the road in would be a death trap if the gate house was held by defenders. We had to take the gatehouse.
                                    


                                    
                                      Descending the stairs to the inner part of the fort we hurried purposefully in the dark. The sentries were all watching the sea. We had silenced those who might observe our movements. There were many more buildings within this fort than in the one close by the mountain. I could see Saxon round huts which were new as well as the square buildings we had seen before. The Saxon huts had just been thrown up with no thought to the structure already existing within. It aided us for we were not in the open. It was like moving around a maze.
                                    


                                    
                                      Suddenly a warrior emerged from a hut. I think he must have been going to make night water. Haaken reacted first; he swung sideways with his sword and took the man in the throat. Sven White Hair caught the body before it hit the ground. He laid the body next to the surprised looking head. It would be discovered but not for some time. The gate had a bar on it but there were also two doors leading into the gatehouse itself. I left Ulf and Tostig guarding the gate while we entered the bastion. There was another gate some thirty paces away and stairs climbed from both sides. It was double protection. If one gate fell then there was a second. While the others guarded the stairs I went for Tostig and Ulf. We could leave the outer door barred for now.
                                    


                                    
                                      I signalled for Cnut and Haaken to take the stairs on one side. I gestured for Snorri and Beorn to unbar the main gate while I led the rest up the stairs to the left. Suddenly we found ourselves in a guard room. In the light of the two candles we saw that there were ten guards there. Some were sleeping and some were playing with dice. We were both as surprised as each other. The difference was we were ready to fight. Our swords were out and we laid into them but it was too late, the alarm had been raised.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Ulf go to Snorri and open the gate. The three of you guard it until Jarl Erik arrives. The rest of you go to the upper levels.”
                                    


                                    
                                      The stair was a wooden one. Einar leapt up it. I saw a spear hurled at him. It caught on his mail and threw him to the ground. He lay in a heap at the foot of the stairs. “I am just winded.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Thorkell the Tall clambered over his body and held the spear which had been thrown. His shield protected him as he climbed. We had to shelter beneath our own shields as missiles were thrown down at us. We were wasting time. We needed the signal and that would have to be made from the top.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Keep climbing!”
                                    


                                    
                                      I stepped on to the ladder as Thorkell climbed a little higher. I saw his hand dart forward with the spear and there was a scream.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Heads!”
                                    


                                    
                                      I tucked my head inside my shield just as the Saxon body flew past me. Then Thorkell climbed much higher and I followed. I looked up and saw the faces of the Saxons above. Below I could hear the sounds of battle. “Tostig, take the rest of the men and help Beorn. Leave me with Olaf and Harald.” If we lost the gate then this would all have been in vain.
                                    


                                    
                                      Thorkell’s spear spiked upwards and a Saxon fell back and there was a space. He raced the last few steps to the fighting platform and I followed as swiftly as possible. When I reached the top I saw two warriors bearing down on me and I tumbled over kicking out with my feet as I completed my turn. One of my boots connected with something and I blindly slashed out with my long blade. It struck a leg and I sprang to my feet. I could see that we were out in the open and that Haaken and his men were on the other side.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Olaf, Harald, to me!”
                                    


                                    
                                      With my two bodyguards at my side I ran at the clutch of warriors surrounding Thorkell. We bundled them over. As I stabbed down on one of the fallen I shouted, “Leave these to us, Thorkell and make the signal!”
                                    


                                    
                                      Olaf and Harald were like two killing machines, impervious to the blows of the Saxons. They were almost berserkers. They feared no one and the Saxons were terrified of the wild attacks they had to endure. A Saxon who had feigned death rose from the ground behind me and swung his sword at me. It struck my mail. I roared and swung Ragnar’s Spirit around. It was longer than the Saxon’s blade and his throat was ripped open.
                                    


                                    
                                      I saw Thorkell standing on the wall waving the torch from side to side. An arrow came from within the fort and struck the arm holding the torch; it fluttered to the ground. “Get down Thorkell. Take charge here. We will go down and aid our comrades.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Haaken waved, “We will join you.” He spread his arm, “They are all dead.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Leaving Thorkell with the wounded we descended. We were only just in time. The warriors I had sent were in the open gate while the garrison was racing at them. From the ring of bodies around them I could see that they had already beaten off some attacks.
                                    


                                    
                                      We hit them from one side as Haaken and the rest came from the other side. Their numbers hampered them. On our side we had a wall of shields but our weapons were stronger. Olaf had picked up a discarded Danish axe and with one mighty blow he smashed a shield in two. My sword flicked out to kill the warrior who had been holding it. Harald sliced his sword into the back of the neck of a Saxon. The head flew through the air and made the ones in front turn. Beorn and Snorri led the warriors towards us. We were outnumbered but with our mail and our weapons we had the weight advantage and it began to tell. The Saxon blades were not sharp enough and could not penetrate our mail. We all had Frankish swords and many of those we fought were without armour. Gradually the Saxons were pushed back from the open gate. Soon we had formed one line of warriors. I could see from the blood on my warriors’ armour that they had killed many but there appeared to be many more left to fight. As we emerged from the gate house I yelled, “Hold them here until Jarl Erik arrives.” There were just twelve warriors at the gate and if we left the safety of the walls we would be surrounded. We had completed our task now it was up to Cnut Whitebeard and Jarl Erik to do theirs.
                                    


                                    
                                      As we fended off the desultory attacks from the braver Saxons I realised that I had not seen any of the mailed mounted warriors we had encountered before. Where were the horsemen?
                                    


                                    
                                      I heard a roar from behind me. “Step aside, Ulfheonar!” Even as I shouted we parted and Jarl Erik led the wedge of fresh warriors into the fray. They cut through the Saxons like a knife through butter. There appeared to be no Saxon leaders to organise them.
                                    


                                    
                                      I turned to Haaken and Cnut, “Eorl Eardgarth is somewhere, let us find him.” The twelve of us ran along the edge of the defences towards the large stone building which dominated the middle of the stronghold.
                                    


                                    
                                      The Saxons were falling back but they were trying to retain order. As we ran along the narrow lanes between buildings we saw warriors who had just awoken and heard the noise. There were others who worked in the stronghold and they had improvised weapons in their hands. Even when they surprised us they died. Our mail and our helmets protected us well.
                                    


                                    
                                      We suddenly smelled horses as we passed the stable block. We halted and went in. Perhaps the horsemen were saddling their mounts. When we peered in we saw that there were none of the large horses; there were just a few small horses and ponies. Where were the horsemen? The large building had a huge pair of double doors which gaped open.
                                    


                                    
                                      I waved forward my scouts and the three of them hurried inside. We followed. I could see that this was an important building. There were many small rooms just off a central hallway and the main corridor was both wide and straight. I waved with my sword and Beorn took one of the sets of stairs which ran off the corridor while Snorri and Ragnar took the other. I led the other eight down the corridor. We went warily for I did not want to be attacked from one of the side rooms. Suddenly I could smell the sea and, ahead of us, the corridor became lighter. I hurried on now fearful that we had come too late. The door at the far end gaped wide and a narrow cobbled track led down inside the wall. It was eerily quiet and there were no signs of warriors.
                                    


                                    
                                      We rushed down the cobbles and reached the gate we had seen near the port. As we ran down I saw the machines above us which had loosed the deadly spear. They were abandoned. I now knew what we had stumbled upon. Eardgarth was fleeing. There were two ships in the harbour. He was making good his escape. The cobbled track twisted and turned its way through stone and wooden buildings to the harbour.
                                    


                                    
                                      As we turned past the last building I saw the second of the ships pulling away from the harbour wall. On the deck I could see the mailed warriors and their horses. We had missed them. I saw Eardgarth as he laughed at me. He would live to fight another day. I turned and looked at the wall above me. The machines; we could use them.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Quick Haaken, back to those machines!”
                                    


                                    
                                      We ran back inside the fort and up the stairs to the two machines. There was a spear already loaded and the bow part was taut. They were ready to fire. The archer in me frowned. They should not have been left this way for it would weaken the power of the flight. I found a handle which was connected to the mechanism.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Olaf and Harald, see if you can swing it around to aim at those ships.”
                                    


                                    
                                      It moved, remarkably easily and I peered down the length of the long deadly spear. It had an iron tip like a long spear and looked even more terrifying close up. The two ships were in line and I pulled the handle. The crack made all three of us jump and then grin foolishly at each other. There were three more deadly spears but we had no idea how to make the machine work and we just watched as the weapon sped towards the ships. It was a lucky strike for it hit the first ship on the side. I saw chunks and splinters of wood fly up and the spear changed direction and ripped through the billowing sail of the second ship. Haaken released his. We were ready for the noise. His was an even better hit. It smacked into the mast of the first ship and severed one of the ropes. The sail fluttered aimlessly while the crew struggled to rig a replacement. Had we been able to load the machines then we could have done some serious damage. I think we were lucky because the ships were less than a hundred and fifty paces from us. They were huge targets. I realised then that I had been fortunate that I had not tried to close with the ships the previous day. ‘Wolf’ would have been ripped to pieces by these deadly machines.
                                    


                                    
                                      I looked over to Haaken and he was laughing. “What is so funny?”
                                    


                                    
                                      He pointed to the machine, “We use it once and look!” The machine had fallen to pieces after hurling its spear at the ships. We had gained from its use but I wondered what mischief Eardgarth would get up to.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Leave two men to guard this gate and then let us see if Jarl Erik needs our help.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Dawn had finally broken in the time we had pursued Eardgarth to the ships. The sounds of battle still rang around the citadel but they were not as loud. The battle was ending. When we reached the gate again the last of the Saxons was being despatched. They had made a shield wall and fought to the end. They had kept their oath. Eardgarth had not. Jarl Erik and Cnut Whitebeard stood with bloodied weapons. I could see that we had lost men. I hoped that the price was worth it.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Haaken, see to the Ulfheonar. Find out who we lost. Cnut, I need twenty men to bring ‘Wolf’ around the headland.” I clasped Jarl Erik’s forearm. “Well done, brother, you arrived at the perfect time. I will bring my ship around. Find out if there are any men of Rheged here who might serve us. See if there is one who can ride; there are ponies in the stable. I would have our new allies know of our victory.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Eardgarth?”
                                    


                                    
                                      I shook my head, “He fled in the ships I saw but we managed to hit his boats with those weapons. They are deadly! Command here until I return.”
                                    


                                    
                                      The return walk to the ship was quite pleasant. There was a fresh wind from the south which felt quite warm. I even risked walking without my helmet. We saw that the ship was two hundred paces off shore. The tide was on its way back in and when we waved I saw Aiden and Cnut lower the sail to catch the breeze. Then, as they hauled in the stone anchor, Erik edged the steering board to make the bow face the shore. We waded out to our waists and waited for ‘Wolf’ to close with us. Erik judged it well and the sail was dropped just at the right time. We swarmed on board. Those without armour managed it first and then they hauled in those, like me, who were encumbered in mail.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Any problems Erik?”
                                    


                                    
                                      “No my lord. We could hear the battle but not see the result. How did it go?”
                                    


                                    
                                      One of the warriors who had clambered aboard said, “We fought with Dragon Heart; when did we ever lose?”
                                    


                                    
                                      That set them to cheering. I knew they were pleased but it did not do to tempt the sisters. I gripped my wolf amulet and said quietly, “Protect me Thor, they mean no ill to the Norns.” I hoped that would suffice. I knew that a sacrifice was long overdue. When I returned home I would ask Erika for advice about a suitable offering to the gods.
                                    


                                    
                                      Once the oars were manned we headed around the headland for the short trip to the harbour. By the time we reached the harbour the sun was fully up and it promised to be a hot day. I was keen to begin my quest for the blue stones but I knew that I had much to do before then. With the ship tied up I allowed the three boys to explore the town. They had not left the ship for some time and they deserved some freedom.
                                    


                                    
                                      I took off my mail and shield and left them aboard the ship. I saw Olaf and Harald frown. “I do not need them. The Saxons have fled and besides you two will watch out for me will you not?”
                                    


                                    
                                      Their answer was a grunt and a nod. They took their work very seriously.
                                    


                                    
                                      Sven White Hair approached me; he looked serious. “Jarl Erik and Haaken sent me. They have found something.”
                                    


                                    
                                      We returned to the large building. He took me to a door we had passed without noticing. Once inside I saw that there had been a table but beneath it was a trapdoor which was open. Sven stood to one side. “It is a little cramped down there Jarl Dragon Heart, we will wait here.” He threw a warning look at my two bodyguards.
                                    


                                    
                                      I laughed at their discomfort. “If there is a rat any bigger than a cat down here I will send for you.”
                                    


                                    
                                      The stone steps which went down were very narrow and I had to duck my head to avoid banging it. When I reached the bottom I found myself in a small room. With Haaken and Erik already there it was quite crowded. They had a candle which illuminated the room.
                                    


                                    
                                      “This is an old room my lord look.” He pointed behind my head. I turned and saw Latin words. My reading would pay off.
                                    


                                    
                                      XX AUGUSTA
                                    


                                    
                                      “I think that is the mark of a Roman legion. This must have been used by the Romans.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Haaken picked up a chest and opened it. “Well the Saxons have been using it since. Look.” He opened it and I could see that there was a great deal of silver jewellery within it and a couple of golden torcs. Jarl Erik then took out a couple of books. Normally these were only found in churches and I wondered how Eorl Eardgarth had got hold of them.
                                    


                                    
                                      “Excellent work. Bring them up and stow them on ‘Wolf’. I will sail back this afternoon and return with ‘Serpent’.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “My lord! Dragon Heart!” I heard Cnut’s voice as I emerged from the tomb like room.
                                    


                                    
                                      Olaf and Harald had their swords drawn in case there was danger. I held my hand up and smiled, “It is Cnut.” He looked angry as he stormed up to me. “What is it?”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Come and you will see.” He led me to what looked, at first glance like a warrior hall but it had a Roman roof. “We found this locked. We thought it might contain treasure but when we broke in we found these.”
                                    


                                    
                                      He opened the door and there were bodies littering the floor. “They are of our people.” He picked up the arm of one and showed me the warrior arm rings. “If you look at the bodies they have been starved to death.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Are they all dead?”
                                    


                                    
                                      “How could anyone live?”
                                    


                                    
                                      I stared at him. “Let us pray for life. Examine each one and seek signs of life.” I turned to Olaf and Harald. “You two, find any who are alive.”
                                    


                                    
                                      The first three I turned over were young boys, no more than sixteen summers. I could see the ribs jutting out. Then I heard Olaf cry, “By Odin one lives yet.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Give him drink and keep looking. If one lives then there may be others.”
                                    


                                    
                                      We now had urgency to our search. When each body had been closely examined we found three survivors. “Get some soup on they need nourishment and quickly.” I turned to Cnut, “Was this the only locked room?”
                                    


                                    
                                      He looked shamefaced. I knew he would be berating himself for not checking for signs of life. “I do not know. I will check.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Take the bodies out and we will bury them.” A wave of anger washed over me. “Throw the Saxon dead to the fishes!”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Jarl Erik did you find any men of Rheged?”
                                    


                                    
                                      “No, and no Saxon families either.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “Then I think that Eardgarth evacuated them when we captured the gate.” There was something not quite right about all this. Why had he abandoned the fortress? Did he think we had more men than we actually had? “There were no prisoners to question. All had died.
                                    


                                    
                                      Aiden had arrived and he looked in horror at the bodies being taken out. “See if you can give some comfort to these three warriors. They have suffered much.”
                                    


                                    
                                      I left to complete my examination of the fort. I saw Cnut taking an axe to the low building next to the hall. I hurried to join him. “This one is locked but there are living within. I heard them shouting when I passed.”
                                    


                                    
                                      The door burst open and inside there were terrified families; men, women and children; old people and babies. They looked fearfully at Cnut with his axe and blood stained armour. “Cnut, put away your weapon, take off your helmet and smile. You are frightening them.”
                                    


                                    
                                      He did so and his smile was so comical that I laughed as did my bodyguards. I saw relief on the faces of the people. One of the women began to speak with me and I recognised the language as Welsh or it could have been Rheged; they were similar.
                                    


                                    
                                      I held out my arm to the woman and said, “Friend!”
                                    


                                    
                                      I do not know if she understood it but she smiled and took it. “Feed these and then find Daffydd.” Daffydd was the Rheged guide. He could speak Saxon as well as the language of the Welsh. While we waited I said, “These must have been locked in when they fled. This looks to be a sort of punishment area for those Eardgarth did not like.”
                                    


