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Prologue 
 
   The Norns had toyed with me, had played with me and had used me for their own purposes and pleasures.  They had cost me one of my oldest friends and comrades, Cnut, and they had riven my family apart.  My son and daughter were estranged and Wolf Killer now lived two valleys away. And now, as we recovered from a year filled with death, destruction and pain, they seemed to be ignoring me again. We were enjoying a short time of peace. The good news was that my son's wife had given birth to Ragnar.  I had a grandson and my blood would live on.  The Norns had given the smallest of crumbs back to me having taken so much. The previous year had been an angry year and we had destroyed three fortresses: one in On Corn Walum and two on Ynys Mon.  The people who had dared to attack me and my people would remember us and they would be wise not to threaten us ever again.
 
   And now that we had returned with blue magical stones we had discovered in Wales, my daughter and my Galdramenn had divined my dream but would not tell me what it meant. I was Jarl Dragon Heart and they were keeping a secret from me.  Despite the peace we had had I was restless.  It was at times like this that I missed my dead wife, Erika, the most. She had been the only one with whom I could speak.  The Spirit world was all around me and yet, for some reason, they communicated with Aiden and my daughter.  I felt alone.  Perhaps it was the loss of Cnut, one of my oldest oathsworn or perhaps something else.  I knew not.
 
   As I looked across to my old home which had been destroyed by the witch and her followers, I could see it gradually being reclaimed by the forest. Only my wife's grave and my steam hut remained. They were tended on a regular basis. Kara and I took flowers when they were in season or evergreens in winter. It showed that we still had her in our hearts. In many ways that suited me for I could go there alone and be content with my own company. I began to withdraw into myself. Everyone else had hopes and plans: my Ulfheonar had all realised their own mortality and all but my newest warrior, Ulf Olafsson, had married and were enjoying domestic life. My daughter and her women were busy with their potions and spells which healed our people. My son and his warriors were carving out their own homes. I sat alone. Oft times I would stare at Old Olaf in his mountain and try to divine what he was thinking.  Or I would bathe in Cyninges-tūn Water and pray that my wife's spirit would speak to me but all I heard were the thoughts rattling around in my head.
 
   My only solace was spent speaking with Bjorn Bagsecgson, my blacksmith. He had his smithy on the western side of the water and far enough away from the homes so as not to fill them with his fire and his smoke. I would visit with him and we would sit on a rock by the Water.  He understood me better than most.  He had been the only survivor of the raid which had taken my mother and his father.  It was something we shared. He also seemed to understand my feelings for my son and my daughter which were complicated.
 
   One evening we were sat watching the sun go down behind Olaf and drinking a new batch of ale made by his wife. He smacked his lips in appreciation of the fine brew. "You should raid, Jarl Dragon Heart. It is what you do.  You are a warrior and you will pine away to nothing here."
 
   I shook my head. "I was not born to this life."
 
   "No you are more than just a jarl.  You were made into the warrior you are." He pointed to his forge. "I take iron ore from our mountain and we metal it and make it into iron. It is just a lump.  It does nothing.  I then choose what I make it into.  It could be a bridle or a horseshoe.  I could make a pan or a brooch, or even a plough. Perhaps I could make a weapon. That takes longer.  I have to heat the fire as hot as the hottest volcano.  I have to bend and fold the iron to give it strength.  I have to temper the iron with water and then I start again and even when the blade is made it is not finished.  It must be sharpened and polished. That is not the end for the pommel and the hilt must be fashioned to suit the owner. And that is not even one of my best swords; the one you have has been through blood as well as fire."
 
   I know all that Bjorn Bagsecgson and you make fine swords."
 
   "I do but my swords are not meant to sit in a scabbard or adorn a warrior hall.  My swords cry out to be used in battle."
 
   I smiled, "I know all of this, old friend.  What is the point you are trying to make?"
 
   "That you are a sword.  You have been fashioned and moulded through your whole life from Ragnar and Butar through to Rolf and your Ulfheonar. You are not a bridle, a pan or a plough share; you are a weapon.  That is why you were made."
 
   The sun had set.  I stood and threw a pebble across the Water. "I grow tired of raiding.  I find no pleasure in taking slaves and stealing books."
 
   "Then go to sea.  Find a new land.  Find someone with whom to trade."
 
   I laughed, "You wish me out of the way?"
 
   "No Jarl Dragon Heart.  I would have your heart beat again and the blood course through your veins.  You are too young to become an old man. You must live and you must be the Viking which still hides within you."
 
   I sighed, "You are right old friend.  I do not like your advice but I know that it is right. I have much to think on."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   The talk with Bjorn Bagsecgson had set in motion thoughts and ideas which now raced through my head. I had been feeling sorry for myself.  Bjorn had not said that but it had been in his heart. My wife and friends might be dead and my family split asunder but I still had a land to protect and a people to care for. One morning when the cold was not as bad as it had been I took Aiden and, without warning him of my intentions, set off for Úlfarrston.
 
   There was still a chill feel to the air and I wrapped myself deeper within my wolf cloak. I did not speak with Aiden.  Since he and Kara had hidden the meaning of my dreams from me I had been a little distant. I would tell him our purpose soon enough and if wished, to ask me then I would tell him. We had just entered the woods after leaving the Water when he broke the silence.  "We are going to sea again, Jarl?"
 
   I smiled to myself. He could still read my mind. "We now know it is not safe for Siggi and Trygg to make long voyages. The men of On Corn Walum and Wessex have closed the passage to Frankia and London for us. The Vikings of Dyflin and Mann are a threat too. The captains of the knarr need my ship to protect them.  We will see our captains and Erik.  I have sat on my backside too long."
 
   "You have earned the right for some peace."
 
   "The Gods grant you peace, Aiden, but the Norns can decide that you no longer need it.  This is neither the Gods nor the Norns speaking; I am making this decision for myself. If we are to find new markets then I need to be with my captains."
 
   Aiden brightened for he had an enquiring mind. "You wish to travel to the east? The fabled city of Miklagård?"
 
   We had travelled there before with Erik's old mentor Josephus.  It had brought us great riches but, more importantly for Aiden, it had brought great knowledge. "Perhaps but it is a long way and there are many dangers along the way.  We may try a shorter voyage this time." In truth I did not know where I wished to sail but the main purpose was to find a way of avoiding our enemies at the other end of Britain.
 
   Since our ship had been damaged by raiders, Erik and the other captains had now built a small settlement close to their ships.  Bolli, our shipwright, had also brought his family there.  It was a unique community for they were all involved with the sea.  Those who live on the Water had now become farmers, smiths, and herdsmen.  They could still fight but the sea was just in their blood and not in their hearts.
 
   We heard banging and the sounds of construction as we approached the shipyard and the moored ships. The neighs of our ponies made all heads turn. The three captains and Bolli stopped what they were doing and approached me.  They nodded, deferentially.  I was not king but they respected me as their leader.  I was their Jarl. I waved a hand around the three ships. "How goes the preparations for sea?"
 
   Erik grinned, "I could sail tomorrow, Jarl."
 
   Siggi laughed, "If his pretty young wife would let him." Erik nodded.  Now that he had a family he was changing from the lively ship's boy and becoming a responsible man. Josephus would have been proud.
 
   Trygg, Siggi's cousin, said, "We are all ready Jarl but are we ready to sail further afield than Orkneyjar and Dyfed?"
 
   It sounded like a criticism but baring in mind the words of Bjorn Bagsecgson they were justified. "I am ready," I smiled, "the wolf has left his lair and is hungry once more."
 
   If I had had any doubts they would have evaporated with the warmth of their smiles. They too were eager to be away.
 
   "Then I will see if Pasgen wishes to send his ship with us then I will return to tell my men that they must kiss their wives and go A-Viking once more."
 
   They looked excited until Aiden said, "And where do we sail, Jarl?"
 
   I nodded.  "A fair question for you will need to know which charts to take." Aiden collected any charts which we could find and he was constantly updating the ones we had.  The old Roman charts were the best.  He had a fine collection. "Bring all the charts we have."
 
   Erik shook his head, "We are not Aiden, Jarl, we cannot read your mind. Where?"
 
   "I would sail beyond Syllingar Insula towards Olissipo. Perhaps we might even venture into the Blue Sea too."
 
   They nodded and Aiden counselled, "Olissipo is ruled by the Arab and the Berber still."
 
   "But they are willing traders. Besides we have to try somewhere new or we stagnate."
 
   Satisfied they nodded and we left for Úlfarrston.  Pasgen was also delighted that I had stirred and he had a ship ready to sail.  It was captained by his son, Coen ap Pasgen. He would be a good captain for he was a fine warrior too.
 
   It was late in the afternoon when I reached my home but I had my slaves convene my Ulfheonar in the warrior hall. They came so quickly that I knew my absence had intrigued them.  They gathered in silence.  It was sad now that only Haaken One Eye remained from my original warriors.  Young Snorri who had been one of my ship's boys was now, along with Sigtrygg, one of the more experienced warriors who had served alongside me for some years. There were just twelve of them left now. It was not enough to crew my drekar, 'The Heart of the Dragon'. They would, however, be the core of the crew.  They would occupy the benches closest to Erik and they would be the ones who would determine our speed and our resolve.  They were as vital to me as the ship itself; they were the power which propelled us through the seas.
 
   "We go A-Viking!" They all began banging the table hard.  I held up my hand for silence. "We leave in three days from now.  You need to leave your wives with something to remember you by for we will be away for a long time."
 
   Haaken, as my most senior warrior asked, "Where do we sail?"
 
   "Towards Olissipo but we may venture into the Blue Sea and find new places." That really pleased them for there was nothing they liked more than seeing somewhere for the first time.  In their minds every new place was not filled with danger but with treasure. "We take three knarr with us.  We will be the shepherd."
 
   They were suddenly deflated. "They will slow us down and we will not be able to raid as easily."
 
   I shook my head. "Olaf Leather-Neck, we will.  The difference will be that we will not need to return here with our prizes each time we raid.  What we do not trade we keep on the knarr. Three knarr can hold far more than one drekar!"
 
   Sigtrygg struck Olaf on the back of the head, "Fool! You should be called Olaf Thick Head! Have you forgotten that our Jarl has a mind like no other? We are successful because he does not do things the way others do them."
 
   Olaf nodded, "I am sorry, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "What of the rest of the crew?"
 
   "We take whoever wishes to go with us."
 
   "Then we will need a bigger drekar!"
 
   I nodded, "If you believe that the final selection will be made by you.  I will be visiting my son for he will need to watch our lands whilst we are away. I will return tomorrow night and you will have the crew ready to march down to Úlfarrston.  You have two more nights at home! Use them wisely!"
 
   I then went to Scanlan.  "We go to trade on the morrow.  Have trade goods sent to the knarr. Have we much to trade?"
 
   "Aye Jarl.  There is copper, slate, some poorer quality iron that Bjorn Bagsecgson does not want to use. There are sheepskins and hide. We also have some spare weapons such as seaxes, spear heads and short swords. In addition there are some bone combs and needles." 
 
   I nodded.  That was a good balance. "While I am gone I look to you to see that we thrive. My daughter will watch the people but she knows little of animal husbandry and mining."
 
   "I will do so.  We could use more slaves, Jarl. The mines seem to eat them.  They do not kill them but they only last half a year and then their work rate diminishes." He shrugged, "They can be used to herd animals but it is mining the metals which bring us the most profit."
 
   "I will do what I can."
 
   That night I spent in my hall with just Aiden for company. He had spent some time talking with Siggi and Trygg about our trading opportunities.  After we had eaten he took me through some of them.  "I am afraid that the Norse and the Danes, and even some Rus have begun to raid the coast of Frankia.  Our old friends who lived there and traded with us now close their ports to all knarr and dragon ships."
 
   I had hoped we could have used them.  It would have made a good start to our trading. "So we go further afield?"
 
   "From what I have learned some of the lands to the south west of the Frankish Empire have rebelled. There is a Duke of Vasconia called Seguin Lupo who sounds as though he might trade."
 
   I nodded and then a thought struck me.  "Where have I heard Lupo before? Do I know him?"
 
   Aiden smiled, "His name, Lupo, it comes from the Latin, Lupus… it means wolf!"
 
   "Wyrd! Then it is decided.  We will try to trade with this Lupo!"
 
   "And if that fails then we can try some trades with Asturias."
 
   "Is that not a Muslim caliphate?"
 
   "It is but Siggi thinks that they might trade with us for we are not Franks."
 
   We left just after dawn for the ride to my son's home. I did not see him as much as I wished for I felt like an intruder. His wife, Elfrida, welcomed me with open arms and much affection. Not so my wayward son. To be fair to him he had made a fine job of using the old Roman fort as his hall. He would be able to defend it from enemies. The Danes were increasingly occupying the lands to the east and the south. In places the local eorls paid tribute to them and not to the King of Northumberland who now ruled a small kingdom north of the old wall. We had not been bothered by Northumbrian Saxons for some time. It was now the Danes who were the danger here and not the Saxons.
 