                                    
                                      Daffydd arrived and he looked first in shock and then in joy. He threw his arms around the woman whose hand I had clasped. They began jabbering at each other. Every so often Daffydd would point at me and she would smile.
                                    


                                    
                                      He turned to me. “This is my sister and she and the others were lost. I did not know that the Saxons had captured them and imprisoned them. They were used as slaves.” His face darkened, “The women were used by the warriors for sport.” He closed his eyes, “And some of the boys too.” He looked at me and said, “You killed them too easily, my lord, they should have suffered.”
                                    


                                    
                                      “I know. Tell your sister that the island is now free and they have this fortress for their home. Jarl Raibeart can decide what to do with all when he comes.”
                                    


                                    
                                      My mind was a maelstrom. So much had happened in a short space of time. I would have to postpone my trip back for I needed to speak with the three warriors we had found. Altogether there had been twenty of them. That was almost the crew of a drekar. How had they got here?
                                    


                                    
                                      “We will stay the night. Make sure the chests are aboard ‘Wolf’. I will sleep aboard tonight. I turned to Cnut, “get the healers to watch over those three and let me know the moment they are able to speak.”
                                    


                                    
                                      As we left Olaf said, “You need to eat, Jarl Dragon Heart. You have done enough already this day. Let Jarl Erik take on some of the tasks.”
                                    


                                    
                                      He was right of course. I was the jarl, I was the leader. Others could shoulder some of the responsibility. In the end the rest of my warriors did just that. I was summoned for food and told by both Haaken and Jarl Erik that I need do nothing more.
                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    


                                    


                                    



                                    


                                    
                                      

                                    

                                    
                                      


                                      Chapter 18


                                      
                                        

                                      


                                      
                                        After I had eaten I went, alone, to the gate overlooking the harbour. I persuaded Olaf and Harald that I would be safe and I sat staring across the island at Wyddfa in the distance. I could feel its power even at this distance. The Saxons had fled because they knew we would find the corpses of our people and they must have worried how we would react. I had been meant to come here and to rescue those three. Perhaps if I had come sooner or attacked quicker then more of them might be alive. I would never know that.
                                      


                                      
                                        Aiden appeared next to me. “My lord, I hope you do not mind but I have looked at some of the books we found. I could not read all of them but there was one which was about the Warlord of Rheged and Myrddyn. “
                                      


                                      
                                        I spun around, “Were you able to read it?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Not all of it but enough to know that his name was Lord Lann and he lived here once. We will have to wait until Macha can read it for us.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I ruffled his hair, “You have done well.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “How could the Saxons starve those men to death? I understand killing an enemy but what honour is there in starving a man?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “There is none. Some men get pleasure from watching others suffer. Perhaps this Saxon was one such.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “My lord, one of the warriors is awake!”
                                      


                                      
                                        I followed Einar to the hall where Haaken and Cnut were feeding soup to a warrior. He looked tired but there was a fire in his eyes when he spoke. He tried to rise but Cnut restrained him, “They tell me you are the warrior they call Dragon Heart.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I am.”
                                      


                                      
                                        He nodded and took another spoonful of soup. “It was you that we sought. We came from the old land and wintered in Orkneyjar. There were forty of us in my drekar, ‘Storm bird’. I am Carl Haakenson and I wished to serve the warrior who had the sword touched by the gods.” I saw his eyes flicker to my blade. I touched it and he nodded then continued. “A storm blew up and forced us off course. There were dragon ships in the estuary of the Ribble and we felt we could find help from fellow Norse. The winds were from the west and we could not make Man. We thought to take shelter with our kin. We were welcomed at first and then the Jarl, Harold One Eye, heard us mention your name and our desire to serve you and he slew my brother with a single blow. We had to fight our way out and the twenty of us who survived barely made it to our ship alive.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I looked at Haaken and Cnut. Wyrd!
                                      


                                      
                                        “We had to sail in the teeth of the gale with only half a crew. I kept trying to head west but we were forced south until, finally, we were wrecked upon the rocks close to the harbour here. We thought that Ran had smiled on us for we all made it to shore but then the Saxons fell upon us and they beat us and then threw us in this hole. They gave us neither water nor food.” His voice broke and he began to weep. “Two of my sons died and the third is over there, barely alive.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I put my hand on his shoulder, “You are welcome to serve with us and we will help you to gain revenge on both Eorl Eardgarth and Jarl Harald One-Eye.” I looked to Cnut. “See that they are cared for.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I left the hall with more on my mind than I could cope with. When had our tormentor arrived on the mainland? Was he here to conquer land or for revenge? I would leave more questions until Carl was in a better frame of mind and his son and last companion were out of danger. I went to find Jarl Erik. “I am going back to bring ‘Serpent’. When Raibeart returns see that he has all that he needs to defend against Eardgarth although I do not think the Saxon snake will return soon. We have bloodied his nose. I will leave Prince Butar’s men here until the men of Rheged are established.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “What would you have me do?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I have one more task and that only needs the Ulfheonar. You are free to return home. Should I have your ship brought here?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Aye, I will send some of my men with you. It will help you to get home quicker.”
                                      


                                      
                                        And so we left with forty rowers. ‘Wolf’ flew across the waves. It was an exhilarating ride. When we reached the fort I was pleased that our wounded had recovered and were keen for action. We stored the treasure in the vaults beneath the hall and then the three ships returned to St.Cybi.
                                      


                                      
                                        Raibeart had arrived and taken charge. He had sent word across the island and already veterans were turning up with their weapons for service at St.Cybi. As he was meeting with his new recruits I sought out Carl Erikson, the leader of the Duboglassio contingent. “I would have you spend the summer here in case these people need assistance.”
                                      


                                      
                                        He frowned, “We had thought to spend the summer raiding with you.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I am going on a small voyage to find stones but you can still raid. Just use this as your base.”
                                      


                                      
                                        He brightened at that. “Good, we will raid the Welsh further south. I will take my men back for our ship.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Then you will be able to journey in Jarl Erik’s ship; he is returning too. We will be dividing our treasure at the mountain fort.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We put Carl Haakenson, his son Gorm and the other survivor, Oleg the White, on board my ship. They wished to be away from their bad memories as soon as possible.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Well Raibeart, you have your island back and it is free from Saxons.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “And this time we will keep it that way. We were betrayed by the Welsh once before and now we have learned our lesson.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I will be leaving warriors at the mountain fort and one of my ships will be based here for the summer. Once the word spreads you will find that more of your people will return. If we find any on the mainland we will tell them that Rheged lives again.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “A small part of Rheged lives and that is thanks to you.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We armed the men of Rheged and then took the rest of the weapons and the armour aboard ‘Serpent.’ Our dead were laid in a mound overlooking the sea. We said farewell to Carl Erikson. This had been his first raid but he had acquitted himself well. Then the heavily laden ships set sail and we left St.Cybi to those who had built it.
                                      


                                      
                                        The dividing of the treasure was complex because of the different items we had found. The swords, armour and metals were easy but the books were difficult to divide. In the end we agreed to send them back to Hrams-a where the nuns could examine them before we sent them to Frankia to sell. As Jarl Erik and ‘Serpent’ sailed back to Man I was relieved. With Eardgarth and Harald One-Eye on the loose I wanted my home protecting.
                                      


                                      
                                        Before ‘Serpent’ left I gathered my warriors about me. “You have all served me well during, not only this raid, but in all of our time together. However I know that some of you wish to settle in this land.” I pointed to Thorkell the Tall who still showed signs of his wound. “Thorkell the Tall for one. We have spoken of this and I understand your feelings. I make this offer to all of you. If you wish to remain here then you can do so and I will not think any the worse of any of you.” I saw some hesitation. “Tomorrow I sail south and ‘Serpent’ sails home. Decide before then.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I had spoken of this to Haaken and Cnut before. We sat by the window looking out at the mountain while my warriors all talked of their wishes. One by one they came to speak with me. Some seemed almost embarrassed to be telling me they wished to stay. All of the ones who did so were single. None had families on Man. I understood their decision.
                                      


                                      
                                        Three of my Ulfheonar wished to stay, Harald Green Eyes and Erik the Tall joined with Thorkell. Fifteen other young warriors wished to stay. Ulf was torn between his loyalty to me and his friendship with Thorkell the Tall.
                                      


                                      
                                        I gathered the men together in the hall. “There are too few of you to go raiding by ship. You hold this for me and I will visit from time to time with supplies. Thorkell, I make you Jarl. Keep your friendship with Raibeart but trust not the Welsh.”
                                      


                                      
                                        They all knelt and Thorkell held his wolf arm ring, “I speak for us all Dragon Heart when I say we still hold our oath to you. When we have families then we will grow.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We clasped hands and the three Ulfheonar were embraced by their comrades. This was the first time we had said goodbye to any of our fellows and it was a hard parting. The world we had created was changing. It was right that it did so but it did not make it any less hard. With just a dozen Ulfheonar to row we took six keen young warriors to fill the benches. They were keen to join in the adventure. I know that they hoped to impress me and join my ship. That was a good thing.
                                      


                                      
                                        We headed south, through the straits. We would be passing new lands. We had seen the coast of Cymru from a distance but this time we would be hugging the coast. I was keen to see what targets there might be for our warriors to raid. As we rounded the first headland I saw an island with a monastery upon it. It was a small simple settlement and I guessed there would be no more than thirty monks there but sometimes they held the greatest treasures. When we returned I would tell Thorkell of it. It was close enough for him to raid.
                                      


                                      
                                        Haaken, too, saw it and said, “We could pick up a little treasure on the way.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I am keen to find this mine first and besides Thorkell needs to make his own reputation.”
                                      


                                      
                                        Aiden was by me at the steering board. His reading had improved and he had discovered that he could read the map. He found that there was a way to measure distances. The map had been made by a clever man and the more that Aiden examined, the more he discovered. He was confident that he would recognise the estuary we had to navigate.
                                      


                                      
                                        “It will look narrow but once you have passed through its mouth it widens to become almost a lake.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “That means we will have to enter at high tide.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “That would be the best.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We had decided that we would find the mine first. The area where the gold was to be found was less obvious. The small dots were spread over a large area of the river. Aiden thought that meant that the gold had been found in the river. We knew that there would be somewhere close by where there was gold in the ground but none of us knew how to look for it.
                                      


                                      
                                        There were few settlements along the wild coast. The ones we did see looked to be small communities of fishermen with little to raid. I hoped that Carl Erikson would not be too disappointed in his raids. As we sailed along the coast I could see that we were in a huge bay. When we returned we would be able to save time by heading directly for the monastery island.
                                      


                                      
                                        “There, my lord, that is the river!” He looked excitedly from the map to the land and back.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Erik, get the sail down. Up oars. Throw the anchor out.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We waited half a mile or so from the estuary. We would have to wait for high tide. Once the current stopped trying to pull us out to sea we raised the anchor. It showed that the tide was on the turn. My men returned to their oars and kept the ship pointing east. As the current increased so I gave the order to row. Erik hung from the dragon prow scanning both sides for rocks. It was a narrow entrance but ‘Wolf’ was a small drekar; we managed it comfortably. Once we had passed the entrance I was impressed both by the map maker’s skill and Aiden’s ability to read it. Those lessons with the nuns had paid off. They might have done me little good but Aiden now had a rare skill amongst our people; he could read.
                                      


                                      
                                        We rowed slowly, looking for signs of occupation. We saw, to the south, a small circle of huts half way up the slope and there were four or five small boats drawn up on the beach below. Apart from that there was nothing. No houses, no roads and not even a tendril of smoke showing a fire. We kept to the north shore for Aiden had told us that was where we would find the mine. Sailing was easy in the wide lagoon and we were all able to look at the mountains which seemed to rise from beneath the waters of this river.
                                      


                                      
                                        Erik’s shrill voice brought us back to reality. “My lord, the river narrows.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Get the sail down.”
                                      


                                      
                                        The river did indeed narrow to two ships’ lengths. I had a decision to make. Did I risk sailing further up? If the river was tidal this far then we could be stranded. On the other hand we wanted our ship as close to us as we could for both protection and comfort. I decided to risk it.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Cnut, we are heading up the river keep it as slow as you can. Aiden go and help Erik. Take the map with you and call out when we reach our destination.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We were looking for a stream which came from the mountains to the north. Once we reached that we would have our route to the mine. I stared intently at our dragon prow. Erik would direct me from there and I would have to trust his arm movements. He waved to the north and I put the steering board over slightly. A moment later he repeated it and I repeated the move. Then his hands came together and I straightened us up. So it went as we twisted and turned up the meandering river. The mountains on both sides rose alarmingly; this was not Anglesey. This land was more like that around Wyddfa. I could also see where the river had flooded for there were small shallow lakes on either side.
                                      


                                      
                                        “It narrows again, my lord!”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Back oars.” I ran up the centre board to the prow. The river became a ship’s length in width. “Aiden, how far to the river we need?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “A mile or so.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I walked back to the steering board. “Haaken, Cnut, turn the ship!”
                                      


                                      
                                        There was still enough room for us to turn the ship along its length by rowing in opposite directions with the two banks of oars. Soon we were facing the sea again. I stood and took off my armour. I grinned at my men. “Off with your armour we are going to get a little exercise.”
                                      


                                      
                                        Haaken groaned and Einar said, “What does he mean?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “He means we are going to pull ‘Wolf’ up that river!”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Erik, come here and hold the steering board. It will take two of you. Keep her straight.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We rigged a rope from the stern post and then we all disembarked. What we were doing was not unusual. I had heard, from Olaf the Toothless that they had done this to cross ridges and small hills before now and ships had been dragged over cut trees. This would not be difficult but it would be tiring. I grabbed the end of the rope and slung it over my shoulder. I heard Cnut shout from the back, “Ready!”
                                      


                                      
                                        I shouted, “Heave!” We all stepped forward with our right leg. Nothing seemed to happen. “Heave!” This time there was a slight movement. “Heave!” On the third pull I was able to step forward. We now had to keep going. We had the boat moving and that was the hardest part, getting her started. Cnut began a chant to help us to move her and we strained up the river. We were heavily dependent on Erik for he had to use the steering board to manoeuvre the ship. As he had to do this opposite to his normal action I knew it would be hard. Once you were in the rhythm and chanting it became almost hypnotic and, despite the effort time passed. I saw the sky ahead darkening as the sun began to set behind us. We were in the lee of a ridge and this would be a dark valley. Then I heard the bubbling of water on rocks and, ahead, I saw the river cascading down to join the Mawddach.
                                      


                                      
                                        Aiden shouted, “We are here!”
                                      


                                      
                                        We had reached our destination. We anchored the boat upstream of the tributary and we tied her to trees on either bank.
                                      


                                      
                                        We had no idea how long we would be there and so we set up our camp on the northern bank. We used the rocks from the river to build a cooking pit and rigged a damaged sail for shelter. By the time night fell we had a fire going and we were cooking fish trapped in the river. The smell of the roasting fish made me realise how hungry I was. We were going to be short of water and so Sven White Hair and Ulf went up the tributary to fill a water barrel. With no human occupation the water would be safe to use.
                                      


                                      
                                        We sat and looked up at the dark forbidding mountain. I still thought back to the tomb of Myrddyn. I remembered the mountains where I had grown up with Ragnar. I had lived for ten years without seeing a mountain and now they were as much a part of me as the blood which coursed through my veins. What would this mountain bring?
                                      


                                      
                                        I took the Ulfheonar and Aiden with me the next day. The rest we left guarding the boat. They would also hunt and fish for we knew not how long we would be. Aiden reckoned that the mine was eight miles up the valley. It is always hard to estimate how long it will take you when climbing a mountain. We left our armour on the ship and wore only our wolf cloaks. We carried our swords but left our shields on the ship. We had seen no sign of occupation but it was unlikely that there would be heavily armed people in such a remote place. I was taking a chance. We carried heavy hammers and chisels as well as seal oil to use as lights.
                                      


                                      
                                        Aiden led us. He was small and unencumbered by equipment. It meant we were constantly catching up. Sometimes when he waited he would use a piece of charcoal to make marks on the copy of the map he brought. The original was back in the fort. It had been too valuable to bring. Aiden had copied the part we needed and he was now improving that.
                                      


                                      
                                        By noon we were high up the valley and the river lost from sight. Suddenly Aiden stopped and held up his hand. Within a heartbeat every warrior had his sword in his hand. Aiden pointed to the trail we had been following along the river; it branched off into the forest.
                                      


                                      
                                        “I think this leads to the mine. We have travelled the right distance and the position of the peaks around us seems to confirm it.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I heard doubt in his voice. He did not want to let me down. I smiled, “It will be so. Lead on Aiden but tread carefully.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I sniffed as we walked. If there were people here I would smell them before I saw them. The air just smelled of pine and earth. The trail became more overgrown when we moved further from the stream. Nature was claiming back her property. I began to relax. It was possible, now, that the mine had been abandoned and we would not have to fight the owners for its secrets.
                                      


                                      
                                        And then we were in the open. There was a large area which had been cleared of trees. There was a half stone and half wooden building ahead. Part of it had collapsed and there were weeds growing around the door. The ground to the right fell down sharply to the valley below.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Cnut, check the valley. Haaken, let us investigate the building. Aiden, you stay here with the others.” Of course Olaf and Harald followed me as I knew they would.
                                      


                                      
                                        The door had been made with leather hinges and they had rotted. When we pulled at it the whole thing fell away. There was a fluttering of wings as some roosting birds erupted from within. We had enough light from the door to see that this had been some kind of workshop which they had used to process the stones. Haaken reached down and moving away some soil and debris picked up a blue stone. It was rough and irregular but it was the same colour as that on my amulet. We had found the mine.
                                      


                                      
                                        “This will make a good shelter while we seek the mine.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I went to the door. “Come in here.”
                                      


                                      
                                        When they entered Cnut said, “They had thrown the spoil down the mountain. The valley is treacherous but the mine is not there.”
                                      


                                      
                                        “Aiden, clean this place up. We will use this for shelter. Tostig and Sweyn help him. The rest of you split up and look for the mine.”
                                      


                                      
                                        Ulf asked, “What are we looking for?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “A hole in the ground. There might be scrubby bushes in front of it but there will be no trees.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I found myself with Olaf , Harald and Snorri. When I stepped from the building I looked to the valley where the spoil had been deposited. They would not want to carry the spoil far and so I walked towards the ground closest to the spoil. The soil appeared to be compacted and covered in a fine layer of ground up rocks and pebbles. I took out my seax and began to hack at the blackberry bushes which had grown up. They were always the first plants to colonise where man had disturbed the land. The thorns were as painful as some wounds I had suffered.
                                      


                                      
                                        It was Snorri, with his sharp eyes, who first saw it. We had been hacking around without much luck. I was beginning to think we would have to search elsewhere when he shouted me over.
                                      


                                      
                                        He pointed to a hole in the side of the rocks. It looked to be just as high as a man’s arm and could not be the entrance to anything. It was far too small. It looked to be the size of a large baby. An elderberry bush had sprung up just in front of it. “It is just a hole in the ground is it not, Dragon Heart?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I don’t know. Olaf, Harald get rid of this bush for me.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I think the two of them were frustrated with the task in hand and they ripped the whole bush out, roots and all. Suddenly the soil gave way beneath Snorri’s feet and he slid down into the mouth of the mine. Olaf and Harald laughed at the young warrior. They thought it was highly amusing.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Help him out!” I turned and shouted, “Ulfheonar!” Every warrior was there within moments. “I think this may be the entrance.” I pointed to the rock above. You could see where there had been soil once. “I think they had an avalanche here just like at our mountain. Thanks to Snorri we may have found it. Let us clear the soil. Well done Snorri, now go and bring Aiden we may need his reading skills soon.”
                                      


                                      
                                        We used warriors in the hole to pass out the soil while others deposited it well away from the entrance. It took some time but soon we had the entrance cleared. It was slightly smaller than the height of a man but three men abreast could enter. Cnut made a fire and we began to make torches.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Aiden you come with me. We will see if this is the mine before we go any further.” I could see the disappointment on Snorri’s face. He would have his chance yet.
                                      


                                      
                                        I held the torch and entered first. The walls looked to be smooth as though worked by man. It reminded me of the wolf cave. It was cool inside and we moved further down what was obviously a shaft. I was convinced that this was the mine of the blue stones but I had to be sure before we investigated further. I had a nagging doubt at the back of my mind.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Hold the light there my lord.” I stopped and turned. Aiden was peering at some marks on the wall. I moved the light closer as Aiden said, triumphantly, “It is writing. Men were here.” He pointed to the letters and I could see that they were indeed writing: DAFFYDD. We had found the mine.
                                      


                                      
                                        “Bring the torches and the tools we have found the mine. Well done Aiden, now go back to the workshop and begin working on the map and then prepare some food.” He looked disappointed. “It will be crowded enough here as it is and my warriors are stronger than you. Yours is work of the mind. This is work of the back.”
                                      


                                      
                                        He went, reluctantly. I noticed that as he left Snorri took his place. Snorri was still the youngest of the Ulfheonar and, good warrior though he was, he still behaved like a child occasionally.
                                      


                                      
                                        We walked ahead and I could that there were three tunnels before me. We had a choice to make. As I examined them I saw that the miners had only widened existing caves. “Haaken, you take the one to the left, Cnut, the one to the right. I will take the middle. Call when you see the stones.”
                                      


                                      
                                        Cnut asked, “How will we know when we have found them? Will they be like those around the building, small stones?”
                                      


                                      
                                        Possibly or there may be a seam.” In truth I had no idea but I had had no one to ask. “Just look for something which might be stones. If we find nothing then so be it. Wyrd!”
                                      


                                      
                                        I took my torch and headed down the middle shaft. The walls were damp and water dripped down to puddle at the bottom. I had to walk with my head bowed to avoid cracking it and I wondered at the wisdom of leaving helmets on the boat. Snorri followed me, much to the annoyance of Harald and Olaf. I think he was determined to be part of whatever adventure I encountered. The tunnel suddenly went down. “Watch your footing here.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I kept on going. The floor was slippery and was uneven. This did not feel manmade. I touched the walls and they were rough to the touch. I saw that the tunnel turned to the left and I began to make the turn. I heard a shout, “What is it?”
                                      


                                      
                                        “I just slipped, sorry my lord.”
                                      


                                      
                                        I heard, and it seemed as though from a great distance, Olaf shout, “Hurry you young fool we are losing the jarl!”
                                      


                                      
                                        I smiled, where could I go and who was there in this cave to hurt me? I was immediately answered when Olaf shouted, “Watch that hammer, you will hit the…”
                                      


                                      
                                        The words were drowned out by a rumble and a crack. The noise seemed to reverberate in the confined space of the tunnel. A wall of stone and dust flew down the tunnel after me. I found myself coughing and then I realised my predicament. I turned and running back, reached the bend. The ceiling had collapsed. I was trapped. I was underground in the world of the goddess Hel and I was alone.
                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      


                                      


                                      



                                      


                                      
                                        

                                      

                                      
                                        


                                        Chapter 19


                                        
                                          

                                        


                                        
                                          I heard Olaf’s voiced as though from far away. “Lord Dragon Heart, are you there?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “I am safe what of Snorri?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “He was struck by a rock but the fool lives. We will get the others and dig you out.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Very well.” My answer sounded lame but I could in truth, do nothing. The walls appeared to be closer than they were, or was that my imagination? My chest felt tight as though I was having trouble breathing. I shook my head and gripped my amulet. It was in my mind. I closed my eyes and said a prayer to the goddess, Hel. ‘I pray you watch over me while I am in your domain.’
                                        


                                        
                                          When I opened my eyes I noticed the flame on my dying torch was moving as though there was a current of air from below. I could do nothing to aid the others and so I set off. Perhaps this tunnel ran into one of the others. It became steeper and more slippery as I went down and I took out my seax to use as a means of slowing me down should I fall. I noticed that these walls were smoother than before; they had not been marked by man. This had been a watercourse at some time and that had worn the rocks shiny and slippery. Just when I thought my light was going to burn out I saw its flame reflected in water. I dislodged some stones and I heard them plop in the water. I had reached an underground lake. Just before my torch went out I saw that it stretched the length of my ship in every direction. Then the flame went out… I could still see. There was light but how could that be? I looked up and saw, high above, the moon shining. Its beams pierced the dark and gave the cave an eerie blue colour. There was a chimney of stone leading to the skies. Even as I thought I might escape that way I dismissed the idea. I could not climb that far and if I fell then the rocks below would claim me.
                                        


                                        
                                          I sat and stared at the lake. It was black as night, with just the light from the moon sparkling off the ripples from the dislodged stones on the dark blue lake. It was mesmerising. I found the dancing moon to be hypnotic and the next thing I knew I was asleep. I knew I was asleep for I began to dream and I was walking across the water.
                                        


                                        I saw a man dressed much as the Saxon horseman had been but his helmet was golden. He held a metal club in his hand and on his shield was the face of a wolf. His horse was jet black and it too was mailed. It seemed to breathe fire from its nostrils and its eyes burned red. The rider smiled down at me and put his hand out for me. When I touched it the mail fell from the flesh and then the flesh fell from the bone and we were both tumbling towards the water. The horse had disappeared and then we hit the water. I found myself alone and unable to swim to the surface; I was being dragged down to the bottom.


                                        From nowhere appeared a white spirit and it was my mother but she split into two and there was another woman with her. She looked like my mother and yet she was not. Each took an arm and I thought that we would swim to the surface but we did not; we swam deeper to the bottom. I saw sand and stones. I saw a blue stone in the sand. Even in the dark it seemed to reflect light and yet that was impossible. I reached out to touch it and it was as though I had been struck by lightning. My hand came away with a jerk. I was alone and the spirits had gone. I looked again and saw the movement had disturbed the sand and the jewel was on the pommel of a sword. I reached out to grab the sword. Once again I felt my body charged with power and the sword flew upwards towards the surface and I kicked hard to reach after it. We left the water and headed for the impossibly high chimney of rock I had seen. I was flying through the air! And then we were out of the cave. The sword took me over the mountain and towards Wyddfa. I saw my warriors on the walls of the fort. I saw Thorkell and then we flew across the sea. There I saw Duboglassio and it was burning. I could hear the screams and I wanted to go to help. I tried to make the sword land but it would not instead it took me higher and higher up towards the moon and then it vanished. I grabbed helplessly at the hilt but it was gone. I seemed to hang in the air for an instant and then I began to tumble over and over as I headed towards the black and empty sea. It grew closer and closer. The water looked dark and threatening. I braced myself for the landing and my death.


                                        I awoke.


                                        
                                          I felt my clothes. They were dry. It had been a dream. I could hear noises coming from the tunnel. My name was being called. I was about to shout to them when I realised that I could see clearer than when I had fallen asleep. When I looked up I saw that it was daylight outside and it was the rays of the sun illuminating the lake. I remembered the dream and I walked to the waters, now no longer black but a sort of translucent grey. I looked to the middle and saw, deep in the waters, a blue stone. I did not hesitate; I stepped into the water and found that it only came up to my knees. I waded across. The mud beneath my feet began to suck me down but I pushed on. I had to find out if this was a sword. The lake rose up to my waist when I reached where I had seen the stone. I reached down and felt in the mud. I had to put my head into the water to do so. Just like in my dream I felt a charge as I touched the hilt and I grabbed it from the mud. It almost flew out of the water. As I held it with the water dripping from me I heard my companions enter. They stood there with mouths opened as I held aloft the sword used by the Warlord of Rheged. It was the sword from the painting.
                                        


                                        
                                          I saw that they were all kneeling. Haaken said, “We thought you had died. When we saw you beneath the water we wondered what had happened.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I began to wade back to them. “I am safe. How is Snorri?”
                                        


                                        
                                          Olaf snorted, “That clumsy oaf is fine but we left him with Aiden.” He smiled, “It is safer for us.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Come, Dragon Heart, there is more to this than you saying you are safe. Tell us, what happened to you?”
                                        


                                        
                                          I nodded, “When we are on the surface I will tell you. I do not wish to risk the ire of Hel!”
                                        


                                        
                                          As we went along the passage to the rock fall I noticed that Olaf was in front of me and Harald behind. They were taking no chances with my life. They had only excavated an opening big enough for us to scramble and crawl through and Olaf took the sword from me as I clambered over the rock fall.
                                        


                                        
                                          When we reached the daylight I felt as though a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. The fire was still burning and I went to sit beside it with the sword across my knees. Aiden and Snorri came running from the building. Snorri abased himself before me, “I am sorry my lord, I nearly got you killed.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I smiled and raised his chin, “But you did not and it was meant to happen. See what I found.”
                                        


                                        
                                          Aiden’s eyes almost popped from his head, “It is the sword from the painting in the cave!”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Aye it is.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Now we are above ground and Hel will not bother us tell us your tale before I burst.” Haaken was desperate to find out what had happened.
                                        


                                        
                                          Olaf handed me the water skin and Harald carved me a piece of meat from the sheep they had roasted. I nodded my appreciation. The water tasted sweet and the mutton was what I needed. I ate a few bites and then spoke. As I did so I examined the sword. When I had gathered my wits I told them of my dream and then of waking, just before they entered.
                                        


                                        
                                          “The rest you know.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I saw that the sword had suffered during its immersion in the water. There were some smaller jewels missing from the hilt and the edge had suffered damaged. It had probably struck the sides of the rock chimney when it had been thrown. It would never be used in combat again but this was a link to not only my past but to the times before the Romans came. It was no wonder I had felt the charge of power from within.
                                        


                                        
                                          Cnut started, “What is it, Dragon Heart?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Why?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “You suddenly stiffened then when you touched the hilt of the sword.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Did I?” They all nodded. “Remember when the lightning touched Ragnar’s Spirit. The sensation when I touch the hilt is like that. We must watch over the sword.” I saw the bandage around Snorri’s head. “You and Aiden can guard the sword whilst we seek the stones.”
                                        


                                        
                                          Cnut said incredulously, “We still seek the stones? Yet you have found a greater treasure!”
                                        


                                        
                                          I shook my head, “The stones, too are not only a link to the past but to the future. They have a power about them that can only aid our people. Besides we are here now.” I looked at Cnut. “Did either of you find the seam?”
                                        


                                        
                                          Cnut nodded and pointed to Haaken, “Aye, Haaken had just found it when we heard the rock fall and the shout. It is closer to the surface than your hole.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Good then let us become miners and then we can return home.”
                                        


                                        
                                          Shaking his head Haaken rose, “Let us get on with it but I shall stay as close to Dragon Heart as you two ugly buggers!” He pointed to Olaf and Harald. “The next time he goes underground I would like to be there and see if I can benefit.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Before we go we make an offering to Hel. We were remiss before.” I took a handful of small silver coins from my leather pouch. Returning to the entrance of the mine I walked towards the shaft we would be using and I placed them on the ground. “Take this offering mighty goddess that we may work, briefly in your world.”
                                        


                                        
                                          The air felt lighter and I was happier. “Now let us find this seam.”
                                        


                                        
                                          They were right, the seam was no more than thirty paces underground. This looked like a place worked by man. The rock showed clear evidence of chisels. The blue stone was quite clearly visible. The blue was not the same hue as the polished stone on the sword from the lake but it was obviously the same stone.
                                        


                                        
                                          It was Tostig who worked out the best way to get it out. “We chisel holes here above the blue stone and then here below. When we have done that we put the chisels back in the holes and all strike at the same time. The stone should fall out.”
                                        


                                        
                                          Carl snorted, “Are you sure that will work?”
                                        


                                        
                                          I looked at him. “And you have a better idea?”
                                        


                                        
                                          He shrugged and so we began. We found that it was too confined a space for us all to work and we split into three teams. Later we realised the wisdom of the decision for it was hard work. The rock was hard and it took much strength to make the chisel penetrate. It would have been easier had we had some wedges made but Bjorn was back at Hrams-a and there was little point in wishing for things you didn’t have.
                                        


                                        
                                          By late afternoon we felt we were ready. I was summoned to be part of those who would strike the blows which would make the stones fall from the rock. Olaf and Haaken flanked me and Haaken and Cnut flanked them. At the end of the line were Tostig and Ulf. Tostig had deemed that blows struck at the same time would have the best effect. Our training and fighting in close proximity to each other made the task slightly easier but we all had to bend at an awkward angle and swing at the same time. Cnut, our oar master, chanted the orders and we all struck at the same time. The noise in the confined space almost deafened us but the seam still remained intact. We struck again and there appeared to be no movement.
                                        


                                        
                                          “This time put your backs in to it! Imagine you are killing a dragon!”
                                        


                                        
                                          They were only words Cnut used but they worked. As we struck the wall, a long piece of rock as long as two men and as wide as a leg, crashed to the ground making us jump back. At the same time some of the smaller rocks from above cascaded down.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Enough Hel! We will take this stone and we will leave. You can have your world to yourself and the dead once more.”
                                        