   I sighed when my son frowned as we dismounted. He could not even put on a friendly face for me. It was sad for it contrasted even more with the effusive Elfrida. "Father! How lovely to see you! You should have warned us.  Tell me that you will stay the night!"
 
   "That may not be possible." I glanced at Wolf Killer. 
 
   "Arturus, insist that you father stays!"
 
   "If he has to return…" That decided me.  I would return this night.
 
   She shook her head and led me by the arm into the hall. "How is my grandson, Ragnar?"
 
   "Loud and always hungry!" She kissed me on the cheek.  "You will eat with us at least.  I will see to the food." She leaned in and said quietly, "Your son will return to you, Jarl.  I believe it in my heart."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   Wolf Killer and Aiden entered, "Well, Jarl, what brings you here?" He gestured for me to sit. His words told me I was his jarl and not his father.
 
   "I take my drekar and three knarr; we go A-Viking. We go to trade and, perhaps, to raid. I will need you and your warriors to keep an eye on my people."
 
   "They have Kara.  Why do they need me?"
 
   I was becoming impatient, "Because I ask you and there was a time when they were your people too or is the help just in one direction?  Do we just come to aid you?"
 
   I realised I had been shouting when Elfrida came back in and my son coloured.  He waved her away. "You are right, Jarl…  Forgive me." I leaned back in the chair to calm down. "I must be honest I need to take a drekar raiding myself.  Many of my young men become restless."
 
   "Then when we return why do you not escort the knarr and raid then?"
 
   "I would like the freedom of being a raider."
 
   I shrugged, "I can understand that. Well, when we return I will have Aiden make charts for you and we will tell you of the places where you might find success."
 
   "Good.  And how long will you be away?"
 
   "That is like asking how deep the ocean is. It depends upon the trades, the tides, the winds, the Gods, the Norns but if all goes well we will just be away for half a year. I too have restless young men.  This might assuage their hunger for adventure."
 
   We left on slightly better terms but I left a piece of my heart in his hall. How did you lose a son?  What had I done wrong, which caused this chasm?
 
   Aiden, of course, read my mind.  "It is not you, Jarl.  He bites and snaps but it is Kara who has hardened his heart."
 
   "And you are saying he may never come around."
 
   "I am."  It was what I expected from Aiden, honesty.
 
   Our meal with my son and his family meant we did not get home until well past dark and we both retired; Aiden to pore over manuscripts and me to stare at the moon and wonder why my wife did not speak to my mind.
 
   The next day we had our ponies packed with all that we would need for our voyage. My seax and Ragnar's Spirit had been kept sharp but unused.  The larger blue stone sat proudly in the pommel of my sword while the smaller one resided in the top of my seax. My wolf cloak I wore but not my mail.  I had no need in my land.  My shield and helmet, along with my spear rested on my spare pony.
 
   The crew were gathered.  My Ulfheonar had chosen twenty one young men.  I smiled when I saw the ship's boy who stood next to Haaken.  "Cnut Cnutson! Does your mother approve?"
 
   Cnut's red eyed wife nodded, "Aye, Jarl.  I cannot keep Cnut's son at home and Haaken One Eye has promised to watch over him."
 
   Haaken smiled, "All of the Ulfheonar will watch over our old comrade's son.  He will return safely."
 
   Kara who had just appeared shook her head, "It does not do to antagonise the Norns, Haaken One Eye. Do not make promises you cannot keep."
 
   "Then I will promise that if the sea swallows up our drekar Cnut Cnutson will be tied to a mast so that he may paddle his way home watched over by his father and the spirits of the Ulfheonar."
 
   It was a silly statement to make but it worked, my men all cheered and banged their shields. I turned to Kara, "Watch my people for me. We will return in half a year if the Gods and the Norns are willing."
 
   "Fear not, Father.  Mother will watch over you no matter where you are." She kissed me on my cheek.  "I am sorry for bringing so much trouble to you."
 
   I hugged her, "Your mother and I chose to bring you and your brother into this world. How can you be any trouble to me?"
 
    We waved goodbye to our loved ones and turned to leave by the large gate. We left Cyninges-tūn to march to our ship. Our emotions were a mixture of excitement and sadness.  It was hard to explain to someone who had not gone A-Viking.
 
   The drekar was waiting for us but the knarr had sailed to the estuary.  They had trade goods to load.  Karl, the senior ship's boy was waiting at the gangplank.  He was keen to see who he would be training. Erik Short Toe stood behind him.  It was Haaken who presented him. "Captain, this is Cnut Cnutson; he is you new ship's boy."
 
   "Welcome, Cnut.  I knew your father well and know that I started much as you did.  You have a whole world awaiting you.  Karl will instruct you.  Listen to him and you will not go far wrong."
 
   It always seemed chaotic when we first boarded the drekar especially with so many new men.  Haaken took over Cnut's role and assigned where the men would sit. They put their chests at the oar he indicated.  I could rely on his judgement.  Weaker men would be paired with stronger men; lighter with heavier.  All was to do with balance. The drekar was a finely balance war machine. It was not a lumbering drekar.  Aiden and I put our chests at the stern.  We had space beneath the deck but it always took time to get something you needed and we had learned long ago that no matter how much you planned if the chest was below deck you would need something from it. It was easier to have the chests on deck and they gave some shelter from the elements to enable us to sleep. I had my old wolf skin which I used as a blanket too.  It would keep out both the spray and the rain.
 
   Eventually all was ready and Erik snapped, "Get a move on or we shall miss this tide!"
 
   On the drekar he was the captain and only I could or would overrule him. I rarely did so.  He knew his business. Once in position we began to row.  Haaken sang our latest rowing song.  The new men would soon learn it.
 
   The storm was wild and the Gods did roam
 
   The enemy closed on the Prince's home
 
   Two warriors stood on a lonely tower
 
   Watching, waiting for hour on hour.
 
   The storm came hard and Odin spoke
 
   With a lightning bolt the sword he smote
 
   Ragnar's Spirit burned hot that night
 
   It glowed, a beacon shiny and bright
 
   The two they stood against the foe
 
   They were alone, nowhere to go
 
   They fought in blood on a darkened hill
 
   Dragon Heart and Cnut will save us still
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   The three knarr were there waiting for us.  I saw that they all rode low in the water.  That was a good sign.  They were well laden. It was a happy omen that we sailed towards dusk.  We would pass the treachery that was Mann in the dark and we would negotiate Ynys Mon at dawn. Once we had passed those two places our journey would be uneventful until we reached On Corn Walum.
 
   The winds were with us as we sailed down the coast.  The warriors had been able to stop rowing once we had passed the Lune. The knarr had to rely on sails.  They had four oars but they were for an emergency only.  I was able to sit on the chest and watch my men, new and old as they spoke and moved around the drekar. The Ulfheonar were the centre of attention. All wanted to know what it was like to be a wolf warrior. The exceptions were four young warriors who kept to themselves. They were all quiet.  
 
   Magnus Slender Leg looked to be the leader of the little group. He and the others had not grown up in Cyninges-tūn.  Their mothers had all brought them there three years since after a combination of a bad winter, Hibernian raids and wild wolves had driven them from the home to the north of Lang's dale. Their fathers were all dead. They had all been youths then but my people had taken them in and all had been cared for. In the settlement they had kept apart. It would be interesting to see how they got on aboard my drekar. The other three, Thord the Big, Rolf Arneson and Alf Red Hair could be a valuable asset in a battle for they would all fight together. That was never to be discounted. Haaken had allowed them to sit together towards the middle of the oars.  That way they would learn from the more experienced rowers around them.
 
   Haaken was the leader of the Ulfheonar now. Sigtrygg might be the better warrior and Snorri the better scout but the warrior they all looked to when I was not there was Haaken.  It was reassuring for Haaken had been with me as a fighting companion since before we even dreamed of becoming Ulfheonar.
 
   Up at the top of the mast were Karl and Cnut Cnutson. I smiled.  That was the most precarious of perches. It had been many years since I had done so but you never forgot. It was necessary at the moment as Mann was to the west and soon Ynys Mon would be to the south.  It was doubtful that there would be ships hunting us at night but it paid to be careful.  It would help the new ship's boy to gain confidence. I wondered if his father would be watching from the Otherworld. As he had come aboard I had seen that someone had made him a crude copy of the wolf which I had given, made in gold, to my Ulfheonar.  He wore it around his neck as his father had done with his golden one. Cnut's wife now had her husband's.  Many of the new warriors had had copies made.  I took it as a compliment; most warriors wore Thor's hammer about their neck.  My men preferred the wolf.
 
   When dawn came we were passing the island of Ynys Enlli, as the Welsh named it. We were able to relax a little for our enemies were to the north of us. Most of the men slept.  Karl sent Cnut to sleep while just Erik and I stayed by the steering board. We would both sleep when we pulled into a cove later that day.  We did not make a habit of sailing at night. 
 
   As Cnut curled up in a ball at the bow with the other ship's boys I asked Erik, "What think you of Cnut Cnutson?"
 
   "He is much like his father.  He is serious and he listens more than he speaks.  Those are good things but unlike his father there is sadness within him.  His eyes show that he misses his father."
 
   I nodded, "You and I are lucky, Erik, we barely knew our fathers.  In my case he was a Saxon who beat me.  You were too young to grieve.  Cnut grew up in a village where his father was a hero and he was taken before he had time to know him."
 
   "Who knows, Jarl, that may make him a better warrior."
 
   "You think he will be a warrior?"
 
   "That depends.  Ask me after this voyage and I will tell you." He pointed to the mast head.  "Karl will not be a warrior.  He likes the sea and he would be a captain like me. The others do this to be close to warriors and to watch them much as you did, Jarl. That is good for we need more warriors than captains do we not?"
 
   And so we sailed south. The kindly winds meant that we were able to reach the coast south of the Sabrina where we found a sheltered beach for the night. I slept well. 
 
   As we sailed the next morning along the coast of On Corn Walum, we headed our small fleet. I wanted any watchers on the cliffs, and I knew there would be some, to recognise us for what we were, Vikings. When we passed Mark of On Corn Walum's lofty eyrie, I looked for any sign of his warriors.  There was none. We were more worried as we passed the islands which marked the end of old Roman Britannia.  The Ulfheonar knew that a witch lived there.  If you sought her you never found her but if she had a message for you then the tides and the weather conspired to send you to her clutches. All but Aiden breathed a sigh of relief when we passed them.  Aiden always liked to speak with the witch.
 
   It was as we headed east that the Norns begin to play with us. The rope on the rudder boss suddenly began to fray.  Erik stared at it.  "Jarl we replaced that but seven days ago.  It should not fray."
 
   I stared back at the islands some four leagues to the west. "I do not think it is anything you could have avoided.  How long to replace it?"
 
   "We will need to stop. That means lowering the sail.  Then it is a quick job."
 
   "In that case get the sail down.  I will speak with Trygg when they come abeam of us." One of our signals was that if our sail came down unexpectedly then the knarr should close with us.  Trygg's knarr was the closest to us. "Snorri, take Bjorn the Scout and your bows.  Go to the bow and keep watch."
 
   With the sail down we slowed dramatically.  I cupped my hands as Trygg began to lower his sail and he came to speak with me. "Trouble, Jarl?"
 
   "A frayed rope."
 
   "Should we wait?"
 
   I shook my head, "Erik says it will not take long and we are faster than you anyway.  Keep on course and we will follow." He waved his goodbyes and the sail was raised.
 
   I could see that Erik was angry by the way he snapped at Karl and Cnut.  It was not his usual way. "Erik, this is not your doing.  It is wyrd."
 
   "I know but the ship is my responsibility."
 
   "You will work better if you put the past behind you."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   Almost by saying the words calmed him down and he worked with Karl and Cnut.  He wasted no time on the old rope.  He severed it cleanly while the boys held the two parts of the rudder boss together. He began to whip the new rope tightly around the two pieces to hold them in place.  It was a neat job but to do it as well as Erik required both great strength and skill.  He said, "Let go boys."
 
   They released their hold on the offending item and I saw the blood rushing back to fingers which had held tightly for fear of Erik's wrath.
 
   "Good that will hold.  Hoist the sail boys and well done!"
 
   I knew by his tone that he was embarrassed with the way he had spoken to his crew.  It was all part of the lesson of leadership. As I looked ahead I could see that the three knarr had disappeared over the horizon. 
 
   "Haaken we will row a little to catch up with our knarr.  I like not them being out of sight." Snorri and Bjorn began to come back from the prow.  "No you two keep watch.  When we sight them we can stop rowing."
 
   It would be no bad thing to exercise the men and have them working in harmony. We needed to row faster.  Haaken began a different song from the one we had used before.
 