                                        
                                          We wasted no time in smashing the rock into manageable chunks and then we hauled it out of the cave. Beorn and Einar went back to pick up the useable pieces of blue stone from the floor. We celebrated by drinking the last of the ale. We had all had enough of being underground.
                                        


                                        
                                          The rock around the blue stone was hard. It took us the next two days to extract the stones. We noticed that the stone was mainly six sided. That intrigued Aiden who puzzled over it. Snorri sniffed, “What does it matter?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “It is important because we do not know why.” He looked at me. “I still have much to learn from the nuns of the White Christ.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “I am not sure that they can help you with this. Perhaps it is as Snorri says and no one knows.”
                                        


                                        
                                          He looked determined, “Then I shall find out.” I gave him a quizzical look, “If I am to put the stones in Ragnar’s Spirit then I need to understand them. We did not risk your life and Snorri’s for me to destroy them by accident. We were led here by magic and there is a power in these stones, my lord. We should be cautious.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “You are right Aiden and you do well to chastise me.”
                                        


                                        
                                          He looked shocked, “No, my lord, I did not chastise you I was….”
                                        


                                        
                                          I laughed, “I was just teasing. Come, our warriors by the river will think that the mountain has swallowed us. Let us take our treasure and return.”
                                        


                                        
                                          We had collected much stone but, spread out amongst us all, it was not a heavy load. We would all be richer as a result but each of us would only have a few handfuls of the blue stones to show for the effort.
                                        


                                        
                                          I was about to start down the valley when a sudden thought came into my head. “Before we go I would like to find the top of the hole which leads to the cave. Gather the stone.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “I will come with you.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “And I.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I would not refuse Haaken and Cnut. We found a sheep or deer trail which led up through the forest. We just had to keep climbing. Whenever we came to a turning we took the one which climbed. We saw the hole in the distance. The rock stood up from the land around us. All around the trees had been cleared or perhaps there was not enough soil to enable them to grow. We almost ran to get to it. Close by ferns and heathers had grown up. Before we reached it we saw, in the rocks and under bushes, bones and pieces of metal. They were the bodies of warriors. We hurried towards the chimney so fast that we almost stumbled across the bones. It had been a warrior for I could see that he had had fine armour. It was not mail but interlinked pieces of metal. His body lay curled around the rock.
                                        


                                        
                                          “I am guessing that he is the one who threw the sword down and then he died.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Perhaps he was dying. He must have been desperate to climb up here just to throw away the sword.” I looked back at the other piles of bones. “He was fleeing those men. He killed them but, perhaps, he was mortally wounded.”
                                        


                                        
                                          We climbed to the top and peered down. We could see the water far below. Now I had the whole picture and I understood. I had been meant to come here and discover the blade that was lost.
                                        


                                        
                                          I carried the sword of the warlord. I cradled it like a baby wrapped in my wolf cloak. It seemed an appropriate container for a weapon used by the man they had called the Wolf Warrior. I wondered what Raibeart would make of it. I decided then to call in on the way home. I would like to know how they fared and I was interested in any more information about the sword and the stone. I cannot remember the journey back to my ship. My mind was in the past and wrapped up in the sword.
                                        


                                        
                                          The warriors who waited with ‘Wolf’ were worried. As we descended the valley we could see their upward turned faces as they anxiously awaited our return.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Where there any problems?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “No, my lord. We have fresh fish now and some salted fish. This is a very good river. We have seen no one and we were the only fishermen.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I did not wonder that they had seen no one. Any of the farmers or fishermen would have avoided the dragon ship which prowled their waters.
                                        


                                        
                                          “We also ventured up the river.” He took out a leather pouch and poured out some golden nuggets. There looked to be enough to make another two wolf arm rings.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Where did you find this?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “A mile or so up the river; there are rocks and shallows. We were looking for fish when we saw these glinting in the sunlight. We would have searched for more but we were worried that you might return and find us missing,”
                                        


                                        
                                          “You have done well Ralf. Remember where this place is and tell Aiden. He will mark it on the map. We will return here but for now I would return home. My mind is filled with premonitions of evil.”
                                        


                                        
                                          The next day, as soon as the stone and fish were loaded, we headed back to sea. The current of the river took us easily through the narrow entrance and we headed north west to our fort beneath the mountain. The monks in the monastery on the island must have seen us coming for we saw them scurrying back to the safety of their walls. Had we wanted to then we could have easily captured the wooden walled haven but I was anxious to return home. We took our armour from store when we loaded the stone and the food. We would row our ship armed and armoured. Who knew what we might meet. If Harald One-Eye was on this coast then we would be in danger.
                                        


                                        
                                          We rounded the headland and my men had to row even harder as the wind was against us. We had to tack slowly towards the mountain and the island which lay tantalisingly close. Despite an early start it was late afternoon when we reached the straits. There were no other ships at the dock. This was not surprising; ‘Serpent’ would either be at Hrams-a or on her way back. She was lightly crewed and had to rely on the wind. We unloaded the cargo, including the mystical blade, and secured the boat to the dock. We would leave her unguarded, protected as she was by the fort now commanded by Thorkell.
                                        


                                        
                                          We headed towards the gate. It was closed, which was not unexpected, but there were no sentries which was. Had they left the fort? We shouted but there was no answer.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Perhaps they are hunting.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Perhaps but they would have left guards. I like this not. You two; scale the walls and let us know what is amiss.”
                                        


                                        
                                          The walls were high but Erik and Cnut Sweynson were agile climbers and with the aid of a shield held by Harald and Olaf they soon clambered over the top. A few moments later the gate was opened.
                                        


                                        
                                          “There is no one that we can see my lord.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “You three and Snorri, guard the stone and the sword. The rest of you let us see what is going on.”
                                        


                                        
                                          We drew our blades and hurried past the monastery to the other gate. That was open and we entered the fort proper. On the far wall I could see Thorkell and his men. They appeared to be loosing arrows at an unseen enemy. The fort was under attack. Was this Harald One-Eye?
                                        


                                        
                                          “Come our friend is in danger.”
                                        


                                        
                                          We ran to the battlements. The noise of our approach made Thorkell turn and look at us. He shouted something to the others but we were making so much noise that I heard it not. We ran up the steps to the fighting platform.
                                        


                                        
                                          “It is Eardgarth. He arrived this morning by land.” He pointed to the three slain warriors of the garrison. “They died shouting a warning. The ditches have held them but they are building a ram.” He pointed to the headland half a mile away where I could see them making a rough ram from a tree trunk.
                                        


                                        
                                          “How many warriors are there?” Even as I looked I was formulating a plan.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Hard to estimate but at least a hundred.”
                                        


                                        
                                          In my mind, as I was working out what we could do, I could see the Eorl going to the Dee and gathering more men. He could not afford to tell the king he had lost the island and he would have to take it from the landward side. He had to be desperate to risk taking such a formidable fortress.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Are there spare bows?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “In the armoury.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Beorn, go and fetch the boys put them in the warrior hall. They will be safe there.” He scurried off, “Sven and Erik, go and fetch all the spare bows and arrows.”
                                        


                                        
                                          I glanced over and saw the half a dozen bodies lying in the ditch. Thorkell saw my look and said, “I do not think they expected us to be here or that we would have improved the ditches. Had we not done so then I think you would have just found our bodies after a glorious death.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Has Carl Erikson called in yet?”
                                        


                                        
                                          He shook his head. “He is probably still raiding.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Then he will have to have sailed a long way for there are poor pickings close by here.”
                                        


                                        
                                          He suddenly seemed to remember my quest, “Did you find the stone?”
                                        


                                        
                                          Haaken chuckled and answered for me, “Aye and much more besides.”
                                        


                                        “We will talk later. We have a Saxon to defeat. Is there any seal oil?”


                                        
                                          “Aye one barrel. We hoped to use it next winter.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “We will use it now. Haaken, take charge; keep the Saxons from the ditch. Thorkell, come with me and take me to the seal oil.”
                                        


                                        
                                          By the time Thorkell and I had finished our task the boys were safely in the hall and Beorn was returned with the weapons. All of my warriors knew how to use a bow; some better than others. With my warriors and those of Thorkell we had almost forty warriors. Snorri had insisted on joining us. I could not blame him. Better to die fighting with your friends than cowering in a hall with a bandage around your head.
                                        


                                        
                                          “We need to discourage this Saxon. I want him to go back for more men and then hope that we can find allies or friends to bolster our numbers before he returns.” I looked at Cnut, “I also think I will challenge him to a combat.”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Will he accept the challenge?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “From what I have seen so far I doubt it but when he does refuse then it will dishearten his men. It will be a small victory but it might mean we can survive.”
                                        


                                        
                                          It was late afternoon when the ram was ready. They had prepared it well. It was carried by twenty warriors; ten on each side. By their side walked another ten close by the other ten with their shields protecting them both. The other sixty or so were in a wedge just behind. I noticed that Eorl Eardgarth was well to the back. He stood out because of his fine armour. The armour I now knew had probably belonged to an ancestor of mine.
                                        


                                        
                                          They came forward steadily. The ditch had a bridge over it. It looked as though it had been a drawbridge at one time but the mechanism had been allowed to deteriorate. It negated the effect of the ditch. Had Thorkell not had archers as sentries then they might already have gained entry. They began to run just before the bridge. That was when the gaps appeared in the shields.
                                        


                                        
                                          “Arrows!”
                                        


                                        
                                          My men rained aimed arrows upon them. It made the warriors hold their shields up higher. They were not watching the bridge. They did not see the seal oil with which it was coated. They lost their footing and enough men fell so that the ram stalled and its front hit the wood of the bridge. We could not miss. They were less than thirty paces from some of us and we were able to aim well. I hit two men in the legs with my arrows. As they stumbled off they were both hit again. Soon just the ram remained. The few survivors made their way back to the safety of the wedge.
                                        


                                        
                                          There was a pause and I shouted, in Saxon, “Eardgarth! I challenge you to combat to settle this. Enough of your men have died for you already. Fight me and if you win my men will withdraw. If I win then your men will withdraw.”
                                        


                                        
                                          He walked to the front of the wedge, protected by two warriors with shields. “How do I know I can trust you?”
                                        


                                        
                                          “Because I am Dragon Heart and I wield the sword touched by Thor himself. I do not break my word!”
                                        


                                        
                                          I saw his men look at him. He shook his head. “I am a Christian and I do not fight witchcraft and sorcery. My men will drive you from the walls and then burn your bodies!”
                                        


                                        
                                          Haaken laughed, “You are right. He has taken the bait. Look at his men.” His men were looking at each other and talking. They were not affirming their leader’s decision.
                                        


                                        
                                          I saw him speak with them and then another forty detached themselves and marched forward slowly towards the ram. They all bore shields and it was a tight formation. “Hold!”
                                        


                                        
                                          I let them reach the ram and take up the ropes which held it. I waited until the shields were raised and then I shouted, “Fire arrows!”
                                        


                                        
                                          The ten warriors who had been waiting for the order released their flaming arrows at the ram and the oil soaked bridge. As they did so another ten warriors hurled amphorae containing more oil to soak the warriors and the shields. It was a wall of flame. Some men ran screaming from the bridge covered in fire. They ran for the sea. One even made it but the others died long before they reached it. The ones who were not on fire ran the gauntlet of my arrows and made the safety of the small wedge which remained. As night fell and the flames still burned we saw the Saxon war band turn and head back to St.Asaph. We had won. The Saxons had been let down by a poor leader but I cared not. We had survived.
                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        


                                        


                                        



                                        


                                        
                                          

                                        

                                        
                                          


                                          Chapter 20


                                          
                                            

                                          


                                          
                                            We kept watch all night and listened to the pitiful cries of the dying. Aiden and Erik cooked us some food and we slept in shifts. We told Thorkell of all that had befallen us. “The dream of home and the fires, what do you make of that my lord?”
                                          


                                          
                                            I shook my head. He had hit the nail on the head. What did the dream mean? Was this the raid which Tadgh had made or was it a raid in the future? Part of me was relieved that Eardgarth had attacked here for it meant Prince Butar was safe.
                                          


                                          
                                            “I do not know, Thorkell, but I would be lying if I said I was not worried. If it was not for Eardgarth I would have sailed for home even now but…”
                                          


                                          
                                            “We can survive now, my lord. Even if he returns then we can defeat him again.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Unless he comes with a larger army. No, we will wait another day and then I will sail for St.Cybi. I will leave a message for Carl Erikson. He can bring his ship here.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “He may not like that.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I turned sharply. “So long as I command then Carl Erikson will obey my orders.”
                                          


                                          
                                            When dawn broke we ventured forth to retrieve any weapons which might be of some use and to assess the damage. The injuries suffered by the Saxons were horrific. Many had been burned alive. Their faces were contorted in the pain of their death. Those bodies which lay in the ditch we moved. The rest we left. The bridge was ruined and we totally destroyed it.
                                          


                                          
                                            “You need no bridge to reach St. Asaph. You will soon have a drekar. This way they cannot use a ram.”
                                          


                                          
                                            With the weapons retrieved we returned to the fort and Thorkell set to repairing and improving his gate. We were dividing up the weapons and armour when Aiden ran towards us excitedly. “My lord! You must come and see what we have found!”
                                          


                                          
                                            I went, followed by my bodyguards and Haaken and Cnut. When we reached the hall I could see nothing. The table was as it was, the fire burned and the large curtain providing colour to one wall still remained.
                                          


                                          
                                            “What is it?”
                                          


                                          
                                            Erik Short Toe and Aiden grinned at each other and then ran to opposite ends of the curtain. With a sharp tug they pulled it down revealing a painted wall. It showed a warrior dressed in armour from head to toe and wielding the sword I had found. It was Lord Lann. I examined the rest of the painting carefully. His shield bore the emblem of the black wolf as did those of the warriors, on foot behind him. To one side were horsemen armoured as he was wielding the club like weapons we had already seen. Their leader looked just like Lord Lann. I wondered if it could be a son or relative? The wolf on their smaller shield was a different colour but it had faded so much it just looked grey. Behind the horsemen were ranks of archers and each wore a helmet and looked to have some sort of leather armour. Finally, off to the side as though they were watching the army were two figures without weapons. One looked to be a priest of the White Christ. He had a shaven head and wore a black belted shift. I could see the crucifix hanging from his belt. The other man was dressed in a plain brown tunic. He had a beard and long hair. I knew, as soon as I saw him, that this was Myrddyn. I now knew what the two corpses looked like in life.
                                          


                                          
                                            “Leave the curtain down. I would have all visitors gaze upon this ancestor of mine. He held the Saxons at bay. It gives me hope that we may be able to do the same.”
                                          


                                          
                                            Thorkell and Cnut came to me. “My lord, I would have you return home. If aught happened to your lady and your family I would not be able to live with myself.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “He is right, Dragon Heart. There is little chance that Eardgarth will return. We can be home in a day.”
                                          


                                          
                                            They had convinced me, not that it took much convincing. “Very well, we leave now.”
                                          


                                          
                                            We set sail as soon as the chests could be loaded. The warriors were keen to return to their homes for they feared my dream too. As we left the safety of the straits then the storm struck us. It was a driving wind from the north east. The wind felt like a winter wind. The rain was horizontal and it took every warrior rowing to keep us from the rocks. Aiden and Cnut were set to bailing while Erik Short Toe clung on to the steering board with me as we fought the sea. Ran did not want us to get home or perhaps it was the weird sisters; the Norns can be vindictive. We kept Anglesey to port; we had little choice. The gale dictated that would be our course. Even under reefed sail the wind was tearing at us and I was not surprised when it ripped in two. Immediately our motion slowed and we were no longer in danger of ripping out our keel. Once we cleared the coast of Anglesey we had no choice; we had to head to St.Cybi. It was the only safe anchorage I knew. The wind would have carried us to Hibernia but the last place I would visit would be that nest of vipers.
                                          


                                          
                                            My Ulfheonar are the fittest warriors I know but half a day of fighting the sea had exhausted them and we limped into St. Cybi. I saw my other two ships safely anchored and without damage. They had been lucky.
                                          


                                          
                                            Alf and Carl, along with Raibeart rushed down to greet us as we tied up our battered drekar. In the screaming winds and wild rain it was difficult to make out what Raibeart was saying and so I allowed him to lead us to the comfort of the hall. I noticed that Snorri and Aiden brought the wolf cloak. Perhaps this was ordained. I had been intended to return to speak with Raibeart. I know that the gods play with us as much as children torment frogs and torture flies. That is what we were to them; amusement.
                                          


                                          
                                            Once in the hall I almost collapsed myself. Raibeart could see our distress and he quickly organised food. Carl and Alf looked worried. “How far have you come, my lord?”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Just from the straits. And you?”
                                          


                                          
                                            “We were lucky we were both in harbour.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Carl, Eorl Eardgarth attacked Thorkell. You need to take ‘Ran’ and base yourself there until I can return home and bring more men.” I looked at him anxiously, “Is everything well on Man?”
                                          


                                          
                                            Alf grinned, “I left there yesterday morning. Prince Butar threw a huge feast to celebrate our victory over the Saxons. Everyone is fine.” He shook his head, “Prince Butar cannot hold his ale anymore and your sister went to stay with your wife.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I felt a wave of relief wash over me. That was the best news I had heard in a long time. My dream had been without foundations. “Good. We will all have to wait until this storm abates before we can set off. Alf if you return with me you can take some men from Man to aid Thorkell. He will need slaves too.” I smiled, “There are now women for them.”
                                          


                                          
                                            Carl shook his head, “It is a cold dead land, Cymru, and the women are too. I’d as soon have a sheep as one of their women!”
                                          


                                          
                                            We laughed as Raibeart joined us. “Did you find much to plunder?”
                                          


                                          
                                            He shook his head. “It is as you said, Dragon Heart, there are few settlements worth raiding. Perhaps I should copy Ragnar Hairy Breeches and try further north.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Perhaps but I think this Saxon king may be looking in this direction more than he was. There is a monastery on a small isle not far from the fort. You could try that.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Aye I will. I best go and tell the men what we are about. We may get to use our weapons yet.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “And I will go and rig a new sail for you, my lord, your crew are too tired tonight.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Thank you Alf.”
                                          


                                          
                                            Raibeart poured me some ale which I gratefully drank. I told him of the attack and he gave me a knowing look. “I told you Eardgarth does not put himself in danger.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I leaned forward. “I have something to show you. Something we found at the mine of the blue stone.” I waved Aiden forward. Alf and Carl were also intrigued and they gathered around. “I found this in a lake deep beneath the blue stone mine.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I unwrapped the cloak to reveal the blade and Raibeart gasped when he recognised it, “It is the sword of the Warlord.” He looked at me with tear filled eyes. “Now I know that you were meant to return here. You are the heir of Rheged.”
                                          


                                          
                                            My two captains stared at the weapon and ran their fingers over the hilt. There were no warrior bands and the blade was a little narrower than my sword but it was magnificent. Aiden and Snorri had cleaned it up as best they could. Bjorn would make it right again.
                                          


                                          
                                            “There was something else. At the fort we found a painting on the wall. It showed the Warlord but there was also a man who looked like him leading horsemen.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “That would be his son, Hogan, he became Warlord after Lord Lann.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “And in the painting there was a priest of the White Christ and another man, not a warrior. Were my ancestors Christians?”
                                          


                                          
                                            “No, but they used the priests to help them with the machines and to read Latin for them. I have forgotten their names now but they were loyal to Lord Lann.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “And the other man?”
                                          


                                          
                                            He paused, “If he was with Hogan, Lord Lann and the priest then it would be Myrddyn, the wizard.”
                                          


                                          
                                            It was true then. I had seen the face of the body in the tomb. “How did the sword disappear?”
                                          


                                          
                                            “That was after Warlord Hogan died. I say died but he just disappeared. There had been some treachery and a family feud. It was a dark time. When he disappeared the sword did too. His son became warlord and was a mighty warrior himself but many people said that we had no luck once the sword vanished.”
                                          


                                          
                                            Here was a puzzle. Was the dead warrior we found Lord Lann’s son? If so why had he thrown it into the earth? I had answered some of my questions but raised more. I realised that I was so tired that I was not thinking straight.
                                          


                                          
                                            “I will sleep now but wake me the moment the storm abates. I want to get home to my wife and my son.” The stories of Lord Lann and his son had made we want to keep Arturus as close to me as possible.
                                          


                                          
                                            The storm still raged in the morning although it had abated somewhat. We spent the morning cleaning weapons and armour. We were returning with glory and I wished my people to see us in our finery. Having waited for the rain and the winds to stop there was now little point in hurrying.
                                          


                                          
                                            And then, in the afternoon, the rain stopped and a shaft of sunlight lit the harbour. “The gods smile upon us. Let us get aboard our ships.” As my men went to prepare I stood, on the harbour side with Raibeart. “I know that you are still in the early days of building up your defences but if your people in the south of the island could watch for danger on the mainland I would appreciate it.”
                                          


                                          
                                            He shook his head, “I am afraid there are still pockets of Saxons in the south of the island. When you and Jarl Erik scoured the land you did it from the middle towards the north. We will be spending the summer winkling out the Saxons who remain in the rest of the island.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Of course. Then when I have visited my home I may return for we have some gold to recover.”
                                          


                                          
                                            We left the harbour well before sunset. It would take some time to reach our home if the winds were still against us and we sailed with ‘Serpent’ and she was slower than we were. But we were returning home and that gave us all heart.
                                          


                                          
                                            With the wind blowing from the north east we crabbed our way across the sea to Man. We could reach it with a favourable wind in a few hours but the storm had taken it out of my warriors. I did not think we would reach home before dawn. The skies had cleared and the air was fresher. The stars guided us as though the gods themselves wished us a safe voyage.
                                          


                                          
                                            When the first sliver of light touched the eastern sky we saw the dark shape on the horizon that was Man. It seemed to take forever for us to close with it. When we drew closer we could see Olafston. The white stone of the tower stood out. Aiden was on the mast and he shouted, “There are no ships in the harbour.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I had wondered about visiting Rolf but if ‘Bear’ was not there then he must have gone visiting. I knew he would not raid whilst I was away and I wondered if he was doing as I had asked and visited Erika. I edged us further east and that slowed us even more for the wind was against us. I ordered the sail lowered. I watched as, behind us ‘Serpent’ did the same. We would be even slower now for our consort had fewer oars than we did and was slower anyway. I sailed north for some time. We could then use the wind to head directly for Duboglassio. I would visit my stepfather first. I was anxious to show him my finds. I was excited by what his reaction would be. I was distracted, I think, and forgot to lower the sail. It was either that or the Norns toying with me again. Whatever the reason Aiden shouted down, “Drekar in the harbour.” There was a pause, “They are not ours.”
                                          


                                          
                                            Every face on the benches was turned to me. It might be visitors but the odds were it meant danger. My dream came back to me. “What else can you see?”
                                          


                                          
                                            “Smoke, my lord, the town is afire.”
                                          


                                          
                                            I had a decision to make. Did I go sailing in to face two drekar or did I take us to the small bay north of Duboglassio and enter unseen? I had too few men to risk sailing in: we would be seen before we landed and we would have to fight our way into the town. We would sail north. For good or ill I had made up my mind.
                                          


                                          
                                            As they rowed I told my men what I intended. “We will sail north until we are close to the garlic river. Then we sail east and land. There may be some ill afoot. We are not going in blindly. I was gratified that Haaken and Cnut nodded their agreement. I had but twelve Ulfheonar and six others. It was not enough. Alf had another twelve but they were not warriors; they were sailors. We would have to make do with what we had. The smoke was now tantalisingly beyond the headland. They could not see us but nor could we see them. My men needed no urging from me. These were dragon ships. They were warriors like us. We needed to get ashore as soon as was humanly possible. I left it until the last moment to give the order to raise oars. We slid on to the shingle and sand beach. Erik Short Toe leapt ashore with the rope and tied us to a large rock. We had used it before.
                                          


                                          
                                            “Beorn, Ragnar and Snorri, go and scout.”
                                          


                                          
                                            My three best trackers sprinted to the ridge which led to Duboglassio. Alf did not come ashore, his peg leg made that difficult. I shouted to him. “Use your men to guard both boats. I will take my boys with me. They can run back if we need assistance.”
                                          


                                          
                                            “I will turn both boats around!” He was a clever sailor; he knew what I should have known that we might have to leave in a hurry if we were outnumbered and the odds were that we would be.
                                          


                                          
                                            I hated leaving my newly found sword alone but Prince Butar was more precious than any sword, no matter how old.
                                          


                                          
                                            We were only a mile or so from the edge of the town and we ran quickly across the scrubby ridge. Snorri waved us down. “My lord, Beorn recognises the ship. It is the ‘Sif’.”
                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        
                                          


                                          


                                          



                                          


                                          
                                            

                                          

                                          
                                            


                                            Chapter 21


                                            
                                              

                                            


                                            ‘Sif’ was the boat of Harald One Eye; I had served aboard her when I was no bigger than Arturus. Jarl Harald One Eye was Prince Butar’s cousin and he hated us both. The dream had been a warning and I had ignored it. I would have to deal with that decision for the rest of my life.


                                            
                                              “Where is Beorn?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “He went to the town and Ragnar went to the harbour.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Good we will make our way down.” We all had drawn weapons. Erik Short Toe, Aiden and Carl had all taken shields and swords from the store on the boat. They each wore a leather helmet. I hoped they would not be needed to fight. These were veteran warriors we would be coming up against.
                                            


                                            
                                              The one weakness of Duboglassio was that the hills overlooked the walls. It suited us now. While we waited for our scouts, we hid amongst the gorse and bramble bushes, watching what was going on within the walls. I could see that there were bodies littering the town. It was hard to see whose dead they were. The men of Harald One Eye were enjoying the women and the girls of the town. I hoped my step sister had had a quick death and was not amongst those who were now suffering the attention of drink crazed raiders. Beorn came back first.
                                            


                                            
                                              “It is Gorm the Grim.” He was Harald’s right hand man and an evil, sadistic killer. He had achieved his name by his lack of any sort of smile. He was cruel and ruthless; my heart sank. There would have been no mercy from such a man.
                                            


                                            
                                              “Any sign of Harald One Eye?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “No. There are about twenty warriors left in the town. I saw signs that a large body of men had headed out of the village.”
                                            


                                            
                                              That was the first good news I had heard. It meant they only outnumbered us by a couple. Then the realisation set in; he would be heading for Hrams-a! Before I could order us forward Ragnar found us. “They have Prince Butar. He is suffering the death of the sea.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Haaken and Cnut began to rise. The death of the sea was a cruel death. A warrior had his arms and legs slashed and then he was staked so that the tide would gradually cover him. He would have his head above water but his blood would be slowly seeping into the sea. It attracted sea creatures which would eat the warrior alive. I had heard of young warriors lasting for days. Prince Butar would be lucky to last until noon. “Wait.” I did not want my men rushing off. “How many men are with him?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “There are four guards watching him die. They are drinking.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I turned to the ones who were not Ulfheonar, “Lasse, take the boys and your men. Kill the guards and rescue Prince Butar.” I pointed to Aiden, “He is a healer, of sorts, and he will care for the prince.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Lasse nodded and they loped off. I hoped I was not putting too much on Aiden’s shoulders. He had shown skill in dealing with my warrior’s minor wounds. How would he cope with someone close to death? I had to concentrate on saving the women in the town; it is what he would wish and what my wife would want too. Even as I led my men towards Gorm the Grim I worried about Erika. I had no doubt that Harald One-Eye would have found out where I lived and would be heading there. He had dealt with one enemy and I would be the next.
                                            


                                            
                                              The rear gate of the town was open and we headed for it. If Harald had gone overland they would not be expecting trouble from that direction. Just before we entered I said, “I want at least one prisoner taken alive to tell us of Harald’s plans but take no chances. We will be outnumbered and they are experienced warriors.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Haaken shook his head, “But they are not Ulfheonar!”
                                            


                                            
                                              We slipped into the town and split up. I had Olaf and Harald with me. They would be all that I would need. We heard screams coming from a house to our left. The door was ajar. I needed no look to know what I would find. The warriors would be raping the women. The young girls would be lucky to survive. As for the boys…
                                            


                                            
                                              I was the first in and I saw a girl of no more than twelve summers sobbing in the corner. A woman, probably her mother was being held down by two warriors while a third thrust himself between her legs. I took in that a boy, a man and a dog lay dead in the entrance.
                                            


                                            
                                              Even as I slashed at the back of the warrior who was astride the woman, a fourth warrior suddenly thrust at me from the side of the door. The blade slid along the links of my armour. Olaf smashed his sword into the warrior’s face and the top half of his head disappeared in an eruption of blood and bone. The movement meant that my sword just sliced through the body of the rapist from the shoulder down. He screamed and rolled off. The two men who had been holding her leapt to their feet. Olaf and Harald showed no mercy as they fell upon them. The warrior I had struck tried to roll away, clutching at the bloody shoulder.
                                            


                                            
                                              “Where is Harald One Eye?”
                                            


                                            
                                              The warrior coughed up some blood and with his last breath said, “Riding your wife!” His body lay still with his life blood seeping across the floor.
                                            


                                            
                                              I wished I could comfort the woman and her daughter but I knew I had others to save first.
                                            


                                            
                                              As we left the hut I could hear the sounds of battle. They knew we were here. We ran towards the sound of the fighting. Gorm the Grim was a seasoned warrior and his men were fighting their way back to their boat. I could see that they had left some of their men dead. We had the slight advantage that they had been drunk and easily surprised. They would be sobering up rapidly. It would become harder to kill them now.
                                            


                                            
                                              As I ran towards them I saw Carl the Scar bravely race forward to try to strike Gorm the Grim before he could escape to his ship. Carl’s sword smashed down on the shield of the jarl and caught on the metal studs. Gorm pulled his arm to the side and as Carl lost balance Gorm’s axe split his head open. My men were dying and I was just watching.
                                            


                                            
                                              I shouted as I approached, “Gorm, you treacherous snake. I can see that all you are good for these days is raping girls and little boys. Come and face a warrior.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He snarled, “You are no warrior! You are Ragnar’s little pup and anyone trained by that senile cripple will not be worth the effort of killing.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I knew that he was trying to antagonise me but it did not work. I just became colder. We were now in a line with me on the left. I strode forward. I did not recognise the three warriors who faced me but it mattered not. I swung my sword overhand and the warrior caught it on his shield. I did not wait for his blow. I smashed my shield into his face and as he was forced back I punched with the hilt of my sword. The cross piece of Ragnar’s Spirit entered his eye. I was vaguely aware as he screamed in pain that Olaf and Harald were by my side, the warriors they faced were falling back as my two giants laid into them. I punched again with my shield and this time the half blinded warrior fell to the ground. I was aware of my own orders and so I stabbed him in the right shoulder. He would fight no more and he would be alive to answer my questions.
                                            


                                            
                                              We needed to finish this now so that I could get to Prince Butar and then find Harald One Eye. Sven Gormson, Gorm the Grim’s son suddenly launched himself at me from my right. I barely had time to deflect the blow with my blade but the strength of Bjorn’s blade and the touch of the gods gave me added power. I saw the look of surprise on his face as my sword held. I had played with Sven as a child and now I would fight with him to the death. Old loyalties were now forgotten.
                                            


                                            
                                              “So son of Grim, you thought to attack me when I was fighting another.” I feinted with my sword and punched with my shield. His nose broke and I saw blood splatter.
                                            


                                            
                                              As he spat out blood and teeth he snarled, “You are not of our people. You are a half caste Saxon bastard. Jarl Harald should have drowned you.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I laughed, “I am Jarl Garth Dragon Heart! I am Ragnar’s wolf warrior. I am descended from the Warlord of Rheged and I bear the blade touched by the gods. You are nothing!” I swung the sword overhand and it cracked and sliced through the helmet and split his surprised head open.
                                            


                                            
                                              I heard Gorm roar and he swung his axe at me. Once again it was one of my bodyguards who saved me. Olaf’s shield came from nowhere to take the blow. The warrior behind Gorm took advantage and his blade slid into the fleshy part of Olaf’s leg. Harald swung his sword and embedded it into the neck of the warrior.
                                            


                                            
                                              I hefted my shield around to face Gorm. He was a big man and although he was old enough to be my father I would not underestimate him. He had much experience. He swung the axe easily. It was a skeggox and was a deadly weapon when used by someone who knew what they were doing. I had seen Gorm fight; he knew his business. I would have to use speed; the speed of my feet, the speed of my hands and the speed of my deadly blade. I feinted with my shield and he reacted quickly. He stepped away from the blow and I swung Ragnar’s Spirit at his head. He quickly pulled the shield up and my blade bounced off the leather and metal surface.
                                            