   Ulfheonar, warriors strong
 
   Ulfheonar, warriors brave
 
   Ulfheonar, fierce as the wolf
 
   Ulfheonar, hides in plain sight
 
   Ulfheonar, Dragon Heart's wolves
 
   Ulfheonar, serving the sword
 
   Ulfheonar, Dragon Heart's wolves
 
   Ulfheonar, serving the sword
 
   With the sail unfurled and the oars biting into the choppy sea we leapt like a greyhound after a hare. This speed could only be kept up for a short time but it would enable us to catch our other ships.
 
   "Up to the masthead, Cnut."
 
   "Aye, Captain."
 
   Cnut could not swarm as agilely as Karl but he was soon seated comfortably on the top of the spar. He had not been there long when he shouted, "Two ships following the knarr."
 
   Had it been Karl he would have been able to identify them.  Were they warships or merchants?  Erik said, "Karl go and tell us what they are."
 
   He was soon next to Cnut. "They are Saxons, captain.  They have a small sail and oars.  They are closing with Siggi's ship."
 
   "Haaken, let us catch up with them."
 
   "Aye Jarl. Come on warriors and row! Are you women? Cnut and I could row faster on our own!"
 
   We went back to the first chant but Haaken and the crew chanted faster.  It made the blood rush through our veins just to hear it.
 
   The storm was wild and the Gods did roam
 
   The enemy closed on the Prince's home
 
   Two warriors stood on a lonely tower
 
   Watching, waiting for hour on hour.
 
   The storm came hard and Odin spoke
 
   With a lightning bolt the sword he smote
 
   Ragnar's Spirit burned hot that night
 
   It glowed, a beacon shiny and bright
 
   The two they stood against the foe
 
   They were alone, nowhere to go
 
   They fought in blood on a darkened hill
 
   Dragon Heart and Cnut will save us still
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   Of course the song and chant helped and we were soon flying through the waves. I donned my helmet and grabbed my shield.  I left my sword in my scabbard for a spear was more use at sea. The Saxon ships were not as well made as ours and a larger mast and sail would break their backs. It meant they relied more on oar power.  For that reason they had a bigger crew than we did.  However our larger sail meant we could easily catch them. 
 
   "Erik, take the one on the right.  Use our bow to break his steering board. With him out of the way we will take the other."
 
   I was not afraid of fighting Saxon ships but if they caught just one knarr we would lose a fine ship, a crew and our trade goods. Speed was essential. 'The Heart of the Dragon' did not let me down.  With a bottom free from weed and young men who were hardy and strong  rowing we barely touched the water. 
 
   The Saxons had been overconfident too.  They had no watcher at the stern.  They were too concerned with the three knarr.  It would prove their undoing. We had rammed another ship some time ago and Bolli had added strengtheners at our bows. Bjorn Bagsecgson had fitted two thin pieces of metal along the keel. He would have to renew it every three years or so but it gave us a strength which no other drekar possessed. We headed for the stern of the right hand ship.
 
   Inevitably we were seen.  My huge sail with the wolf stitched upon was hardly subtle and when we were just a hundred paces from their stern they saw us. The first lookout died when Snorri's arrow pitched him overboard. The captain of the Saxon ship aided us by trying to turn towards the other Saxon.  It gave Erik a clear view of the rudder.  Snorri and Bjorn were releasing arrows as fast as they could knock them.  I joined my men at the bow. They had men protecting the captain with their shields. Snorri hit one of the shield bearers and he slumped to the ground.  I took the opportunity of hurling my spear at no more than ten paces. It struck the captain in the side and pinned him to the deck.  
 
   "In oars!"
 
   I did not want our oars shearing when we collided.  I heard the sound of oars being withdrawn.
 
   At that exact moment Erik put the bow over and we struck the flailing steering board.  There was a horrible grinding sound as the metal strips on our hull ripped the board in two and made two of the strakes in the lower hull spring. We continued down the side and we sheared the oars of the Saxons. Even as we passed them the ship began to take on water.  The crew began to bail but it was a futile gesture.
 
   We were travelling so quickly now that we left them in our wake and Erik put the steering board hard over as we headed for the second Saxon. We could not repeat our manoeuvre and would need to try something else.
 
   "Arm yourselves. We will thin the crew out as we pass."
 
   We were approaching bow to bow. Our large sail gave us both speed and the ability to turn quickly.  The Saxon had to rely on oars. Snorri and Bjorn continued to release arrows as we approached.  Now they threw them to land amongst the rowers. The wounds they caused affected their rhythm and the ship moved erratically. Erik nudged the steering board slightly and our steerboard side smashed into the oars of the Saxon.  My men hurled their javelins into the bottom of the ship.  They could do nothing in return for they were rowing. 
 
   As we came about I made a decision. "Erik, lay us alongside.  We will end this!"
 
   I drew Ragnar's Spirit and went to the rear of our drekar where I could leap aboard their stern.  I wanted to face their leader in battle.
 
   'The Heart of the Dragon' was a lithe and nimble vessel and Erik was a very good captain.  We spun around the stern of the Saxon while their crew attempted to get some sort of order on a ship which lay filled with dead and wounded warriors. Some had succumbed to arrows and spears whilst others had been struck by shearing oars. I heard Erik shout, "Take in sail!" We slowed to the same speed as the Saxon and I just leapt on to the lower Saxon ship shouting, "Ragnar's Spirit!"
 
   I landed on the back of a sailor who had fallen as we bumped next to the Saxon. I heard his spine break as my full weight fell upon him. I swung Ragnar's Spirit sideways.  Neither side wore armour. A sword would inflict a wound if it struck. My sharpened edge ripped through the side of the warrior who swung his axe at my shield. I tore the sword free as another axe tried to strike at my head. I adjusted my grip so the edge of my shield met the axe head. There was metal there and it halted the downward strike. My hand darted forward as I stabbed at the shieldless Saxon.  The sword scraped off his ribs and then his spine as he fell lifeless at my feet.
 
    All around me was confusion and chaos as my more experienced warriors, all armed with a shield, tore into the Saxons who moments earlier had been rowing to capture a helpless knarr. I heard a roar from behind me and a giant of a Saxon hurled himself down the centre of the ship making directly for me.  He barged my men out of the way despite their thrusting of swords and spears at him. He seemed impervious to pain. I braced myself but he did not stop.  I barely had time to raise my shield and thrust my sword forward. He did not stop.  My sword embedded itself in his sides and the hilt was only stopped by his ribs. He fell on top of me and I saw his mouth open wide.  I was assailed by the smell of fish and stale ale.  He was going to tear out my throat with his teeth! I managed to, somehow, bring my shield up so that it was between my throat and his teeth.  I dropped my sword so that I could reach my seax and gut him.  Suddenly I saw a sword swing and hack into the back of the neck.  He flopped sideways to bleed to death on the bottom of the boat.  Haaken reached a hand down to pull me up.
 
   "Thank you Haaken."
 
   He shook his head, "It was not me.  Magnus Slender Leg here finished off this monster although I fear he has blunted his sword."
 
   "I will thank you later, Magnus.  Search the bodies for treasure and then get back aboard the 'Heart'!" I picked up the axe the giant had used and began to hack through the timbers of the deck.  They soon gave way and I saw the hull beneath my feet. 
 
   I turned, "Back! I am going to sink her." I took three mighty swings.  The hull must have been old for soon sea water flooded in when I had made two cracks appear. Aiden threw me a rope and I clambered to safety as the Saxon ship became waterlogged and sank slowly beneath the waves.
 
   "Here, Magnus," I handed him the axe.  "A souvenir." He took it gratefully, "Erik we have wasted enough time.  Find the knarr!" 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   We pulled inshore that evening on a deserted beach between two sets of cliffs in Frankia. After our encounter with the Saxons the winds had whipped us across to the east. The Saxon ship we had sunk had floated in pieces behind us as we had left the battle.  Men clung precariously to the wood.  Not many would survive but those that did would tell their comrades to fear the ship with the wolf on its sail.
 
   Once we landed we soon had fires going and sentries posted.  Siggi, Trygg and Coen had been more than grateful to us for our timely intervention.  "It just shows, Jarl, that you were right to escort us."
 
   Aiden nodded as he added more wood to the fire. "Perhaps the Gods were testing us."
 
   Haaken grimaced, "Or the Norns playing with us."
 
   "Just ensure that you have three or four of your men with bows at the stern.  It discourages our enemies."
 
   After we had eaten and broached a barrel of ale I summoned Magnus Slender Leg. "Thank you for your intervention, Magnus. I would have struggled to get my seax into his layers of fat." I took out a gold coin.  "Here is for your trouble.  Buy yourself a better helmet."
 
   You would have thought I had slapped him. "I do not want coins for saving your life Jarl.  I would be Ulfheonar!"
 
   I was about to speak but Haaken beat me to it. "Young Magnus you may become Ulfheonar in the fullness of time but that is not the decision of Jarl Dragon Heart alone.  The Ulfheonar decide and it takes more than one blow to the back of a wounded warrior to achieve that status.  Even when you have satisfied the rest of us then you have to kill your own wolf. Take small steps my friend." He said it with a smile but Magnus did not take it in a friendly manner.
 
   "I had thought, when we joined you, that we would be accepted as equals.  I can now see that you think you are better than us." He stormed off to his friends who were by the south cliff.
 
   Haaken began to rise, "Leave him be, Haaken.  He is young and he will regret his words. Take it as a compliment that all such as he wish to become as you."
 
   Sigtrygg said, "I do not agree Jarl.  That one is a bad seed.  I agree with Haaken."
 
   "Let us not be hasty.  We have months ahead of us to discover what he is really like."
 
   We left on the early morning tide and sailed down the coast of Frankia.  It was a slow voyage for the winds were not favourable but my men did not row.  We had to keep pace with the knarr.  There was an uncomfortable atmosphere for Magnus Slender Legs and his three companions had obviously felt slighted by Haaken's comments.  I did not disagree with them but sometimes he could be a little blunter than he needed to be. 
 
   We passed the land which had once traded with us.  As I had been told they were now closed to us because of raids by other Vikings and so we ventured further south.  Here the land became hotter and fewer Norse had raided. I hoped to find friendlier ports. I did not mind raiding but I preferred to do it after we had exhausted the possibilities of trade.
 
   Towards dusk Karl sighted a wide estuary. It looked a perfect place to rest for the night. There were wide beaches on both sides of the river but Erik was loath to risk drawing our drekar on to the sand.  "We know not how much tide movement there is.  I would sail further upstream where the effects of the tide might be less." He pointed to the knarr. "If they are grounded then we might lose both them and their cargo."
 
   "You are the captain. We are in your hands."
 
   And so we rowed a few miles upstream.  At first I thought he had made a mistake for the banks were lined with reeds but eventually we discovered a small beach on the northern bank.  We pulled closer to the bank and left the four ships anchored in the middle of the river while we waded ashore.  Some of the men went and trapped a few of the birds which nested along the river and we ate well that night.
 
   Haaken had had enough of Magnus Slender Leg's petulance and he put the four of them on sentry duty. He was a harder task master than I would have been. I wondered if Cnut's death had had a deeper impact on my friend than I had realised.
 
   As we ate the food I asked Aiden.  "Do you think this might be Vasconia?"
 
   "It could be, Jarl. But I have no maps of the area as it is now.  I just have the old ones from the times of the Romans.  They are useful for many things but the names of these lands change so much that I just do not know. This could be Vasconia or it could be further south.  The maps show this river.  There was a Roman fort somewhere along it."
 
   "But not at the mouth."
 
   "No Jarl."  After we had eaten and I lay down I found myself excited by this. It was exciting for we were in the unknown. None had ventured up this river. This was what I had missed back in my home; it was the challenge of something new.
 
   I was woken by Ulf Olafsson just before dawn. "Jarl, I can hear men moving down the river." He pointed upstream.
 
   "Wake the others but do so silently."
 
   I shook Aiden awake and put my finger to my lips.  He nodded.  I strapped on my sword and walked along the river bank in the direction Ulf had indicated.  I had no helmet.  I needed my ears but my sword was drawn in case of danger.  Aiden was behind me and I knew that Haaken and the others would be there too. Every few steps I stopped and listened.  On the third occasion I heard noises from ahead. I regretted not having Snorri and his bow with me.  I held my hand up so that the others would know there was danger. I saw a faint hint of dawn to the east. I knew that we would be in darkness for we were to the west.
 
   Suddenly I heard voices.  I did not recognise the language. I looked to Aiden.  He nodded.  He knew their words. He had mastered many tongues.  He and Erik could speak more languages than the rest of us. Haaken and Sigtrygg silently stepped next to me with weapons drawn.  The voices had stopped but I heard the sound of movement through the long grass ahead of us. I could make out shapes and they were moving towards us. They were armed men.  I was about to order my men to attack when Aiden grabbed my arm and shook his head.
 