                                            
                                              I braced myself for the blow from the axe. I angled my shield away from my body and punched as the blow struck. It meant the blade slid down my shield and he opened his body. My sword darted in like quicksilver and took him by surprise. It was fortunate he had good armour or the contest would have ended there and then. As it was the sharp tip pierced the mail and the flesh beneath just enough to draw blood. He recoiled. It was not the pain or the wound but the speed of the blow.
                                            


                                            
                                              The numbers ahead of us had been whittled down and they were desperate to get aboard one of their ships. It made them careless. Careless warriors die. I let Haaken and Cnut worry about the rest and I concentrated on Gorm.
                                            


                                            
                                              “I am no longer the slave. I am now a jarl.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “If you are a jarl then I can be king.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Aye king of the dead for your men are now dying for you and that viper, One Eye!”
                                            


                                            
                                              He laughed, “Well your Butar is already feeding the fishes.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Prince Butar!”
                                            


                                            
                                              He laughed again, “I can see that this little island has given you all ideas above your station. I will end that now.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He spun around so that his axe came at me not on my shield side but the side with my sword. I had seen the move before and, as he spun around I dropped to one knee and stabbed upwards. The axe flew over my head and Ragnar’s Spirit entered the groin of Gorm the Grim. As I pushed upwards into his bowels I twisted. He would pay for the rapine behaviour of his men. I pulled the blade back a little, turned it and then thrust it in again. Prince Butar would have some vengeance. I ripped my sword out and his entrails followed. He stared down as they spilled on the floor. He looked at the writhing white worms in the sea of blood and, as the life passed from his eyes I saw a question, how had a slave become such a warrior?
                                            


                                            
                                              “Take charge, Cnut. I must find my stepfather.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I left my warriors finishing off the remnants of Gorm’s band, and ran to the water. I saw the warriors I had sent in a protective ring. Prince Butar had been dragged from the sea and Aiden was tending to him. I dropped to my knees.
                                            


                                            
                                              His rheumy eyes flickered open, “I knew you would come.” A look of pain flashed across his face, “Did you save my people?”
                                            


                                            
                                              Before I answered I glanced at Aiden. He shook his head. You do not lie to a dying man for he takes the memory with him to the Otherworld. He would have the truth. “Some, but not all. The ones who did this are dead.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He shook his head. His voice could be barely heard and I knew what the effort must be costing him. “You must get to your home. One Eye has gone to your town to take revenge upon your wife.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “I have not found Eurwen yet.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He smiled, “Thank the Allfather I sent her to Erika after the feast. I am glad I did so. She will be safe with your wife.” He grasped my hand and his fingers were icy cold and white. They looked like the hands of the dead already. “Care for your sister and watch over her when I am gone.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “We will see to your wounds and then go to Hrams-a.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He shook his head, “I will not be leaving my beach. I leave my land and people in good hands; your hands. You are ruler here now. I go to Valhalla.” He gave a grimace as pain coursed through his dying body. “Give me a sword.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Without hesitation I gave him Ragnar’s Spirit. He smiled, “I can feel the power now. Thank you my son.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Do not go. It is too soon.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He sighed, “It is my time. Let me go my son for you are the son I never had. I could not be more proud of you. When I see your mother we will both watch down upon you. I will tell my father that the boy he trained is now a warrior, a man. He will be proud.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I found myself weeping. I leaned in to him, “I found the sword of the Warlord of Rheged. I know my destiny.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Prince Butar coughed up some blood and smiled, “I know your destiny. You will be a great leader who will join our people and your mother’s. They will forge a union which will last until the end of time. Farewell.” It was almost as if he had waited to make that speech for he closed his eyes and life left him.
                                            


                                            
                                              I held him in my arms with tears coursing down my cheeks. Aiden put his young hand upon my shoulder. “I know not how he lasted so long, my lord. He had many wounds and had lost much blood. I think he waited to say goodbye to you.” For one so young he was both insightful and fey. “He has passed his spirit to you.” He handed me my sword. “I think his life force is now within this blade. I am privileged to have witnessed this.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I heard a noise behind me and turned to see the Ulfheonar. I gently laid Prince Butar’s head to the ground and I stood. The prince is dead. I rule now.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Every warrior dropped to his knees. The only noise which could be heard was the cry of the seagulls and the lapping of the waves upon the beach. This was the end of an era and the start of a new one.
                                            


                                            
                                              I sheathed my sword. I was now the leader of this land and I could no longer indulge in self pity. I had to get to my home and family. “Erik, go to Alf and have him bring the boats here.” As Erik Short Toe ran off I turned to the Ulfheonar. I saw that not only Carl the Scar had fallen but Sweyn too. My warriors were becoming fewer.
                                            


                                            
                                              I looked at Olaf. Harald was bandaging his leg. “I need you to stay here and watch over Aiden.” He looked like he would object. “You have an injured leg and you will slow me down. I cannot wait for the wounded.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He nodded, “I will do as you command my lord.” He smiled, “That was a fine fight with Gorm the Grim. I was privileged to see it.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I looked at the Ulfheonar gathered around me. “One Eye has gone to Hrams-a. Aiden you and Cnut Sweynson must stay here until Alf returns. See to the wounded.” I leaned in to him. “The women have been hurt. Be kind; you are the one for this task. If I do not return…”
                                            


                                            
                                              He smiled, “You will return my lord. Of that I have no doubt and I will care for them as best I can.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Gorm’s warriors had been well trained warriors. They had abused our women but they had died well. Only Cnut was unwounded. The wounds would not stop my men but the odds were now in favour of One Eye.
                                            


                                            
                                              “Let us see the wounded man from my first attack.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I led them to the man who had crawled to one of the huts. He had left a blood trail. He would die from blood loss, but not for some time. I took out my sword and turned his face to look at me.
                                            


                                            
                                              He spat. As an act of defiance it was like shaking your fist at a storm; it was futile. “All of your brothers are dead. They died well with swords in their hands. They will be in Valhalla now.” I nodded to Cnut who picked up the man’s sword and dangled it before him.
                                            


                                            
                                              “If you answer my questions then I will give you your sword and a warrior’s death.” I saw a truculent look appear on his face. “Your jarl told me that One Eye is heading for Hrams-a, all I need is for you to answer my questions. I give my word that I will give you a warrior’s death. You know me? You know I will keep my word?” He nodded. “Then tell me all that you know. How many men does One Eye have?”
                                            


                                            
                                              He closed his eyes and held his hand out for his sword. “Information first.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “He has gone to your town but we have a third ship, ‘Crow’. She sailed to block off any warriors coming to the aid of your people.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “How many men does she carry?”
                                            


                                            
                                              He looked as though he might refuse to divulge that information and Cnut moved the sword away from him.
                                            


                                            
                                              “She has fifty warriors on board.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “And with One Eye?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “He has seventy.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I nodded to Cnut who gave him his sword. “Go to the Allfather!” I stabbed down on his neck and he died instantly.
                                            


                                            
                                              As we began to walk towards Hrams-a I started to work out what we would do and what might be happening ahead of us. I was grateful that One Eye had come to Duboglassio first; Dargh and his men would have seen the ships and the smoke. With the Allfather’s help it would mean that our people would be in the hill fort. There was food and water aplenty. There were enough weapons and it would not fall easily. Dargh knew his business and Erika had a calm and sensible head upon her shoulders. The men of my town were all like Bjorn, they were doughty warriors. My worry was the numbers of men with One Eye. The two drekar he had brought had both been large ships. Now I knew he had three ships and a hundred and twenty men. I had less than eighteen warriors who would be able to fight. I had to hope that Jarl Erik had his wits about him.
                                            


                                            
                                              Even as we headed up the valley I heard Ragnar’s voice in my head. ‘Use your brain then, boy, and not your brawn!’
                                            


                                            
                                              I knew what he meant. I had to use the skills of my warriors. We were Ulfheonar. We could blend into the land and strike unseen.
                                            


                                            
                                              I led the small column of warriors up the mountain. It would keep us out of sight and enable us to look down on the enemy. I waved Snorri over. “Get to Jarl Erik, he may not know what is happening. Be careful.”
                                            


                                            
                                              He grinned, “I will be invisible!”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Beorn go with Ragnar Siggison and find where the enemy are.” The two warriors crested the summit like shadows and disappeared from view.
                                            


                                            
                                              We were in the lee of the mountain and we were hidden from view. I gathered the remaining warriors around me. Lasse had proved a reliable leader. “Your warriors must protect our backs. We will be outnumbered and Harald One Eye is a cunning leader. When we begin to attack he will try to use his numbers to overwhelm us. You six must hide and attack his men when they come for us.” Lasse nodded. “We will rely on you to be there.”
                                            


                                            
                                              I looked at my Ulfheonar. There were just nine of them and Harald. It was hardly an army. If this was night time then we would stand a better chance of approaching them unseen. As it was it would be difficult. I spoke to them as brothers. “There is little point in charging blindly into this warband. You are all fine warriors but we would be outnumbered by at least seven to one. We cannot fight that sort of numbers. My plan is simple. I want to whittle their numbers down and put fear into their hearts. I want you to kill them and remain unseen.” I pointed beyond the summit. Dargh and his warriors will be protecting our people. I have no doubt that they can hold them for a while. They are going to buy us the time we need.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “We will do this but I pray that I am the one to end Harald One Eye’s treacherous life.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “It will be one of us Haaken, of that I am certain.”
                                            


                                            
                                              Beorn and Ragnar appeared. Their faces were grim. “The town is afire and the fort is surrounded. We saw warriors on the walls and the men and boys of the town.” Beorn smiled at me, “We even saw your lady. She had a bow in her hand.”
                                            


                                            
                                              That would be Erika. She was not one to lie down and let others fight for her. She had been captured once and she would not let that happen a second time.
                                            


                                            
                                              “Do they have men looking this way?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “No, my lord.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Did you see One Eye?”
                                            


                                            
                                              “He looked to be on the far side of the fort and he was attacking the main gate. The defenders looked to be in control.”
                                            


                                            
                                              They would be. We had plenty of arrows and every man and boy could use a bow. The problem would come when Harald One Eye closed to the walls.
                                            


                                            
                                              “We go now. Haaken and Cnut, you take most of the men and make your way up the Garlic River. I will take Beorn, Ragnar and Harald and we will use the dry valley to the north. Lasse, hide your men close to the river. There is plenty of vegetation there. Remember, kill but try not to be seen. If things go awry we will retreat up Snaefell and use the mountain as our friend.”
                                            


                                            
                                              There was no need for a rousing speech. We were Ulfheonar.
                                            


                                            
                                              My small band had the longer journey and we used the folds and dips in the land to make our way unseen. I could see the warriors using their bows against my fort. The walls protected them but that would not last. Each time we went down a dip we lost sight of the enemy. Each time we emerged they were closer. I saw ten warriors who were detached from the rest. They were in a small copse some mile or more from the fort. They had chopped down a tree to use as a ram. The trees on the island were not very big and their choice would have made a poor ram. I circled my hand above my head and we moved closer. Ragnar and Beorn disappeared and Olaf was on my right. We crawled on our bellies towards them. So intent were they on their task that we were just ten paces from them and they saw us not.
                                            


                                            
                                              I left Ragnar’s Spirit sheathed. This would be a task for my seax. I hoped that the noise from the fort would drown out the deaths of these warriors. I knew that the trees hid us from view. I saw that four of them had their backs to Harald and me. Three more stood on the tree and the other three were on the far side. Harald and I would have to kill four of them and quickly. None of them had their weapons in their hands but they were using tree axes to trim the branches. I saw Beorn on the other side of the men. I raised my hand then leapt up. I reached the first warrior, pulled back his head and slit his throat. I threw the next man to the ground, fell upon him and slashed his throat too. It was bloody and it was messy but it was silent. I knew that Harald would deal with the other two. I stabbed upwards with my seax at the man on the tree trunk. He was busy watching Beorn and Ragnar. Even as he swung his tree axe towards my head my blade entered his groin. I saw the agony on his face as I pushed it hard into his body. I felt the warmth of his blood and entrails before I pulled out the blade. He fell backwards, knocking over another warrior. Ragnar leapt upon him and he too was dead.
                                            


                                            
                                              They had all died. I had not been aware of any noise but I had been concentrating on killing. We picked up their weapons and ran on. I knew someone would investigate and I wanted them to find the ten bodies. I wanted them to wonder who was out there.
                                            


                                            
                                              It was now late afternoon and I knew that I was tiring but I realised that this was our only chance to stop Harald One Eye from capturing my family. We found another dell. We were on the opposite side of the fort from the Garlic River. This would be where the third ship had unloaded its warriors. We were in the heart of the enemy lines. Four warriors are easy to conceal and when Beorn gave the signal for danger we threw ourselves into the ground and covered ourselves with our wolf cloaks. Harald wore Carl the Scar’s and it saved us that day.
                                            


                                            
                                              The warriors who walked above us were not looking down. They were heading for the ram and we heard them speak. “I hope Erik has finished that ram or the jarl will make him a new mouth.”
                                            


                                            
                                              “Huh, it is typical that we are doing the fighting and he cuts down trees.”
                                            


                                            
                                              A third man chuckled, “Well at least that mad bitch with the bow can’t hit us here. She killed at least two of the lads. And they had helmets on.”
                                            


                                            
                                              There were no other voices and I knew that there were just three men. I peered from under my cloak and saw the three of them striding just ten paces from us. I was on my feet in an instant and Ragnar’s Spirit was out. Beorn and Ragnar were right behind me. Harald was a little slow in rising; he was not Ulfheonar. I swung the blade at the last man’s back. It sliced through to the backbone. His dying grunt made the other two turn. I deflected the blade of the second and then stabbed him in the stomach. Beorn finished off the third. We rolled their bodies into a tumble of rocks. They would be missed and I hoped that they would search.
                                            


                                            
                                              “Come. It is time we left here now. We will use our mountain to protect us.” The time of concealment was over. I wanted to leave a clear trail and draw Harald One Eye on to our blades.
                                            

                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        
                                          
                                            


                                            


                                            



                                            


                                            
                                              

                                            

                                            
                                              


                                              Chapter 22


                                              
                                                

                                              


                                              
                                                Of course the sisters could not allow us to do that. Once again they wove their webs and created another course for us to follow. We clambered up to the path and risked a look towards the fort on the hill. The warriors of Harold One Eye were struggling up the steep slope. I smiled as I saw the warriors struggling to mount the steep slope while my people hurled rocks at them. They did not kill but I knew they would hurt. Beorn waved to me and I slid next to him. “Look, my lord, there are some warriors just there; they are preparing to attack up the hill.”
                                              


                                              
                                                I saw that he had spotted a small wedge which was attempting to climb the western side of the hill. The defenders were concentrating on the north and south walls. There was a chance this could succeed.
                                              


                                              
                                                “Come let us move south. We may meet Haaken and the others. If not then we will have to thwart this attack.”
                                              


                                              
                                                Harald looked at me. “Then we will die.”
                                              


                                              
                                                I nodded, “And it will be a glorious death. But I must try to save my family.”
                                              


                                              
                                                I could see why the warriors were attacking now. It was coming on to dusk and the defenders would find it hard to see their enemy. We moved swiftly, using the cover of the rocks and bushes in the valley bottom. Whoever was leading the attack was being careful in his preparations. He was organising his wedge with a great deal of thought. This was a well thought out attack and it might just succeed. We could no longer wait for Haaken. I drew my sword and led my three companions to the rear of the wedge.
                                              


                                              
                                                Their backs were to us and we hacked at the middle four before they knew we were there. They were busy looking up at the walls and preparing to attack. They did not expect to be attacked from the rear. Pandemonium spread amongst them and the shield wall broke up. We had delayed their attack. Even as they turned to fight this new attacker we were slashing and hacking at the warriors at the rear. We would not last long and I shouted, “Back to the mountain!”
                                              


                                              
                                                We turned and fled. There was a slight pause while the warriors of Harald One Eye looked around for a new enemy. They saw none and charged after us. I had stopped the attack and now I would lead them up the mountain. We knew it better than they did.
                                              


                                              
                                                We ran thirty paces. I saw a huddle of rocks and I shouted, “Turn and face them!” We stood on the moss covered stones and the first warriors poked their spears at us. I grabbed the end of one as it was thrust at me and chopped the head from it. I threw the blade at the ones following. The warrior whose spear I had taken began to draw his sword. I hacked down and Ragnar’s Spirit found the gap between helmet and armour. He fell with blood gushing.
                                              


                                              
                                                Their leader halted the warriors to form a line. “Back up the hill.” I was buying time. Just then I heard a shout and saw Lasse and his warriors charge into the enemy line. They took them by surprise and killed five or six. When Lasse reached us he had but two of his men left.
                                              


                                              
                                                “Well done Lasse.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “They were brave warriors and they are in Valhalla now.”
                                              


                                              
                                                We ran along the contour of the mountain and then darted back up the sheep trail. Some of them tried to follow up the steep slope. It was hard going and I saw them struggling. I kicked some of the loose stones down and the others joined in. A small tumble of rocks swept three of our pursuers down the mountain and the rest were forced to follow our route.
                                              


                                              
                                                Once again the leader, a warrior with a five pointed red star on his shield formed a wedge. They had just launched themselves at us when Haaken and his men attacked them from the side. “Ulfheonar!”
                                              


                                              
                                                The four of us fell upon the warriors before us and we had surprise on our side. Six fell to our weapons and the rest were pushed down the sides of the mountain. I watched as red star organised a defensive line some fifty paces below us. It was only when I turned to look at Haaken that I saw there were just five left.
                                              


                                              
                                                He shook his head, “Ulf and Carl went berserker. They charged into the enemy. It was a glorious death.”
                                              


                                              
                                                It might have been glorious but it did not help us. I pointed to the men below us. Already more warriors were joining them. “We had better get up the mountain. If they are attacking us then they cannot attack my people.”
                                              


                                              
                                                Night was falling fast as we hurried up the slopes. We knew the mountain well. We had walked it since our first days on the island. We reached one of the many dells and formed a small defensive circle.
                                              


                                              
                                                Beorn lay down and put his ear to the ground. “I cannot hear them yet.” Ragnar leapt away into the night. A short while later he returned with a freshly filled water skin. We took out what little food we had and shared it.
                                              


                                              
                                                Haaken sat on the ground and took off his helmet. “They will come tonight. They cannot afford to have us here. They know we are Ulfheonar. They have the bodies of Carl and Ulf.” He looked at me. “As much as he wants Erika he wants you more. The others will tell him where you are and he will come.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “I know but that means he will not attack our citadel.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “We will be outnumbered.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “I know but things are not yet lost. Twelve of us remain. Six sleep while the others lay some warning traps and then we swap over.” I pointed behind me. We still have some way to go before we reach the top. They will not know where it is and the darkness will help us. We are the wolf and this is our territory. We make them fear us.”
                                              


                                              
                                                There was silence then Tostig asked, “What if they wait until morning and surround us? Then we will have no place to hide.”
                                              


                                              
                                                Haaken laughed, “I know One Eye. We will be surrounded already. He will have warriors all around the base of this mountain.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “Then he is a fool for he does not have enough men for that.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “Nevertheless there will be warriors moving now to cut us off.”
                                              


                                              
                                                I stood. “I know. Tostig, Beorn, Einar and Sven; you will sleep now and we will make some traps. When we are done then we will wake you.”
                                              


                                              
                                                Cnut sounded indignant in the dark. “We were not complaining…”
                                              


                                              
                                                I cut him off. “And I am still jarl so do as I tell you and sleep.”
                                              


                                              
                                                I would not brook any argument and they knew it. They wrapped themselves in their cloaks and slept. We had all learned the skill years ago.
                                              


                                              
                                                “Harald you watch here while the rest of us prepare traps to catch the unwary.”
                                              


                                              
                                                “I should watch…”
                                              


                                              
                                                “You are a fine bodyguard but you are like a bear. The enemy would hear you. Watch and listen.”
                                              


                                              
                                                The four of us crept down the hill. There were small traps which we could make. They would not kill any warriors but they would warn us and that was as good. I used an old branch to prop some stones. I carefully stacked the stones until there were a large number of them and then I strung a spare thread from my leggings to another small branch. If someone pulled it then I would hear the rocks tumble.
                                              


                                              
                                                I found another rock and I moved it. With my seax I scraped a hole beneath half of it. If someone stepped on it then the rock would tip and we would hear them fall. Finally I found a bramble bush and I cut many of the long trailing branches. I laid them across the area between the two traps. My work done I headed back.
                                              


                                              
                                                When the others rejoined me I awoke those who had slept and I curled up to sleep. It was easy to sleep for we had done all that we could. If it was our turn to die then it would be a good death and we would have saved our families. That is the way of the warrior. I had no doubt that word would now have reached Erik and Rolf. They might not get to us in time but they would be able to reach our families and save them. My son would get revenge for my death. My sleep seemed to last but a moment. The hand that awoke me came over my mouth to stop me making a noise.
                                              


                                              
                                                I opened my eyes and saw Cnut smiling down at me. He pointed down the mountain. I could see from the moon that I had slept a little. Dawn would be but a couple of hours away and with it, our deaths. I drew my sword and glanced around at the others. Beorn and Ragnar were missing. I looked at Cnut and he pointed behind us. His hand made a sweep telling me that my two best wolves were going hunting. The few of us who remained would have to do the job.
                                              


                                              
                                                I listened carefully and heard the noise of stones skittering down the slope. They were coming. Einar had his spear ready and as the white face appeared he stabbed it forward to pierce the eye and enter the brain. The warrior barely had time to whimper. He fell dead. Behind us I heard a blood curdling scream as one of my men killed another. I sensed a movement to my left. There were none of my warriors there and, holding my shield before me, I stabbed blindly in the direction of the noise. I felt it strike something and I pushed harder. There was a grunt and then metal struck the boss of my shield. I withdrew my sword and then swung it overhand. I heard it smash into metal and then felt it slice through the shoulder of the warrior who screamed his death. There was a flurry of noise to my right and I heard two more gurgles of the dying. Then there was silence. It was nerve wracking but I knew that the silence worked in our favour. It meant no one else was coming. We were small in number but that also meant we were hard to find.
                                              


                                              
                                                We waited until the moon had disappeared and Beorn and Ragnar had returned. I waved us up the mountain to the peak. We slipped silently up the slope. We would make our last stand on Snaefell’s crown. We moved silently and swiftly using the sparse cover and the folds of the land to hide us. Our tricks and traps had made them wary and I thought that they would wait until daylight to venture after us. I was correct.
                                              


                                              
                                                We concealed ourselves just below the top. There were some rocks for cover and the ground below it was steep. Now that dawn was here I could see the bodies of their dead dotted along the slope. They still lay where they had fallen. We had not killed many but I suspected it was the braver ones whom we had slain. I saw Harald One Eye as he led his warriors in a long line up the slope. He was like a hunter with beaters. He had driven his quarry to a place with no escape. When he was a hundred paces from us he waved his men forward. This was no shield wall; the land did not favour that. This was a line of his best warriors and they would fight as individuals.
                                              


                                              
                                                We had all taken a spear during the night and that would be our first weapon of choice. We would be above them and have superior reach. Of course, if they were any good then they would simply take the spear and hack off the head but if they were careless then they would die.
                                              


                                              
                                                As we waited I looked across to the fort. It was too far to make out faces but I knew that Erika would be watching. It gave me comfort to know that she knew I had returned to try to save her. She would see, in a moment, how few of us remained. She would be witness to the last stand of the Ulfheonar.
                                              

                                            

                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        
                                          
                                            
                                              


                                              


                                              



                                              


                                              
                                                

                                              

                                              
                                                


                                                Chapter 23


                                                
                                                  

                                                


                                                
                                                  “Are we ready?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “I was born ready,” growled Harald, making Haaken and the others laugh.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Suddenly one of the warriors facing us threw off his top and began biting the edge of his shield. I could see that his eyes were wide and he had the battle spirit upon him. Cnut shook his head, “That’s just what we needed, a berserker!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  The warrior seemed to hear Cnut for he hurled his shield at us and, taking his axe in both hands rushed at us. The problem with berserkers was that they took some killing. They were like chickens without a head; they did not know they were dead. The others would use the distraction to attack us.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “I’ll take the berserker; the rest of you watch for the others.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  As he ran towards us I stepped on to the rock. He had a maniacal grin on his face as he hacked down with his axe. I stepped to the side and stabbed down with my spear as his body came across the rock. It went through his back and the head came out at the front. Being a berserker he wrenched at the spear. I expected that and, as he overbalanced I leapt down, drew my sword and decapitated him. His bloody body slumped to the ground. His body twitched and then he was dead.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Just as I had predicted the rest of the warriors had run in the berserker’s wake. I now had a rock protecting my back and the rest of the Ulfheonar spread out on either side. I picked up the berserker’s axe and, as the first warrior roared out a challenge and ran at me I threw it at his head. The force of it split his head open and he fell backwards. I could feel the joy of battle come upon me.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “I am Jarl Garth Dragon Heart. I am Ulfheonar and I bear the sword touched by the gods! Fear me!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  A mailed warrior with a full mask helmet hurled himself at me. I waited until he had committed to his blow and then I spun to the side and skewered him through his side. My blade went through the mail rings and I felt it crack off his ribs. I twisted it and turned it before kicking him from my sword. He rolled down the hill and I saw his body take the legs from three others. Their numbers were such that they surrounded our front but they could not get behind us for the rock. When they did then our resistance would, sadly, end. Until then they would bleed their lives away on Snaefell.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Harald was almost a berserker himself. He roared and he screamed as he laid around him with his sword. He was a big man and he had a longer reach than most men. Inevitably it was a small man who was his undoing. A warrior dropped to his knees and slashed at the back of Harald’s left leg, severing the tendons. I chopped down and killed the man but Harald fell backwards; unable to stand. Before he could be slain Beorn stepped into the gap and protected the fallen giant with his shield. I stabbed the man who would have killed Beorn.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Now that we had lost one warrior it became harder. A warrior rushed at me, I vaguely recognised him for he had an open helmet. His name had been Magnus the Bed Shaker. He was a huge warrior and he stabbed forward at me as he shouted, “I will take the sword forged by the gods and then a real warrior will own it!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I took the blow on my shield and then I stabbed down at his foot with Ragnar’s Spirit. He howled in pain. I held my seax behind my shield and I thrust it upwards under his byrnie. I felt it enter his groin and warm blood and urine cascaded down my hand. I kept pushing upwards and I put my face close to his. “A real warrior has just sent you to Valhalla!” Punching him with the hilt of my sword he fell backwards and his bloody body rolled towards Harald One Eye.
                                                


                                                
                                                  The line of warriors before us halted as Harald shouted, “You have become better slave but you are still just a Saxon Slave spawned by a whore.” He was trying to antagonise me but I was cold within. “Butar will now be food for crabs and soon I will own this pathetic little island!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  His men began to bang their shields as they chanted, “Harald! Harald!” Over and over.
                                                


                                                
                                                  I did not mind the rest. We needed it. I glanced around my men. I saw that just Lasse remained from the three who had joined us. Only Harald had suffered a wound and he was tying a bandage around his knee. He would not be able to stand and fight but I knew that he would still fight, even from a prone position.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Is anyone else injured?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  Einar spat out a tooth, “I have had worse wounds sharpening my blade.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  They would fight on but I knew that our blades needed sharpening. We had good Frankish blades but they had been cutting bone and iron for almost a day and, mine apart, I knew that they would be little better than iron bars. I glanced at the dead bodies and saw a variety of weapons lying there. We needed to slow down their next attack.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Pick up any weapons that we can throw at them.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I found a seax, a small axe and a short sword. I plunged Ragnar’s Spirit in the ground and waited for them to move. I knew what they were doing; we had bloodied them, the Bed Shaker had been a renowned warrior and yet he lay dead. They were building up to attack us. It would be a sudden rush when they ran at us. The slope of Snaefell would help us and I hoped that the weapons we would throw at them would also disrupt their attack. We could not fight for much longer.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Suddenly Harald One Eye shouted, “Charge!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  The line of thirty warriors who had been chanting suddenly launched themselves at us. I hurled the axe, picked up the short sword and sent that spinning towards the line. Finally I threw the seax like a throwing knife. Two of the weapons had drawn blood while the third had made the warrior trip. It was a line of ten men who struck us. I picked up my sword and swung it across the faces of the men who charged. Two pulled back their heads to avoid the tip but the third was too slow. It ripped across his mouth and he fell screaming to the floor. A spear jabbed from the ground as Harald stuck one of the two who faced me. I punched the third as he advanced and hit him on the side of the head with the pommel of my sword. It penetrated his cheek. As he fell back I drew the edge of my sword down his face and cut him open to the bone.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Sven suddenly collapsed to the ground holding his right arm. Tostig and Ragnar closed about him but we were now in danger of being swamped. Just a handful more men would have made a difference. If we were to die then we would die together. “Ulfheonar!” I shouted.
                                                


                                                
                                                  My men roared out the challenge too and then, in the distance I heard, “Dragon Heart!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  Then Cnut shouted, “It is Rolf!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  A heartbeat later, as the men of Harald One Eye looked in dismay to their right, Haaken shouted, “And Jarl Erik!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Push them down the hill!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  There were still sixty warriors before us but I knew that with fresh men and legs we could win. I could avenge Prince Butar and kill his treacherous cousin.
                                                


                                                
                                                  We could not see all of our allies but Harald One Eye could and I saw him shout to those around him to fall back. Leaving our two wounded comrades I led the others towards the thin line which now faced us. The heart had gone from them and they vainly held their shields before them. I used my own shield to push them to the ground and then stab them in their bare throats. My blade might have no edge but the tip could still kill. They ran. They headed for the north coast. Erik and Rolf led their men from the west and they drove into the fleeing warriors.
                                                


                                                
                                                  We were too tired to keep up with those who fled but I was determined to end this. Man is a small island and it was but a couple of miles to the coast. As we emerged from a dry valley I saw the reason for Harald’s route. His last ship awaited him. Unless we could reach him quickly he would escape.
                                                


                                                
                                                  My legs seemed to be like jelly as we ran down the hill. I could feel myself shaking with the effort. I saw Haaken tumble over a rock and then struggle to rise. Ahead of me I saw Snorri running along with Rolf after the fleeing raiders. Of all my warriors they were the ones who stood the best chance of catching them.
                                                


                                                
                                                  When we reached the flatter land, closer to the beach, I saw ten warriors detach themselves from those racing towards the ship. They formed a shield wall and I could hear a song. They were sacrificing themselves for their jarl. They were his oathsworn and they were fulfilling their oath. They would die to stop us catching Harald One Eye.
                                                


                                                
                                                  I saw Rolf and Snorri halt and form their own wedge. A dozen of Rolf’s men began loosing arrows at those fleeing beyond the oathsworn. Already I could see men clambering aboard the drekar. Some would escape now no matter what we did. Rolf shouted, “Charge!” and the wedge ran at the small shield wall.
                                                


                                                
                                                  The delay had enabled us to catch the rear of the wedge. I saw Snorri’s sword slice down and I heard the noise as it smashed the helmet in two and the warrior screamed as he died. Rolf and his men rolled over the line. Warriors who fell were skewered by those following and then we were past them and racing to catch Harald One Eye before he could leave our land.
                                                


                                                
                                                  We were destined not to do so. The sisters had other plans. My thread and that of One Eye were still entwined. We caught and killed a few of the slower warriors but Harald and many of his men boarded the drekar and it began to row away from the land.
                                                


                                                
                                                  I saw Harald One Eye standing by the steering board. He raised his fist. “This is not over, slave. You and I still have unfinished business!”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I stabbed my sword impotently into the sand. He was right. I had failed. I still had to avenge the death of my stepfather. I still had a quest and another journey I would have to take.
                                                


                                                
                                                  I sank to my knees in the sand and the surf. Snorri ran up to me, “My lord, what ails you?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I shook my head. “Nothing but I had thought to end this here and now. I have failed.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I heard Haaken and Cnut laughing behind me. Haaken lifted me up, “You have just held off two drekar crew with less than ten men and you have failed? I think not, Dragon Heart.” He pointed at the stern of the departing ship. “We will find him again.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “But where will he be?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  Cnut dragged a wounded warrior towards me. “Let us ask this one.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Where is Harald One Eye going?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  In answer the warrior spat at Cnut. Cnut laughed, pulled out his seax and sliced off the fingers from his left hand. “Now you do not need your left hand to grip a sword. If you wish to go to Valhalla then answer my question.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  As he held his bleeding stumps with his right hand he glowered and glared at Cnut. “And if I tell you I will be given my sword?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “You have my word.” I saw hesitation on the warrior’s face. “I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart and my word is law. You were left here by your jarl. That is the end of the oath you swore.” Cnut swept a hand around the bodies which were surging back and forth on the tide. “Your brothers are in Valhalla waiting for you. You have done your duty and the Allfather will welcome you.” He reached down for the man’s right hand and took out his knife again. “Or I can send you to meet with Hel. It is your choice.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “We have found an estuary over on the west coast of Northumbria. There was a fort and a monastery there but they had been destroyed. That is where Harald lives.” He held out his right hand. “I have done as you asked now fulfil your side of the bargain.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  Cnut nodded and stepped behind the warrior. Snorri handed him a sword. As soon as it was in the warrior’s hand Cnut slit his throat.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “There, Dragon Heart. He has gone to the monastery we raided. We can go there any time we like.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I nodded, “Thank you.” Turning to Snorri I said, “Harald and Sven are on the mountain top, wounded, have them brought to my wife and the healers.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I saw the warriors of Rolf and Erik despatching the wounded and collecting weapons and armour. We had done well. We had defeated a larger warband of warriors. It still hurt to lose so many fine warriors of our own. Ours were irreplaceable.
                                                