   The advancing men spoke again.  It struck me that they were not very good at this. They made as much noise as a horse careering through a forest and they spoke.  If they had belligerent intentions then they needed to be quieter. Aiden's voice next to me sounded inordinately loud and made the advancing party stop. I could see them more clearly now. None had mail and they held just spears. Aiden spoke again and the leading man answered. It was maddening to hear a conversation and not understand a single word.  It was with some relief that I saw the weapons lowered and the men advance, smiling.
 
   Aiden turned to me.  "These are the men from a small settlement just along the river.  They spied us and thought that we were Franks from the Empire.  This is Vasconia.  We have found the land we sought." He spoke again to the men who turned and pointed. "He says there is a city just down the river, Bourde.  There we will find Seguin I Lupo, the Duke of Vasconia."
 
   "Do you think it is safe, Aiden?"
 
   "I do not feel danger and if the Empire is their enemy then that suits us for the Empire has no love for Vikings."
 
   By the time the sun had finally risen we were already on the river and rowing upstream.  The knarr had to tack their way behind us.  They would have an easier task coming back downstream. I had had my men don their mail.  There were two reasons: if this was a trap we would be prepared and secondly, if we met someone, we would look more impressive. 
 
   The city of Bourde was bigger than I had thought. I could still see the Roman influence in the stone walls and the fort.  It was clearly a working port for there were wharves and jetties. Erik saw an empty berth and we headed towards it.  I saw a reception committee coming from the gates.  It was led by a warrior dressed in a strange overlapping armour.  I had seen something similar in Miklagård. His head was uncovered but I saw that a young man, behind him, carried his helmet. I guessed it would be the Duke.
 
   I turned to Haaken, "I will go ashore with Aiden.  This may go well or the Norns might be toying with us again.  I leave you in charge."
 
   He nodded, grinning, "This may well be another fine story, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   Although weapons were not levelled at us I could see the suspicion in the eyes of the warriors who faced us. Aiden gave a short bow and spoke. I recognised the words he used for he spoke in Latin. The leader smiled broadly when he heard the words and he nodded. I had tried to learn the language with Aiden and I had a few of the words but I recognised few save the word, 'friend'. The warrior spoke rapidly, too rapidly for me and Aiden nodded.
 
   Suddenly and alarmingly the warrior strode up to me and throwing his arms around me almost picked me up. He put me down and began to speak. Aiden translated, quickly, "This is the Duke of Vasconia. He says that you are a wolf too. He saw the wolf skin.  He swears you are brothers beneath the skin and he invites all of our men to his city."
 
   "Tell him we will be pleased." I turned, "Haaken bring the Ulfheonar and the captains of the knarr. We go to the city.  Erik commands the others. Bring your wolf cloaks." I saw the Duke send a messenger back to the city.
 
   If Haaken thought the last command an odd one he said nothing. As they assembled I saw the Duke laughing and, nudging his men, he led us up to his castle.  He had a fine gatehouse and I saw that he kept his ditch maintained. The Duke was no fool. The warrior in me worked out how to assault it. We were taken to what we would term the warrior hall but looked to me to be the old barracks from the Roman times.  It had been converted to a place where a large number of warriors could eat. Slaves and servants were hurriedly putting drinking horns, cheeses, ham, bread and amphorae on them.
 
   We waited until the Duke had seated himself and waved us to our places before we sat.  his men sat on one side and my Ulfheonar on the other.  I sat next to him with Aiden to my left. It was annoying having to speak through Aiden but there was no other choice.
 
   "I would buy your fine cloak from you, Jarl Dragon Heart. How much would you want for it?"
 
   "It is old and not worthy of a Duke.  When I return home I will hunt a wolf and send you a new one. It will be the foundation of our trading alliance."
 
   He had nodded as Aiden translated the words and he toasted us.  We were not drinking beer but a powerful red wine.  I hoped that Haaken and the others would exercise caution.  I did not want them beginning fights because they were drunk.
 
   "What have you to trade?"
 
   Aiden listed the goods we brought and it seemed to impress him.  He held up his goblet.  "We have this fine wine.  Perhaps we could trade it?"
 
   I looked at Aiden. He nodded, "We may not have much use for it but they like it further north in Frankia."
 
   "But we cannot trade with Frankia." I wondered what Aiden was thinking.
 
   "Coen ap Pasgen can. If this Dukedom has rebelled then there will be a shortage of wine further north.  It will have a higher value." I should have known that Aiden had thought ahead.
 
   After we had eaten we returned to our ships.  I was pleased to see that my men had exercised some restraint. When the Duke had examined our goods we made a trade which, in my eyes, was highly profitable.  He seemed happy to take the iron which Bjorn Bagsecgson had thought too poor for his purposes. He liked our swords and spear heads too. We emptied Coen's ship and filled it with wine.  He would head north to trade it and the Duke agreed that his ship could await our return in his port. I suspect he saw a way to continue trading and making money by using our ship.  Pasgen's son was clever enough to make money from it. We put some other barrels of wine in the hold of Trygg's knarr and bade farewell to the Duke.
 
   As we headed back to sea Aiden asked, "Will you send him a wolf cloak?"
 
   I nodded, "I look forward to the wolf hunt.  I have not needed to join the young men but now I can."
 
   My men were all in good spirits.  Sadly Magnus Slender Leg and his fellows took offence at the fact that they had been left aboard while my Ulfheonar had been feted.  Snorri tried to explain to them that it was because of the wolf cloaks but they were having none of it.  I feared that this would be the first and the last voyage that Magnus Slender Leg would take with us.  We did not need this dissension in the drekar.  We had to be of one mind.
 
   We kept our weapons and armour close to hand once we began to approach the Muslim kingdoms. The Duke had told us that the land of Asturia was hostile to everyone, including themselves and they attacked first and asked questions later.  We had decided to avoid that place and Olissipo too.  The Blue Sea beckoned.  We would not sail to Miklagård but we would try, instead, Italy.  Aiden was curious about Rome's influence.  We had seen much evidence of their works in our land.  How much more would we see in their homeland?
 
   Although I was worried about pirates coming to attack us I still sailed close to the coast.  Aiden needed to mark the towns and ports on his maps.  We kept the two knarr to the west of us.  I felt that we could handle any attacker. We saw one or two places which looked as though they might be raided. They were the ones with a wooden tower and little sign of a castle. As we sailed I saw Haaken looking wistfully at them. The breeze was bringing the smells of the towns towards us. 
 
   "There would be rich pickings there, Jarl. I can see no castles."
 
   "And we may raid them but not yet.  When we have finished in the Blue Sea then we will consider that.  Are you so keen to fight?"
 
   He lowered his voice, "No, Jarl but some of the newer warriors are becoming a little restless."
 
   "You mean Magnus Slender Leg?" He nodded.  "He was a mistake.  He has poisoned the minds of those other three warriors. He will not sail with me again."
 
   "And there is nowhere to put him ashore here is there? Perhaps we could put him on Siggi's knarr.  We always need warriors to defend them."
 
   "I had thought about that but he might cause trouble there.  Here we know who he has affected. Perhaps when we return and we raid, as you suggest, it might change him." Even as I said the words I did not believe them.  You know with some warriors that they have a bad heart.  Magnus Slender Leg was one such.
 
   As we neared the Pillars of Hercules, as the Romans had called them, I had the grinding wheel brought up and we sharpened our blades. The Blue Sea was filled with pirates.  The gleaming black bodies filled their dhows and they were ferocious fighters.  The land of Al-Andalus was also dangerous now for it was filled with Arabs who preyed upon those who were not of their religion. I was wary but not frightened.  Our ship was as fast as their dhows and we were better armed and armoured.  The pirates fought without any armour.
 
   Once through the straits we noticed a dramatic difference in both the sea and the climate.  It became warmer and the sea flatter and much calmer. Using the sun to guide us Aiden directed Erik to sail to the north east of the Blue Sea.  Here we were better informed for Aiden had charts which the Roman Navy had used. We would head for the land north of Sicily.  It had been Lombard but the rumours abounded that some of the more remote places had become independent of their overlords. We would chance those. We knew not their names but their position.  It was said that the Duchy of Naples now owed its allegiance to the Pope. Perhaps we could exploit this and make some good trades.
 
   The knarr sailed closer to us.  These were, for us, new waters.  When we had sailed east before, Josephus had taken us further south than this. I knew that Erik was thinking of his old mentor as he took us through the waters Josephus had learned his trade. 
 
   "Land to the east!" We all looked at the mast head and saw Karl pointing directly ahead of us. Erik shortened the sail and my men prepared themselves. This could be a hostile place or we could be welcomed. Aiden had been poring over his charts so much that I swear he must have had them in his head. He suddenly stood and walked to the prow. I could see, from my position next to Erik that there were high cliffs ahead.  Was this a port? Aiden came back with a smile upon his face.  "It is Amalfi, Jarl. There is a port there."
 
   "Are you sure?  Look at the cliffs."
 
   Aiden shouted up to Karl, "Can you see ships, Karl?"
 
   "Aye, there are many of them and they have a jetty too."
 
   Aiden nodded, "I told you!"
 
   Aiden might have been right but the ships I saw were not just merchant ships.  Some of them appeared to be sleeker than the merchant ships.  They were ships which could fight. We lowered our sail and went in under oar power.  I was acutely aware that we were viewed with some suspicion. "Aiden it will be down to your language skills to make sure that we do not end up having to fight our way out."
 
   "Do not worry, Jarl.  Josephus told us that the people of this land understand Greek and I always have Latin to fall back on."
 
   Karl and Cnut tied us up and the gangplank was run out.  Aiden and I went ashore.  I left my shield and my helmet.  I was not there to fight. Curiously there did not appear to be a belligerent reception awaiting us.  Instead we were greeted by well groomed and dressed officials.  They addressed me but it was Aiden who replied and translated.
 
   "I am Prefect Maurus of Amalfi. We have not seen ships like yours before."
 
   "We come from the far north; the land the Romans called Britannia."
 
   The Prefect nodded, "And I can see that yours is a ship of war.  Those are warriors within are they not? Is that your purpose; war?" he seemed remarkably calm about the prospect.  He had obviously never seen Vikings before.
 
   "No we are here to trade."
 
   It was as though Aiden had said some magic words for all of the men. "Then you are welcome.  Pray tell us what you have to trade."
 
   Aiden had written out, in Latin, what we carried and he handed the manifest to Maurus. After he had read it he asked, "May we inspect the goods you have to trade?" He shrugged, "We like to deal in quality merchandise."
 
   "Ask him if it is acceptable for the men to come ashore."
 
   Aiden translated. "Of course.  We welcome all such traders."
 
   Leaving Aiden to deal with the Prefect I returned to the ships.  "We may trade here.  Leave a watch on board." I turned to Siggi and Trygg.  "Aiden is showing them what we have to trade but I do not know as yet what we can expect in return."
 
   Trygg rubbed his hands together, "It matters not for this is a chance to trade and that is something we have not done for some time.  You and the drekar can take much but there are some things which can only be obtained through trade."
 
   We found that there were many merchants who lived next to the sea.  They were happy to haggle and to bargain with us. More importantly, they dealt in gold and not just barter.
 
   We left two days later having emptied our holds and then refilled them with goods from Amalfi. We both thought we had done well from the trade.  We had goods which had come from Miklagård but we had not had to either sail there or pay the taxes. For their part they were delighted with our metals and asked for more. We headed back west with new trading partners and laden knarr.
 
   Our joy lasted until we were just a day away from the straits.  Cnut's sharp eyes spotted the lateen sails of the two pirate ships. They were heading towards us. We had planned for such an eventuality.  Erik shouted, "Foreshorten the sail!" Karl signalled our two knarr to close up with us.  
 
   I looked at the masthead pennant.  "How is the wind Erik?"
 
   He pointed to his left, "It comes from the south east."
 
   "Then we turn to steer board." He nodded.  "I will tell the others." I turned to Aiden, "Get my helmet. The rest of you, arm yourselves we have pirates.  Every warrior who has a bow get to the left side of the drekar."
 
   My Ulfheonar moved calmly but I saw that the new warriors were nervous about the upcoming action.  When we had fought the Saxons we had held the advantage.  We had come upon them. These were tropical waters and we were in unknown territory. These pirates were in familiar territory and were hunting us. They were the sharks here!
 
   Trygg and Siggi soon overhauled us and were just twenty paces from our stern.  They were both good captains and had the skill to remain on station just twenty paces apart. Their archers, both of them, would guard Erik and our stern.  I cupped my hands, "We turn to steer board!"
 
   They both raised their arms to show that they had heard and understood. Aiden handed me my helmet. I saw Haaken speaking with Cnut Cnutson.  He handed him his shield. "This is for you to protect your captain, Erik Short Toe.  When we go into action do not leave his side.  Without Erik we are lost." Cnut nodded.  Haaken handed him a seax.  "Take this for I will not need it this day.  If you have to use it do not hesitate but push with all your might.  If you can then rip it across the throat of an enemy; they die quicker that way." He ruffled his head, "Fear not, Cnut, for your father watches over you."
 
   I made my way to the prow.  Haaken and Sigtrygg followed me. The two Arab dhows were about fifty paces apart.  I knew what they would do.  They would wait until they had the chance to isolate the knarr and take them.  They thought us big and slow.  They did not know 'Heart' and they certainly did not know Erik. We were in his hands now. He had to judge the moment.  He put the steering board over to point at the dhow to the south and west of us. Naturally both ships, nimble and lithe, corrected their courses to match us.  Erik shouted, "Full sail!" as he put the drekar to steerboard. 
 
   Karl and Cnut ran to lower the sail and the drekar leapt to steer board.  The combination of more wind and more sail meant we took the Arabs by surprise. We passed within thirty paces of the southernmost dhow.  My men loosed arrow after arrow.  The other dhow tried to turn too but he would not make the turn in time.  Erik had the gentlest of touches and our prow came around so that we were heading for the bow of the dhow.  A collision was inevitable.  The dhow is a ship which is light and nimble.  It is not sturdy. I jumped up to the prow.  I would not need my shield.  As the dhow's captain lowered his sail our bow struck the bow of the dhow.  There was grinding and crunching as our heavier ship struck the delicate Arab vessel.  I held on to our dragon prow as I slashed at the ropes which held the dhow's sail.  As we bumped beyond the dhow my archers released arrow after arrow into the packed ship and I saw the sail flapping uselessly. 
 
   I swung back aboard as Erik shouted, "Foreshorten sail!" I ran down the ship to the stern.
 
   Our plan was working; the first ship was trying to tack and beat to come up on us while the ship we had damaged was becoming lower in the water. We had sprung some of its planks. All we had to do now was to evade the first ship. Trygg and Siggi were bringing their knarr around in our wake when disaster struck. Trygg's ship's steerboard fouled some debris in the water.  The undamaged dhow saw his opportunity and, loosing all his sail he hurtled after Trygg who was now some forty paces behind us. I could save Siggi but Trygg might have to be sacrificed.
 
   "Erik, bring us next to the dhow!"
 
   "But they outnumber us!"
 
   "I will just use Ulfheonar." I turned and cupped my hands.  "Siggi, lay alongside the other side of Trygg!" He waved an acknowledgement.  "Ulfheonar, we board that dhow and slaughter them.  The rest of you guard Erik and this ship."
 
   Erik cleverly struck the Arab ship hard.  I felt the timbers move and saw the Arabs as they fell.  I leapt high into the air with a seax and Ragnar's Spirit. I landed heavily and turned my ankle.  As I tried to rise a huge warrior brought his scimitar down towards my head.  He was a big man and I made a cross of my seax and sword. I held his sword and I rammed my knee between his legs with all the force I could muster. His eyes crossed and he leaned back.  I whipped my seax across his throat. I had attracted more Arab warriors and they fell upon me. I was struck on the side of the head and began to fall.  I slashed wildly with Ragnar's Spirit and felt it tear against flesh.  I saw a bare foot and I rammed my seax into it. I heard a howl and I jabbed upwards into the groin of a warrior.
 
   This was not noble combat this was a fight to the death. The Ulfheonar were behind me and we began to force back the black wall of sweating, heaving humanity. I heard the shouts and cries from Trygg's boat as the Arabs who had boarded him began to slaughter his crew.  I hoped that Siggi could reinforce him from the other side of his ship.  We had to clear this dhow!
 
   I suddenly spied a space as Ulf slew a pirate.  I darted through the gap.  If I could kill the captain then we stood a chance.  He was a pale Arab wearing a helmet and surrounded by four warriors. They too had helmets.  These five were the only ones wearing helmets that I had seen. "Sigtrygg, Snorri, follow me." These two had just slain their enemies and the three of us moved up the dhow.
 
   I blocked a scimitar with my sword and ripped my seax across the throat of a pirate.  Sigtrygg brought his sword over his head and smashed a sword into two before hacking into the neck of another. We were making our way closer to the captain. The Arab saw our approach and he yelled something.  His four body guards headed purposefully towards us.  They each had a piece of mail hanging from the helmet and it protected their necks. Their scimitars were longer than our swords and looked to be better made than the one smashed by Sigtrygg. Each had a small buckler which covered just their hands.
 
   The dhow moved more than our stable drekar and it was hard to keep our balance. I saw that as an opportunity. "We fight as a wedge.  Stay close and move fast when I say."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   I decided to take on the second warrior from the right.  His companion was close to the side. We had not had time to don our mail and I hoped that the lack of mail would give us more speed and agility. "Now!" We took three quick steps to bring us close to the warriors. They had not expected us to attack in that manner. The scimitar came down a fraction slower than my sword stabbed forward. The pirate tried to bring his small shield to stop the blow but my seax found the gap and I brought it around into the warrior's left side.  I pushed it up under his ribs. Even as my opponent was dying Snorri was throwing the end warrior over the side. I brought my sword around to slash into the back of one of the two warriors facing Sigtrygg. Snorri raced to the captain while Sigtrygg ended the life of the last bodyguard.  The captain was wearing a short mail shirt and he too had a scimitar and a shield. I was about to join Snorri when I heard a cry from Cnut Cnutson, "Jarl Dragon Heart!" 
 
   I turned and saw that some pirates had managed to get aboard my ship and were pressing the stern. "Sigtrygg, Snorri, get back aboard the 'Heart'." My weakened ankle would slow me down too much. They scrambled over the side and clambered back aboard the drekar. I approached the captain. He shouted something at me. I ignored him. He had seen how I fought and he would be prepared.  I feinted with my sword and his shield came up easily. He jabbed the wickedly curved scimitar towards me and I was barely able to deflect it with my seax. As we circled each other I saw that the second dhow was moving slowly across the sea towards us.  We did not have long to finish off this ship.
 
   The Arab punched at me with his shield.  I used Ragnar's Spirit to block the blow but it numbed my hand.  I had to hold it lower. This was no good. A seax was not as good as a shield in a contest like this. His mail would stop my seax from striking flesh.  I had a sudden flash of inspiration.   The Arab grinned; he swung his scimitar back handed to make me use my sword to block it. I did not oblige him.  Instead I dropped to one knee and stabbed the seax through the Arab's foot to pin it to the deck. I then used two hands to ram the sword up into the Arab's unprotected groin and belly. I kept pushing until my hands touched flesh. When his bowels emptied then I knew that he was dead. I tore my sword out and his lifeless body fell to the hot wooden deck.  
 
   As I pulled my seax from his foot I saw that we had cleared the dhow. My eyes narrowed as I saw Magnus Slender Leg and his three companions finishing off the wounded. I sheathed my seax and sword. Looking towards Trygg's knarr I saw that my captain was bleeding but he raised his hand when I waved. Sigtrygg shouted, "Jarl, the other dhow, it is approaching."
 
   I nodded, "Take what treasures there are and get back aboard the drekar." I took the mail shirt, scimitar and helmet from the captain.  He had jewels on every finger and around his neck.  I took those too. I saw a box by the stern and I picked it up. I was about to leave when I spied a purse hanging from his belt.  I took it also. My weakened ankle meant that I was the last to leave the dhow. I barely managed to scramble aboard my drekar.
 
   I deposited my treasure at the stern. "Haaken get the men on the oars!" I looked towards the dhow which was now heading towards us.  We had the wind but I had already seen how agile the dhows were. "Erik when we struck his bow we will have damaged  him.  I want you to strike him a glancing blow with our bow."
 
   "We cannot ram him, Jarl.  We might have weakened the prow already."
 
   I shook my head. "He will turn and not risk us ramming I want you to nudge him.  With luck it will spring his hull or perhaps discourage him." I waved an arm around the bloody deck.  "We cannot fight another battle."
 
   He nodded, "It is your ship, Jarl."
 
   "No Erik this is your ship and you will save her."
 
   I saw that we had lost men in the fight.  I would discover who later.  My priority was to eliminate the threat of the dhow. "Haaken when I give the command get the oars in quickly!"
 
   "You had better make it soon, Jarl, for the men are tired beyond belief." I nodded. The new men had the shocked look of those who had been to the Underworld and returned.
 
   The dhow was approaching us bow to bow.  We had the wind and we were flying.  The oars gave us extra speed and the dhow's captain was struggling to adjust his own, already damaged vessel.  He had seen how tricky we were. I could almost see what he intended.  He would sail along our side, destroy one set of oars and then swoop on the rearmost knarr knowing that he would have the weather gauge and could easily out sail us. 
 
   "Ready Erik?"
 
   I heard him sigh, "I am."
 
   "Haaken, oars in!"
 
   The men were ready for the order and they slid the oars inboard so quickly that it must have appeared to the Arabs as though they had disappeared.  Erik put the steerboard over hard and then brought it back. It was skill of the highest level.  The Arab tried to get out of the way but the damage we had done to his bow made his turn slower than he would have wished. The steerboard side of our drekar ground along the side of the dhow.  Had we had archers then they could have slain many of the dhow's crew.  As it was I saw them thrown into disarray as our heavier vessel ran down the side of the greyhound of the sea. When we passed their stern I saw that the bottom was already filling with water and the captain waved an angry fist at us. The two knarr sailed closely behind us. By the time Siggi's ship had passed the dhow it was up to its thwarts in the Blue Sea. We had escaped.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   It was only after I turned my gaze from the sinking ship that I realised that I was standing on a slick and slippery deck.  The bodies of two of the ship's boys along with Thorir Haroldson and Gunnstein Tryggson lay at my feet. "I am sorry Erik, I thought that just taking my Ulfheonar would have left enough men to guard you."
 
   Erik's eyes narrowed, "You did leave enough Jarl." An accusing finger pointed down the ship.  "Those four followed you aboard the dhow!"
 
   Every eye followed the finger and heard his words. I saw Magnus Slender Leg and his companions looking defiantly back at me. He stood and nodded, "He is right! We came here to fight and not to sit and guard a couple of ship's boys!"
 
   Haaken suddenly leapt at Magnus Slender Leg and put his hands around his neck. Sigtrygg and Snorri intervened and pulled Haaken away. 
 
   "I will kill you for that!"
 
   Magnus Slender Leg rubbed his neck. Sigtrygg back handed him across the face. "I did not stop him from killing you for any other reason that it is the Jarl's right to punish someone who disobeyed his orders."
 
   Magnus looked at Sigtrygg as though he had spoken a foreign language.  "We joined this venture to go A-Viking!"
 
   Snorri laughed, "You are a fool, Magnus Foresworn! You do not join this venture as you put it.  You follow the Jarl and you obey his orders. Take their weapons!"
 
   My Ulfheonar had been ready and the four of them were secured and disarmed in a heartbeat. "What is this?" There was incredulity in Magnus' voice.
 
   Sigtrygg struck him again. "Silence. The next time you open your mouth I will cut out your tongue!" The look in Sigtrygg's eyes left Magnus in no doubt that he meant it.  "Jarl, your judgement."
 
   I limped towards them. I saw that they had taken weapons from the dead on the dhow. Their greed had led to the deaths of our ship's boys and two young warriors.  "Snorri has named all of you: Magnus the Foresworn, Thord the Foresworn, Rolf the Foresworn and Alf the Foresworn. Your old names died with those you should have protected. I have the right to have you killed here and now but I do not choose to do so.  This was your first voyage but it will be your last.  When we return to Cyninges-tūn you will say goodbye to your family and you will then be banished.  You will be outlawed. I would leave you in Al-Andalus but it is right that your mothers have the chance to say goodbye to you."
 
   The Ulfheonar all began to stamp on the deck and chanted, "Dragon Heart! Dragon Heart!"
 
   Aiden came to my side.  "Come Jarl and I will tend to your foot."
 
   I allowed him to take me to the stern.  The bodies were still there. I saw Cnut Cnutson looking terrified.  "Before you do that Aiden, cover the bodies.  We will need to bury them."
 
   He nodded and found some old cloaks to cover them.  I looked at Erik.  He pointed ahead, "We will bury them beyond the straits.  This Blue Sea is not their sea.  They will join their fathers from our own waters."
 
   I nodded, "So be it."
 
   Aiden took off my boots and put my foot in a bucket of sea water.  Haaken joined me. I could see that he was still angry. "Sigtrygg should have let me kill him.  It will be better for everyone."
 
   I suddenly remembered why Haaken was so angry.  "I know that Thorir was the son of your sister but think of their mothers." I waved a hand at the four warriors who sat apart around the mast fish. "These have committed a crime but not their mothers.  It is my judgement."
 
   Haaken's face softened, "That is the blood of your mother coming through.  A true Viking would have slain them without any thought of their family. A Norse gives his son a sword and then says, 'Now go and earn your life'."
 
   "And as we both know I am not Norse," I laughed.
 
   We buried our comrades at sunset when we had entered the grey waters beyond the Pillars. All but Magnus the Foresworn joined us.  I think the other three regretted their actions but Magnus was their leader. It was a pity that he had not been able to follow our code.  In the fullness of time he might have been a fine warrior; possibly good enough to be Ulfheonar. Now he would be an outlaw and would hire his sword out or join others such as we beyond our world and our people.
 