                                                
                                                  The two jarls approached. “It is a good thing that you sent Snorri to Jarl Erik or we would not have come. We saw the smoke from Duboglassio but when it suddenly stopped we thought there was no problem.” Rolf looked sad, “Snorri told us of Prince Butar. You are ruler now.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “There will be a time for such things later on. First I need to get to my home and see what mischief Harald One Eye got up to.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “We will accompany you. There may be other warriors in hiding and you and the Ulfheonar look to be dead on your feet.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “We are but we are also fewer than we were. My warriors pay a high price for being the best.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  We had three weary miles to march. My wife and some of our people met us along the road. I saw that Bjorn the Blacksmith and the other men of the village were armed and were her protectors. Arturus also carried his sword and shield proudly. She threw her arms around me.
                                                


                                                
                                                  “I saw them going up the hill towards you and I saw how few you were. I was almost ready to sing your death song but then I heard your mother telling me you were safe.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Aye but Prince Butar is now dead. He is with my mother.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  That thought seemed to make my wife happy. “His signal fire saved us for our men in the tower saw the ships and we were able to get everyone in the fort before they came. We lost no one.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “Then I owe Dargh and the men of the fort a reward.” We were almost at the settlement and I could see that Harald One Eye had damaged some of the buildings but not as many as he might have done. We had been fortunate.
                                                


                                                
                                                  Once at my hall I felt exhaustion setting in. I turned to my warriors. “Ulfheonar, we will rest now. We can do no more here. Jarl Erik, take charge until I am rested. See to the wounded and keep watch. Harald One Eye is a treacherous snake and he may try to return.” I turned to Erika and Arturus. “Come let us go inside. I have much to tell you for I have been to the underworld and back.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  Once inside my hall I suddenly felt awake again. I spoke to Erika but Arturus too in every word. I heard the sudden gasp when I spoke of being buried alive beneath the earth. When I spoke of the dream and my journey she smiled. “It is good that the spirits of your mother and the ancient ones watch over you. I feel happier.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  When I unwrapped the sword and laid it on the table Arturus looked mesmerised, “May I touch the blade?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  I knew that it would be dull after so many years immersed in water. It would be good for him to connect with his past. “Touch the hilt instead. The last man to hold this was a great warrior and was our ancestor. He threw the sword away when he was dying and had slain his enemies.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  As Arturus held the sword he asked, “If he threw the sword and then died would he still go to Valhalla?”
                                                


                                                
                                                  There is a saying amongst my people that out of the mouths of babes comes wisdom. “I know not if they followed our religion. I will have to ask the nuns about that. There is much I have to learn about our ancestors. But know this, my son, our destiny and that of the mainland are intertwined and, before we pass over, we have many more adventures ahead of us. Our journey is just beginning. When we have finished it then we will be different than we are now.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  “That is good, father.” He replaced the sword on the table. “But promise me that I will come with you on your next journey.”
                                                


                                                
                                                  He had touched the sword and I could not deny him. I nodded. “I promise.” I was grateful when I saw Erika nod. She was the wife of a warrior and she knew it was meant to be.
                                                

                                              

                                            

                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        
                                          
                                            
                                              
                                                


                                                


                                                



                                                


                                                
                                                  

                                                

                                                
                                                  


                                                  Epilogue


                                                  
                                                    

                                                  


                                                  
                                                    The next day I journeyed back to Duboglassio. It was time to send Prince Butar on his journey. I sent for the other jarls. Prince Butar had been our father and he deserved the honour. There was a lovely spot just above the town which had the finest view on this coast. I know that my step father had enjoyed looking east from the top. He told me that he could almost see to the land of his birth. After my mother had died it was a place where he would go and talk with her.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    We had made him a smaller version of ‘Ran’ and my Ulfheonar carried that while the jarls carried his body. Even though he was in full armour he was not heavy for he had been old. We placed him in the bottom of the boat laid upon his finest furs. Then we laid his shield upon him. We killed his sword so that no one could dig up the grave and steal it. Finally we placed some pieces of my mother’s jewellery with him. We had not been able to do honour to her when she died and we were making up for it now.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    Erika placed one of the rings with the blue stone upon his finger. She smiled at me, “He will have a present to give to your mother now and she will like it.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    Then we laid Ulf and Carl at the bow and the stern of the boat. They were carefully placed upon their wolf cloaks and their swords were killed. They would watch over my stepfather and journey with him to Valhalla.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    As we piled the earth and then the sods on top I saw that Arturus was crying. “Why are you crying my son?”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    “I am crying for grandfather. He is dead.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    “Then your tears are wasted for he is happy and he is with the grandmother you never knew. If you are crying because you will miss him then that is good for I shall miss him too. But remember this; when you close your eyes you will be able to see him and hear him. When you need help then he will be there, just as his father, Ragnar, is there for me.” He snuffled back the tears and nodded too filled with emotion to speak.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    I turned to Eurwen who cuddled in with Erika. “And you, sister, shall live with us. I shall be as a father as well as a brother to you. I promised Prince Butar and I know it is what my mother would wish.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    She too nodded. This was all too much for my sister. It would take all the care that my wife and I could give her to bring her through. I knew that caring for Kara might be the best way.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    Before we left the hill top I said to all who were there, “This hill of Tynwald is s sacred place now for our father lies here. This will be a place of judgement. Prince Butar named me as heir and I will rule in his place but we will be a fair land. We will be a just land. If there are disputes then they will be settled here,” to emphasise my point I stuck my sword in the turf, “in peace. We, as jarls, will pass judgement. We will not shed our fellow’s blood unless there is no way left to talk. This will be the place of law and of judgement.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    My jarls all knelt, Haaken said, “Hail Prince Dragon Heart.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    I shook my head, “No, we had one prince and that was Prince Butar. I am Jarl Garth the Dragon Heart and happy to be so. I do not need a title.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    Erik nodded, “But that means there are just three jarls. That is not enough.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    “I know and that is why the remaining Ulfheonar are all now to be made jarl. They have proved to me and the rest of the world that they are the most honourable of warriors and the most loyal of friends. We will remain Ulfheonar but now we share this land.”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    There was a cheer from all for it was a popular decision. I had spoken of this with Erika and she had come up with the solution. She understood my men better than I ever could. She had said that they did not need to rule away from each other. We worked better as one entity. The Ulfheonar would be the backbone of the island. We would be the protectors of the law. I had already decided to make Rolf and Erik Ulfheonar too. We would be a council of wolves.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    “We now go to celebrate the life of Prince Butar and then we will prepare to visit Harald One Eye and teach him the meaning of revenge. He will rue the day he ever came to Man!”
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    As we marched down to Prince Butar’s warrior hall every warrior began chanting, “Jarl Dragon Heart”.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    The slave had become a warrior and now ruled. I hoped that I would live up to my ancestors both from Rheged and Norway. I saw my future and Man was just the beginning. I had a land to conquer. Northumbria now contained my two most implacable enemies: the Saxons and Harald One Eye. I feared neither but soon they would fear me.
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    
                                                  


                                                  
                                                    

                                                  

                                                  
                                                    


                                                    The End

                                                  

                                                

                                              

                                            

                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          
                            
                              
                                
                                  
                                    
                                      
                                        
                                          
                                            
                                              
                                                
                                                  
                                                    


                                                    



                                                    
                                                      

                                                    

                                                    
                                                      


                                                      Glossary


                                                      Áed Oirdnide –King of Tara 797


                                                      Bebbanburgh- Bamburgh Castle, Northumbria


                                                      Byrnie- a mail shirt reaching down to the knees


                                                      Caerlleon- Welsh for Chester


                                                      Chape- the tip of a scabbard


                                                      Cymri- Welsh


                                                      Cymru- Wales


                                                      Drekar- a Dragon ship (a Viking warship)


                                                      Duboglassio –Douglas, Isle of Man


                                                      Ein-mánuðr- middle of March to the middle of April


                                                      Fey- having second sight


                                                      Frankia- France and part of Germany


                                                      Garth- Dragon heart


                                                      Gaill- Irish for foreigners


                                                      Glaesum –amber


                                                      Gói- the end of February to the middle of March


                                                      Hel - Queen of Niflheim, the Norse underworld.


                                                      Hrams-a – Ramsey, Isle of Man


                                                      Jarl- Norse earl or lord


                                                      Joro-goddess of the earth


                                                      Lochlannach – Irish for Northerners (Vikings)


                                                      Legacaestir- Anglo Saxon for Chester


                                                      Manau – The Isle of Man (Saxon)


                                                      Midden- a place where they dumped human waste


                                                      Njoror- God of the sea


                                                      Nithing- A man without honour (Saxon)


                                                      Odin - The "All Father" God of war, also associated to wisdom, poetry, and magic (The Ruler of the gods).


                                                      Orkneyjar-Orkney


                                                      Ran- Goddess of the sea


                                                      Rinaz –The Rhine


                                                      St.Cybi- Holyhead


                                                      Seax – short sword


                                                      Skeggox – an axe with a shorter beard on one side


                                                      Sigismund- Frankish trader living in Cologne


                                                      Sif- Goddess of battle and the name of Harald’s ship


                                                      Tadgh- a former slave and renegade Viking


                                                      The Norns- Fate


                                                      Thor’s day- Thursday


                                                      Threttanessa- a drekar with 13 oars on each side.


                                                      Thrall- slave


                                                      Ullr-Norse God of Hunting


                                                      Ulfheonar-an elite warrior who wore a wolf skin over his armour


                                                      Volva- a witch or healing woman


                                                      Woden’s day- Wednesday


                                                      Wyrd- Fate
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                                                          Historical note

                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The Viking raids began, according to records left by the monks, in the 790s when Lindisfarne was pillaged. However there were many small settlements along the east coast and most were undefended. I have chosen a fictitious village on the Tees as the home of Garth who is enslaved and then, when he gains his freedom, becomes Dragon Heart. As buildings were all made of wood then any evidence would have long rotted save for a few post holes. My raiders represent the Norse warriors who wanted the plunder of the soft Saxon kingdom. There is a myth that the Vikings raided in large numbers but this is not so. It was only in the tenth and eleventh centuries that the numbers grew. They also did not have allegiances to kings. The Norse settlements were often isolated family groups. The term Viking was not used in what we now term the Viking age. Warriors went a-Viking which meant that they sailed for adventure or pirating. Their lives were hard. Slavery was commonplace. The Norse for slave is thrall and I have used both terms.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The poem used at the beginning was actually written in honour of King Harald Finehair. I have changed two words to make it fit my story but I did not make it up.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          It was more dangerous to drink the water in those times and so most people, including children drank beer or ale. The process killed the bacteria which could hurt them. It might sound as though they were on a permanent pub crawl but in reality they were drinking the healthiest drink that was available to them.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          I have recently used the British Museum book and research about the Vikings. Apparently, rather like punks and Goths, the men did wear eye makeup. It would make them appear more frightening. There is also evidence that they filed their teeth. The leaders of warriors built up a large retinue by paying them and giving them gifts such as the wolf arm ring. This was seen as a sort of bond between leader and warrior. There was no national identity. They operated in small bands of free booters loyal to their leader. The idea of sword killing was to render a weapon unusable by anyone else. On a simplistic level this could just be a bend but I have seen examples which are tightly curled like a spring.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The length of the swords in this period was not the same as in the later medieval period. By the year 850 they were only 76cm long and in the eighth century they were shorter still. The first sword Dragon Heart used, Ragnar’s, was probably only 60-65cm long. This would only have been slightly longer than a Roman gladius. At this time the sword, not the axe was the main weapon. The best swords came from Frankia, and were probably German in origin. A sword was considered a special weapon and a good one would be handed from father to son. A warrior with a famous blade would be sought out on the battlefield. There was little mail around at the time and warriors learned to be agile to avoid being struck. A skeggox was an axe with a shorter edge on one side. The use of an aventail (a chain mail extension of a helmet) began at about this time. The highly decorated scabbard also began at this time.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          Honey was used as an antiseptic in both ancient and modern times.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          Bangor was called Bangor is-y-coed by the Welsh but I assumed that the Vikings would just use the first part of the place name. From the seventeenth century the place was known as Bangor of the Monks (Bangor Monachorum). Dolgellau was mined for gold by people as far back as the Romans and deposits have been discovered as late as the twenty first century. Having found gold in a stream at Mungrisedale in the Lake District I know how exciting it is to see the golden flecks in the black sand. The siege of the fort is not in itself remarkable. When Harlech was besieged in the middle ages two knights and fifteen men at arms held off a large army.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          Anglesey was considered the bread basket of Wales even as far back as the Roman Invasion; the combination of the Gulf Stream and the soil meant that it could provide grain for many people. In the eighth to tenth centuries, grain was more valuable than gold.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          When writing about the raids I have tried to recreate those early days of the Viking raider. The Saxons had driven the native inhabitants to the extremes of Wales, Cornwall and Scotland. The Irish were always too busy fighting amongst themselves. It must have come as a real shock to be attacked in their own settlements. By the time of King Alfred almost sixty years later they were better prepared. This was also about the time that Saxon England converted completely to Christianity. The last place to do so was the Isle of Wight. There is no reason to believe that the Vikings would have had any sympathy for their religion and would, in fact, have taken advantage of their ceremonies and rituals not to mention their riches.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          There was a warrior called Ragnar Hairy-Breeches. Although he lived a little later than my book is set I could not resist using the name of such an interesting sounding character. I also amended my names- I used Eric in the earlier books and it should have been Erik. I have now changed the later editions of the first two books in the series.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          Eardwulf was king of Northumbria twice: first from 796-806 and from 808-810. The king who deposed him was Elfwald II. This period was a turbulent one for the kings of Northumbria and marked a decline in their fortunes until it was taken over by the Danes in 867.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          Slavery was far more common in the ancient world. When the Normans finally made England their own they showed that they understood the power of words and propaganda by making the slaves into serfs. This was a brilliant strategy as it forced their former slaves to provide their own food whilst still working for their lords and masters for nothing. Manumission was possible as Garth showed in the first book in this series. Scanlan’s training is also a sign that not all of the slaves suffered. It was a hard and cruel time- it was ruled by the strong.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The Vikings did use trickery when besieging their enemies and would use any means possible. They did not have siege weapons and had to rely on guile and courage to prevail. The siege of Paris in 845 A.D. was one such example.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The Isle of Man is reputed to have the earliest surviving Parliament, the Tynwald although there is evidence that there were others amongst the Viking colonies on Orkney and in Iceland. I have used this idea for Prince Butar’s meetings of Jarls.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The blue stone they seek is Aquamarine or beryl. It is found in granite. The rocks around the Mawddach are largely granite and although I have no evidence of beryl being found there. I have used the idea of a small deposit being found to tie the story together.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          The early ninth century saw Britain converted to Christianity and there were many monasteries which flourished. These were often mixed. These were not the huge stone edifices such as Whitby and Fountain’s Abbey; these were wooden structures. As such their remains have disappeared, along with the bones of those early Christian priests. Hexham was a major monastery in the early Saxon period. I do not know it they had warriors to protect the priests but having given them a treasure to watch over I thought that some warriors might be useful too.
                                                        


                                                        
                                                          I used the British Museum Book- ‘Vikings- Life and Legends’, the Osprey book ‘Saxon, Norman and Viking’ by Terence Wise as well as the Ian Heath book- ‘The Vikings’.
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                                                        Carnage at Cannes is a modern thriller and is available in the Kindle format.
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                                                          For more information on all of the books then please visit the author’s web site at http://www.griffhosker.com where there is a link to contact him.
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