   It was only then I remembered the box I had taken from the Arab ship.  I opened it.  Aiden's eyes widened.  "It is a time device."
 
   "A what?"
 
   Aiden took out the glass container.  It was wide at the top and the bottom and narrow in the middle.  One half appeared to have sand within it. Aiden turned it upside down and the sand began to drop. "It is a way of measuring time.  When the sand has run through then you turn it and measure again."
 
   "How does that help?"
 
   "The Romans used them.  It means you can measure, for example, a watch on a ship. I will work out how much it measures." He seemed quite excited by the discovery although I failed to see its value. By the time we reached Vasconia he had calculated that you would turn it twenty four times and a whole day would pass. He examined it closed and found that it dated from the time of the Romans.  The Arab had obviously taken it from someone else but its value was in the care he had taken to keep it safe.
 
   I was relieved to see Coen ap Pasgen's knarr at her mooring close to Bourde. She rode higher in the water than she had previously.  Her trade had been good. Before I went to see the Duke I went aboard Trygg's knarr.  We had had little time to talk since the sea battle. I knew he had lost men for the two knarr had buried men when we had held our own ceremony.
 
   "How many did you lose?"
 
   "I lost three of my crew and Siggi, two."
 
   "Will that leave you shorthanded?" He nodded. "I will let you have some of my men. 
 
   Siggi noticed the four warriors who sat alone. "What happened there?" I told him.  "Then you cannot give us any of your men. We will try to hire some here.  Who knows there may be some adventurous youths who wish to voyage with us."
 
   "Perhaps." I left two Ulfheonar to watch our four prisoners and then we went to see the Duke. He was delighted that we had returned and he threw us a feast to celebrate. I gave him the scimitar I had captured from the dhow's captain and his helmet.  The Duke was delighted with the gifts which made our alliance even stronger.
 
   We left Bourde two days later for we needed the two days to repair our ships.  The seas through which we would travel would test us. Siggi and Trygg did manage to hire a few seamen. The struggle with the Empire meant that they had less ships trading. Our cargo was now split between three knarr.  They rode higher in the water.  We had spare space.  If I did not have four prisoners then we would have been able to raid.  I was acutely aware that we had no slaves yet.
 
   With repaired ships we headed north. Aiden pointed to the knarr.  It was as though he had been reading my mind. "We still have spare hold space, Jarl."
 
   I nodded, "And we have four men to guard too."
 
   "They may give their word to behave and allow us to raid."
 
   "I would not trust Magnus the Foresworn. I gave him one chance.  He does not get a second."
 
   We headed north west across the dark grey seas which surrounded Britannia. We were able to use more sail as the three knarr rode higher in the water. I had thought to have a swift passage home but a sudden squall sprang up as we neared the island the Romans had called Vectis and the men of Wessex, Wight. The squally sea made our four ships toss and turn as they crested waves and dropped into deep troughs.  It ended as suddenly as it had sprung up. Our four ships could all see each other but we were spread over a large area.
 
   Erik left Karl on the steering board and went to inspect the ship. When he returned his face was grim. "What is the damage, Erik?"
 
   "I fear that our collisions have damaged our hull.  We are taking on water.  We need to beach her so that we can caulk her hull again."
 
   I looked to Aiden who had his charts out. "Could we make the islands of Syllingar?"
 
   Erik shook his head, "It is too far and too risky." He pointed to the sky.  The squall was heading to the west.
 
   "Then that means Wessex.  Vectis is the nearest place."
 
   "That is risky but it seems we have little choice. Head north and we will signal the other three ships when they draw near."
 
   Our three knarr returned, like lost sheep, to the safety of our stern. They too had damage and, like us, would need to repair.  As luck would have it we discovered a small beach which appeared deserted below a high set of cliffs. With no settlements in sight and dusk approaching it seemed a good place to land.  We were now two ship's boys short and Snorri and Bjorn the Scout stood at the prow to jump ashore and secure us to the beach.  As we neared the shore I saw that there was a sandy beach close to a path which twisted up the cliffs to the plateau above.  It looked to be just big enough for our four ships but it would be tight.  With our sail furled we went in under oars so that we just nudged the sand. 
 
   Snorri and Bjorn raced ashore with the two ropes and tied them to two large rocks.  They then scurried up the path. They were scouts and would detect any dangers hidden to us on the beach.
 
   We jumped into the water, all save our four miscreants.  Erik too stayed aboard and directed us as we pulled the drekar sideways on. "Karl, Cnut, come and help me to lower the mast.  We do not want it damaging." While they took down the mast and laid it on the mast fish I watched the three knarr as they, too, beached themselves. My back was aching with the strain of holding the rope.  When the mast was taken down he said, "Everyone off now." He glared at the four sulky youths.  "That means you too!"
 
   Once we were all off we began to pull the ship on to its side.  Karl, Cnut and Erik ran along the water's edge jamming flat stone beneath the hull so that we could repair it.  After what seemed an age Erik shouted, "Let go, gently!"
 
   We lowered the ropes and the drekar stopped moving. Erik came around as we rubbed our arms to get the feeling back into them.  "Can we light fires?"
 
   "Wait until Snorri returns."
 
   He nodded,  "We can make a temporary repair but I will need a fire to heat some fat."
 
   "Haaken, sent two men to the cliff top to keep watch. Karl and Cnut, collect sea food from the rocks.  If we cannot cook then we can eat them raw."
 
   Sigtrygg pointed to the four youths, "And them?"
 
   "Have the two Ulfs watch them."
 
   "It would be simpler to bind them… or kill them."
 
   "I have said I will let them say goodbye to their mothers first."
 
   Snorri and Bjorn returned after dark. "There is a small fishing village along the coast.  It is, perhaps, four miles away."
 
   "Could they see our fires from there?"
 
   "I do not think so."
 
   "Erik, light your fires." I turned to the rest of the men.  "We have hot food this night." The sea food would be added to a stew using the salted ham and venison we had brought.  It would be a hearty feast.
 
   Erik came to see me with a downcast expression. "What ails you Erik?"
 
   "I have failed you, Jarl.  We did not pack the pine tar.  It is my fault.  We left in a hurry but I should have remembered. There is no excuse."
 
   I turned to the three knarr captains. "Did any of you pack the pine tar?" They shook their heads and looked shamefaced.  All had made a mistake but there was little to be gained by berating them. "Then how do we seal the planks?"
 
   "We could use pig fat and sheep's wool."
 
   I sighed, "Have we sheep's wool and pig fat?" There was a collective shaking of heads.  As I glanced at Magnus the Foresworn I thought I detected a smirk.  Perhaps I would let Sigtrygg wipe it from his face.
 
   "They have pigs and sheep in the village we saw, Jarl."
 
   I could always rely on Snorri for answers. "Good.  Then we will go there now.  Arm yourselves."
 
   Only the Ulfheonar had mail but the effect of mailed men descending into a village at night always ensures victory.  When we were ready I turned to my knarr captains and Erik. "Watch our four friends here.  We should be back before dawn."
 
   There were more than enough to repair the knarr and watch the four. As we set off up the cliff path I asked Snorri, "How many huts are there?  And is there a tower?"
 
   "They have a stone wall around three sides.  The fourth is the sea.  They have their boats drawn up on the beach."
 
   "Then they may have pine tar too."
 
   "Perhaps.  We saw no tower."
 
   "If we can get them I want male slaves.  We need miners."
 
   Perhaps this was good fortune to repay us for the attacks in the Blue Sea. I turned to the warriors behind me.  "The Ulfheonar will take the village.  The rest make sure that none escape to raise the alarm."
 
   We smelled the smoke from the fires of the huts as we approached.  The Ulfheonar spread out in a long line with the newer warriors behind us.  As we neared the wall I signalled the inexperienced warriors to wait there. A dog began to bark as we approached the village. It could not be helped but we moved faster anyway. A light appeared from a doorway as a man emerged to silence the dog.  He saw us and shouted, "Vikings!"
 
   Snorri raced towards him and struck him on the back of the head with the pommel of his sword. I heard a scream from within. Snorri stuck his head inside and said, "Just women and children."  We left them to continue through the village.  There were shouts and screams as men were clubbed unconscious or bound.  Women and children screamed in fear. Our appearance was terrifying. With our wolf cloaks, full face helmets and black armour we must have looked like the very devil which these Christians feared so much.
 
   Suddenly Snorri and Bjorn ran as fast as they could towards the sea. I followed, a little slower; my ankle was still weak. I saw why. Two men were running towards one of the fishing boats. Even though they were wearing mail Snorri and Bjorn were as fast as lightning. The two fishermen panicked as they heard their footsteps on the shingle and they fumbled with the ropes.  They were easily caught.  They put up a struggle until they were subdued by a punch to the chin. I saw that there were six boats.  One looked as though it had a mast and four oars. Had we time and crew enough it would have been worthwhile to capture.  That night we had other priorities. By the time Snorri and Bjorn returned with their prisoners the village was secure.
 
   "Sigtrygg use the other warriors and take all these villagers back to the ships."
 
   "The women and children too?"
 
   "We do not want them running for help and it will keep them all calmer if they are together."
 
   He led them off.  "The rest of you we want ropes, canvas, pine tar and animals."
 
   We were good scavengers and we found all that we needed.  Ulf Rolfson found the pine tar.  It was not a huge quantity but it was enough.  There were two pigs and four sheep.  We began to drive them back to our beach.  We had not found much rope and the canvas was only good enough for patching. I made the mistake of not stripping the fishing boats.  We paid for that mistake.
 
   I saw Aiden tending to someone at the beach as we drove the animals towards the sand. I frowned. The slaves had not been struck hard enough to require Aiden's skills.  An angry Sigtrygg confronted me. "Your kindness has cost Siggi a sailor, Jarl.  The four prisoners overpowered their two guards.  They gutted one and Aiden is working hard to save the other."
 
   I chose to ignore Sigtrygg's tone.  It was understandable and he was right. "Where did they go?"
 
   "Erik said they ran inland but we did not pass them."
 
   "Nor did we. Perhaps the Saxons will catch them."
 
   "And perhaps they will tell them of our presence here.  We need to work quickly, Jarl. Those four have no honour; they are treacherous."
 
   "We do. Erik, we have pine tar but we must move quickly now."
 
   He nodded, "Karl put the tar on the fire to heat. I will slaughter a sheep."
 
   "Siggi, Trygg, Coen, we have rope should you need it and pine tar."
 
   While the Ulfheonar guarded the slaves the rest of the men set to caulking and repairing the ships. Our boats were so well made that they were easy to mend.  There was little weed on the hull and soon the pine tar was hot enough to be used.  The sheepskin would have been better cured but it would have to do. Erik used it to help the pine tar to stick to the planks.  The sheep was butchered and cooked. Nothing would go to waste. As the sun rose and dawn broke we were nearing the end of our work.  The three knarr had been floated.
 
   "Get the animals and the men aboard the knarr.  Leave two sheep and the female pig. Haaken tell the women and the children to take their animals and go home."
 
   My men had to use force for the families did not want to be split. I was being kind for most Vikings would have enslaved them all. They would be able to eke out a living and I knew there were many landless men who would take the women and the children for their own.
 
   "Siggi, take the knarr and stand off the shore."
 
   The wailing children and women began to move inland once they saw the knarr move away.  We then had to haul on the ropes again so that Erik and his boys could remove the stones which held the drekar in place. The Gods had favoured us for the tide began to rise.  Even so we had to wade in the water and haul the drekar off the sand to float her again. As we clambered aboard I clutched my blue stone. We had been lucky.  Had the men of Wessex found us then I would be leaving some warriors here, far from home. We rowed out to the knarr. Trygg shouted, "We have seen those four who killed our men." He pointed to the east. "We spied them rowing a boat from the village you attacked."
 
   I nodded.  There was little we could do about that and, in many ways; I admired them for having the courage to do what they had done.  I little realised that this would come back to haunt me.
 
   We headed for Dyfed but most of the Ulfheonar were thinking of the witch as we passed the isles of Syllingar. We all breathed a sigh of relief when we navigated them without incident. Erik was also concerned about his repair.  It was always nerve wracking to sail a ship you knew had a weakness.  I suspected that the three captains of the knarr would be equally nervous. No ships surged from On Corn Walum as we headed for the Sabrina. Each stage was greeted with relief. When we saw the port ahead I almost felt like cheering.  We would trade with our Welsh ally and take home the riches and rewards of our successful voyage; successful but not incident free.
 
   Dyfed had been a small place but they had conquered the lands around them and Gwent now formed their eastern border.  It was a prosperous country. We spent two nights in the port for the port was more primitive than either Amalfi or Bourde and it took longer to unload our precious cargo. We were paid in gold. There had a been a time we had traded for Welsh iron but now that we had our own we had no need.  We still had goods in our holds but they were for our people. The oils, lemons and oranges from Italy would be welcome in our homeland.  The wine would be kept to drink and to trade with our northern neighbours. We sailed triumphantly into Úlfarrston.  The knarr preceded us so that by the time we entered all the ship yard workers had joined Pasgen's people to cheer us in.
 
   I let the others land so that I could speak with Erik and Haaken. "You both did well.  Erik, have the drekar taken out of the water.  We will not raid again this year."
 
   "Those were my thoughts too, Jarl."
 
   "I will pay for the repairs and send you your share of the profits." As Jarl I had the lion's share of the profits and it would not hurt to be generous. "Haaken I want you and Sigtrygg to decide which of the new warriors we wish to sail with us again."
 
   "I think the voyage decided that, Jarl.  The four weak ones were weeded out already."
 
   "Nonetheless I wish to take more men next time we voyage.  I would take the best."
 
   I stepped ashore last and every sailor and warrior banged their shields and stamped their feet as my name was chanted.  These were my people and I would serve them until my dying day.
 
   As we made our way north along the Water I had one thing on my mind.  How would I tell the mothers of the four warriors that they had been outlawed?  They would never see their sons again.  I would not be able to rest in my hall knowing that they might hear the story from someone else. I was Jarl Dragon Heart  and it was my responsibility. People came to greet us as we marched into the walls of Cyninges-tūn.  We had shared the spoils in Úlfarrston and the young warriors who had left with us were now richer than they had ever been. Bjorn Bagsecgson would soon have many orders for swords, helmets and armour. The voyage had shown the younger warriors of the benefits of armour.
 
   Kara came to the door of her hall.  "Aiden, speak with Kara.  I have mothers to see."
 
   The four mothers and their families stood as a group, looking for their sons. They had come to us together and they lived as one family in the same large hut. Their faces were stoic for I think they thought their sons had met a warrior's death. There was no easy way to say what I had to say.
 
   Hlif, the mother of Magnus Slender Legs nodded, "I know, Jarl Dragon Heart, our sons have perished."
 
   I shook my head, "I know not if my words will be welcomed or not. Your sons were all foresworn and had been declared outlaw.  We were bringing them back to say goodbye to you and they killed a man and wounded another.  They are murderers who fled our justice."
 
   Stoicism was replaced by shock and disbelief.  Haaken and Sigtrygg knew what I was about and had joined me.
 
   "This cannot be true, Jarl.  Magnus was a brave warrior!"
 
   "No one is questioning his bravery but they disobeyed commands and men died as a result."
 
   I could see their faces searching mine for the lie. Sigtrygg spoke.  "It is true. The Jarl was more than kind.  Many of us would have put them to death but the Jarl argued leniency.  He wanted you to see them before they were banished.  It cost a man his life."
 
   They now understood.  Hlif said, "Do we have to pay were geld to the family of the man who was killed?"
 
   I shook my head. "I have recompensed them for the loss of their son." I saw them looking fearfully at each other.  "Know you that you are more than welcome to stay here.  Your sons committed the crime and not you."
 
   Hlif kissed my hand, "Thank you, Jarl Dragon Heart!"
 
   I turned to speak with Kara who had come, along with Aiden.  "Aiden has told me.  I will try to help the families. This is not their fault."
 
   "I know.  There comes a point at which children make their own decisions."
 
   She hugged me, "And the voyage went well.  Aiden told me."
 
   "Aye, we can do this twice a year from now on.  The voyage did not take as long as I had thought and we now have allies and trading partners in Vasconia and Amalfi."
 
   "Do not forget Jarl, that Gaeta is also willing to trade with us." Aiden had spoken at length with Prefect Maurus and discovered that we had even more opportunities to trade.
 
   I nodded, "Truly things are going well for us." I felt a sudden shiver down my spine. "Have you dreamed daughter?"
 
   "No father but I have had restless nights.  I feel stronger since I returned from Ynys Mon but I cannot control my powers as I once did. Now that Aiden is here we can speak with the Spirits and find out what is troubling them."
 
   It was good to be back in my own hall again and sleeping in my own bed. I enjoyed these voyages but there was a comfort to my own home. A week after my return my happiness was made complete when my son, his wife and my grandson came to visit with me. This was the first unprompted visit I had had and I was happy beyond words.  I knew it was Elfrida's doing.  I could not have chosen a better wife for my son.
 
   "You will stay?"
 
   "Of course.  It is time Ragnar got to know his grandfather."
 
   I looked from Elfrida to Wolf Killer. He smiled, "And I would hear of your voyage."
 
   I clapped my hands and my slave, Uhtric, appeared, "Fetch me a jug of the wine I brought back."  I waved them to a chair as I picked up Ragnar. I bounced him on my knee and he giggled.  I had seen fathers and grandfathers doing this.  Mine had only used his hands to beat me. When I saw the pleasure on Ragnar's face I wondered why my father had ill treated me so.
 
   When Uhtric returned with the wine Elfrida said, "I will pour." She poured one for me and one for my son.  
 
   "Try a little Elfrida. You will be pleasantly surprised.  The ladies of Vasconia drink this."
 
   I was delighted by the expressions on their faces as they drank the rich red wine. My son beamed.  "This is a fine drink. Can we get more?"
 
   I almost choked when he said 'we', "Of course.  They are keen for our iron and copper." Something in his tone made me ask, "Are you thinking of sailing 'Josephus'?"
 
   He nodded, "Like you I have young men who are keen to go A-Viking.  If I do not take them to sea they may choose another Jarl. The problem is we would be sailing during the winter."
 
   "If you sail to Italy you will find their winters are like our summers. My ship needs repairs but if you wish to go…"
 
   He said nothing and Elfrida shook her head, "Husband! You know it is one of the reasons you have come to see your father!"
 
   Wolf Killer briefly glared at his wife and then nodded, "She speaks the truth, father. I covet you your riches.  We grow crops and we raise animals but my land does not have the iron or the copper.  We have fewer slaves.  My warriors look with envy at the riches your warriors have.  Only two of my men have mail byrnies."
 
   I noticed Ragnar yawning and I handed him back to his mother, "If you need gold." I stood and went to a chest by the fire. I took out a bag. "Here is gold and more.  Take it."
 
   He shook his head, "I am a man and I will provide for my own people."
 
   "That is admirable but the offer is always there."
 
   Aiden chose that moment to enter.  He and my son were as close as brothers. "And I would like Aiden here to be my guide."
 
   Aiden cocked his head to one side in question.  "My son wishes to go to Bourde and Amalfi to trade.  Will you show him the way?"
 
   "Of course! When would you leave?"
 
   "As soon as I can gather enough trade goods and make arrangements for Elfrida and Ragnar."
 
   Elfrida shook her head, "Do not use me as an excuse.  I am sure that your father will let us stay here."
 
   "Of course! In fact I insist!" I was pleased beyond words at the way events were turning out.
 
   "Then it is settled.  I will leave tomorrow to speak with my men."
 
   Aiden stood, "And I will see those who have goods to trade.  I am not certain that Coen Ap Pasgen will sail for they do not need any more trades this year but Siggi or Trygg might." My son had his own knarr but it was still laid up in Bolli's yard.  He would need a captain for it. 
 
   There was much running around for a few days but I cared not.  My son was warming to me and I had months with Elfrida and Ragnar.  The Gods were smiling on me once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   When my children had been young I had been too busy on Mann to be able to play with them and enjoy their growing up.  Erika had seen to that. With Elfrida and Ragnar in my home I had all the time in the world to play with my grandson and watch him change, almost daily it seemed. Kara, too, spent many hours with the three of us.  She would never have children of her own.  Hitherto she had been denied the company of her nephew and she too made up for lost time. My grandson would grow into a fine young man.  His aunt and his mother would ensure that he understood the gentler side of the world while his father would make him the warrior he was destined to be.
 
   When I did drag myself away from my family I made a point of visiting, each week, every family in Cyninges-tūn.  The mistakes we had made with Magnus the Foresworn would not be repeated. I also wanted to show the families of the banished that they were welcome. I wanted to get to know all those who might, one day, sail with me.  You could learn much about men by the way they played as children.
 
   It was Snorri who reminded me of my promise to Seguin I Lupo. "It is the time for the wolf hunt, Jarl. There are two warriors who wish to take the test.  Would you hunt for the cloak for the Duke of Vasconia or shall we do that for you?"
 
   It was as close to a criticism as Snorri would ever come. I smiled to show I was not offended, "No, Snorri.  I made the promise and I will not be foresworn.  Let me know when you hunt."
 
   He grinned, "On the morrow, Jarl.  We leave before the sun rises for we go to Úlfarrberg."
 
   "Then I had best prepare!"
 
   Úlfarrberg lay between the Grassy Mere and Ulla's Water.  We had driven most of the wolves from Lang's Dale but the high mountain was not used by those travelling between valleys and the wolves prospered on the high wild mountain.  There had been attacks and sheep had been taken from both adjacent valleys.  Now the people of the Grassy Mere, Ulla's Water and the Rye Dale feared that a harsh winter would bring them to take their children. We would hunt them. 
 
   I did not take my bow. Instead I took my boar spear. Ragnar's Spirit and my seax were strapped to my waist and I wore my wolf cloak above my leather byrnie. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout led Asbjorn the Strong and Eystein Finnison north. We rode on ponies for part of the way. Even though it was dark we travelled a familiar trail and we made good time. As the sun broke we reached the farm of Audun Thin Hair at the col close to the Rye Dale.  He gave us a horn of ale and promised to watch our beasts for us. We would do the hard part on foot.
 
   We climbed the Scar which led to the series of small peaks.  There were three small rises before the mountain.  We would not need to climb to the top of the Úlfarrberg for the wolves would be lower down in the rocks close to the tarns. However the proximity of the peaks would mean we would be unlikely to  be ambushed by wolves.  We would see them. They preferred the rocky gullies and outcrops where they could hide and wait for us.  We had hunted them before and knew how cunning they could be. Once we reached the first pike we found the snow.  The valleys were free from it although the threatening skies promised more before the day was out.  Perhaps we would return to a valley shrouded in snow. As it was the snow was not deep but our trail would be clear to see.
 
   I noticed that my four warriors were leaving me behind.  I was no longer the young warrior who could sprint up such peaks.  I forced myself to march faster and, as I did so, I felt the sweat begin.  That was good. Snorri stopped and knelt. There was no snow on the loose rocks which were along the trail. Ahead I could see the trees which ringed the lower slope of the mountain. Beyond them were the tarn and the tumble of rocks which would be a likely den for our quarry. Snorri held something between his fingers. "Wolf shit! It is fresh.  They were hunting this night.  He looked around and found their tracks. "They headed down the slope.  We had best prepare. They are not far ahead."
 
   Bjorn shaded his eyes and looked at the sky.  "And unless we wish to hunt them in the dark we had better get a move on."
 
   The four of them were using bows and they strung them.  Each warrior chose his best three arrows.  One was carried with the bow while the other two were held in their teeth. We had learned that it is hard to speak with arrows in your mouth. An inadvertent call could ruin a hunt.
 
   The wind was coming into our faces and even my nose picked up the scent of the wolves.  Snorri had a nose like a hound and he had been sniffing the air confidently for some time. Our two erstwhile Ulfheonar had bows at the ready and their swords.  It was considered better if a warrior despatched a wolf with his sword.  However it took an incredibly brave man to try to kill a wolf with a sword unless he had injured it first in some way. I noticed that Eystein seemed a little on edge.  It was good to be a little nervy but too much anticipation was a bad thing. Asbjorn looked confident.
 
   We followed the tracks through the snow.  In places the wind had blown it away but there was still enough visible for us to follow the paw prints. Snorri and Bjorn led.  When we closed with the beasts they would stand to the side to allow Asbjorn and Eystein to make their kills. The wind was blowing fiercely on this side of the slope and snow was being whipped, from the ground, into our faces. Dark storm clouds gathered to the north over Úlfarrberg. It was just a few miles away and I hoped we would find our prey soon.
 
   Snorri dropped to one knee and knocked an arrow. I brought my spear before me. I half crouched and made certain that I had firm footing. Snorri turned and made the sign for a wolf. He went to the left, up the slope and Bjorn went to the right and down the slope.  Our two candidates moved forward slowly.  I walked just three paces behind them.  I had the luxury of the track, such as it was.  Asbjorn was on the snow to the left of the path while Eystein had to negotiate the stones and scree to the right. My two Ulfheonar would have the honour of the first strike.  I would take advantage of whatever they left.  My wolf was as a gift but, for my two warriors, this would help them join the Ulfheonar.
 
   The smell of wolf was overpowering although we could see nothing. Although the cold affects a wolf's sense of smell I suspect that the five of us had given off a human aroma for we were close to the den.  A jumble of rocks and bushes showed where it was likely to be. Wolves do not make a sound before they attack.  They just launch themselves and they are prodigious leapers. Two of them must have scented us and they jumped.  Asbjorn was the closest and I watched him carefully aim and then release. Eystein panicked a little and released too early. His arrow hit his wolf in the right shoulder. It did not stop it.  His hand went to his sword and the blade stuck.  I took three paces forward and I rammed my spear at the gaping jaws of the wolf. The wolf struck Eystein with full force and from a height.  As my spear rammed through its jaws and into its skull Eystein was knocked to the ground.  He lay unconscious. I took in that Asbjorn had slain his wolf with his sword and I drew Ragnar's Spirit. I would not need it, the wolf was dead. My spear had found his heart.
 
   We all forgot the dead wolves as we hauled the carcass from Eystein.  Bjorn took off his helmet and put his ear to his chest.  "He lives." 
 
   Snorri looked at the dead wolf.  It was enormous. "You have the gift for the Duke then, Jarl."
 
   Asbjorn looked at his unconscious friend.  "Is it not Eystein's wolf?  He hit it with an arrow."
 
   Snorri shook his head, "Had the Jarl not been here then Eystein would be dead.  He can try again but he is not ready yet. He panicked and that shows fear.  Even had he killed the wolf then Bjorn and I would have recommended that he try again.  It is better this way."
 
   Bjorn handed his seax to Asbjorn, "Take its heart and eat it.  You will gain strength from the wolf." I had not done that when I had killed my first wolf but I knew that those who had swore it made them better warriors.  We would see.
 
   After he had eaten the heart we took out the guts and left them on the trail.  I did the same for the wolf I had killed. Bjorn cut a branch from a stunted hawthorn tree and he rammed it through the mouth of the wolf to come out near its tail.  We had an easier job doing the same with my spear.
 
   "What do we do with Eystein?"
 
   I shook my head, "We cannot leave him and we cannot carry him and the wolves. We will have to wait until he awakes."
 
   Asbjorn shook his head, "Jarl, you and Snorri take your wolf back. It is not right that you two should pay for Eystein's mistake. Bjorn and I will wait here until he awakes."
 
   "He is right Jarl."
 
   The two of us hefted the spear on to our shoulders.  Such was the weight of the wolf that the haft bent beneath it. As we went Snorri said, "I fear this is the shape of things to come, Jarl.  We now have thirteen Ulfheonar.  It is not many. Apart from Eystein I can think of only one other candidate and that is Oleg Gunnstein and he will not be ready until next winter."
 
   "Then perhaps we are meant to go to war with warriors who do not wear the wolf cloak and do not own mail."
 
   "Perhaps but we saw with Magnus and the others that can lead to disaster."
 
   Snorri was a thoughtful warrior and I could understand his fears. There had been a time when we would have brought five or six candidates for the Ulfheonar on a wolf hunt. Now we had but two and one had failed. It demonstrated the skill of the Ulfheonar.
 
   We were nearing the Grassy Mere when our three companions caught up with us.  Eystein was helping Asbjorn to carry the wolf.  As they came abreast of us Eystein said, "I owe you my life, Jarl.  I will succeed in the test next year."
 
   "You are a good warrior but you were a little over excited," I patted the spear. "I prefer a spear to an arrow.  I had seen too many wolves that have lived with arrows in them." 
 
   By the time we crossed the col at the Rye Dale, it was already dark. We picked up our ponies from Audun and rode the last miles to our home.  I reflected that if I had kept my home on the eastern shore of the Water then I would have been in the warm that little bit sooner.
 
   Elfrida was relieved to see me; she had been worried but my daughter had known I would return.  She was a volva. Before I could sit down and enjoy the meal they had prepared I had to skin my wolf.  Already the flesh was hardening. My slaves could butcher the meat but I had to take the skin and stretch it before it began to dry. When I had finished and cleaned up I felt much better. I celebrated with the rest of the amphora of wine. I slept well that night.
 
   My son returned sooner than I had. He had, of course, only one ship to escort and they had had better winds and less trouble. I saw a change in him the moment he stepped into my hall. After he had greeted his wife and son he hugged me and smiled at Kara.  It was little enough but I saw that she understood its significance.
 
   "We made some excellent trades, father. The men of Amalfi and the Vasconians were both pleased and surprised that we had returned so quickly.  The weapons Bjorn made are much sought after.  We can ask higher prices."
 
   "Good. Then I shall take the Duke's cloak and trade again in two months time. The new miners have made a difference and we have much copper and iron.  Bjorn has more smiths working now than he used to. He is becoming a rich man."
 
   Aiden also looked pleased.  "The sand time keeper we found works well, Jarl.  I think if we use the moon and the sun we might be able to estimate our speed and, perhaps, our course."
 
   "How?"
 
   "I am not certain yet but there are books I can use to discover this skill."
 
   "And the pirates?"
 
   "We saw none but the Duke was surprised we arrived when we did.  Most ships avoid this time of year.  Perhaps that was why we gained a higher price for our goods." 
 
   Wolf Killer was playing with his son and Aiden said, quietly, "Wolf Killer has made a great deal of gold as has his men.  I think they are keen to voyage again."
 
   "Did his men not wish to raid?"
 
   "I think the success of the trades took it from their minds but they are young, Jarl. He has not Ulfheonar to form the core of his band."
 
   I nodded.  Perhaps Snorri was right about the value of my wolf warriors.
 
   When Elfrida and Ragnar left my hall seemed empty. It felt colder.  There was no warmth within my walls.  Aiden tried his best to cheer me up but it was hard.  Until Ragnar and Elfrida had arrived I thought I had the perfect life.  Now I was not so sure. My only comfort was in the blue stones in my sword and my seax. When I looked at them, in the light of my fire I seemed to see warriors fighting dragons and monsters. Each time I turned it another facet would gleam.  The flames would pick out another feature and I was transported back to another time. They were almost magical for they were never the same two nights running.
 
    I caught Aiden watching me. He smiled, "The stones are ancient, Jarl, and carry memories of battles fought long ago."
 
   I held up my sword, "I saw dragons!"
 
   He nodded, "Remember the painting in the cave?  There was a dragon standard there.  Your ancestor was a wolf warrior who fought beneath a dragon.  You are a wolf warrior with the heart of a dragon who fights aboard a dragon ship. It is wyrd."
 
   As the days lengthened and the ground warmed my warriors all began to prepare for voyages, raids and war. The voyage to Amalfi and the raid on Wight had whetted their appetite. Eystein was keen to make amends for what he saw as his failure and my young men were keen to show me that Magnus the Foresworn was not typical of my warriors.
 
   The fact that we were all keen must have annoyed the Norns.  Perhaps the Gods felt they had given enough to us and wished to take something away. It was the middle of Gói. We had a message from Windar.  There were slavers in the valleys to the east. Danes had come to steal from our rich land. 
 
   I sent a messenger to Wolf Killer.  I did not offer instructions or advice but information.  He could choose to do what he would.  He was in a vulnerable position.  If he left his home then they might suffer a raid too.  For my part I would just take my Ulfheonar and the best of the rest.  Eystein, Ulf and five others took our numbers to twenty, twenty one including me. 
 
   We had built up our herd of animals and we rode ponies and horses so that we reached Windar's Mere by the evening. "Where are they?"
 
   Aiden had drawn a map for each of my jarls.  Windar pointed a pudgy finger at the map.  "They have raided the West Moor Lands. Some young boys escaped and brought us word."
 
   "When did they come?"
 
   "Two days since."
 
   I rubbed my beard, "There are no large settlements there are there?"
 
   "No, Jarl.  There is just the Barley Town at the head of Ulla's Water and they have been warned.  The West Moor Land is filled with many small hill farms.  Apart from the old Roman fort there is nothing large over there.  Settlers have spread there since the Northumbrians were sent packing.  It has been peaceful; until now."
 
   "How many men can you supply?"
 
   "We have twenty good warriors." He looked apologetic. "I am afraid our land is so rich that many have forgotten what it means to have to fight."
 
   "Do not apologise, Windar. Each man chooses his own route.  You provide much of our crops and our fish.  We give you iron.  We are all part of the whole. Will your son lead your warriors?"
 
   "Aye, my middle son, Ketil Windarsson, is keen for adventure.  He would try to be an Ulfheonar."
 
   "Then this might be a good opportunity.  Have you ponies?"
 
   "A few."
 
   "Then they will have to do.  We will leave before dawn."
 
   Ketil came to see me as Windar hosted a feast for us.  "I am honoured to be serving you Jarl Dragon Heart.  I have told my father that I do not wish to be a farmer.  I want to be a warrior."
 
   "Good.  The men you lead, do they have mail?"
 
   He looked downcast.  "We have swords, spears and shields.  Some of us have helmets."
 
   I smiled, "Then let us hope that the Danes have brought good ones.  When we kill them your men will look like warriors." He beamed. I held up a warning finger, "However you must know that I expect you to follow every order that I give you. Do not deviate from them at all."
 
   He frowned, "We do not just attack?"
 
   I pointed to Haaken One Eye, "Haaken and I have been fighting battles since we were even younger than you.  We have survived because we are not wild. That is how the Hibernians fight. We follow a plan."
 
   He brightened, "And you have a plan?"
 
   "I will have one when Snorri and Bjorn the Scout find them. Until then my mind is open."
 
   As we did not have enough ponies and horses for us all we used our ponies to carry our mail.  Snorri and Bjorn rode ahead to find them. They headed for Hjáp.  The stone circle was a good vantage point to see those moving in the West Moors. It was also somewhere we could use if we had to find sanctuary.
 
   When we reached the stone circle we saw the arrow of stones which Snorri had left.  It pointed to the north east.  There was a fertile valley there and an old Roman Fort. It made sense that the Danes would strip that valley of its people for they could just travel down the old Roman Road. The Angles who had lived there called the fort and huts nearby Brougham. We had driven them back to Northumbria and the village was largely deserted.  Perhaps that was where the Danes were.
 
   The wind was whistling from the east and our faces burned with the cold icy blast. It made the going hard but it also meant that the Danes would not hear our approach. The land was helping us. I knew the way the Danes worked.  They would stay in the area until every man woman and child had been captured.  The ones who were no use to them would be slain.  If they did not have enough then they would continue their raid until they had enough. The hill farms had many animals and the men would not offer much opposition to mail clad Danes. I would make my plans when Snorri found them and gave me their numbers.  I had but forty one men.  Only my thirteen Ulfheonar were equipped to face a Danish warband. I smiled to myself; the followers of the White Christ thought that the number thirteen was unlucky. To us it was a number. Three and nine were lucky and seven almost guaranteed success.
 
   Bjorn waited for us where the moors met the valley. He rose, like a wraith from a hidden dell. I smiled at the reaction of the men from Windar's Mere. "They are in the old Roman Castle by the village of Brougham.  There are fifty of them.  Twenty wear mail.  Snorri is there counting the captives. They are all experienced warriors." That meant they had battle rings on their swords and amulets on their arms.
 
   "Have they fortified the walls?"
 
   "No, they have just built a temporary gate and they use the walls to shelter."
 
   I nodded, satisfied. "Then tonight we let them know we are here!"
 
   While we waited for the return of Snorri we ate and drank before we applied the juice of the beetle to our faces. The warriors from Windar's Mere had not seen this ritual before and they were curious.  It must have looked strange and, perhaps, unnecessary.  However when we donned our helmets and they saw the effect they all nodded. 
 
   Ketil said, "That is a terrifying sight, Jarl and in the dark…"
 
   "In the dark we become invisible. And the word you use is a good one.  We seek to inspire terror in our enemies. We make up for lack of numbers by frightening our foes."
 
   He looked disappointed. "Will we not be attacking tonight?"
 
   I shook my head, "It will be Ulfheonar only. Fear not, Ketil, son of Windar, you will fight but that will be when we have weakened their resolve." I waved over Eystein. "I want you to take our warriors and get around the far side of the fort.  You will have to go to the north to avoid the road close to the castle.  I want you to wait a Roman mile from the fort.  If warriors try to flee east with captives then stop them."
 
   He nodded, "And animals?"
 
   "Let animals go.  I want the captives recovering first.  I will send a messenger to you if my instructions change."
 
   "Thank you for this opportunity to redeem myself.  I will not let you down."
 
   "I know."
 
   I watched him choose his men and they left silently into the darkness.  A short while later Snorri rode in. "They have settled down for the night.  They have six sentries around the fort.  Two of the towers remain in use and they have men in those and on the gate. There are about forty captives.  There are mainly women and children. I saw no old ones."
 
   That was ominous. It suggested the Danes had rid themselves of the useless baggage.
 
   "Good.  I have sent Eystein to block the road east.  Tonight we enter their camp and we cause death." I turned to Ketil and my men. "Half of you sleep.  Tomorrow we will be busy.  Set sentries.  We will be back by dawn."
 
   We followed Snorri and we went in single file.  From now on it would be hand signals which we would use. We needed no words.  We had done this before. If we could slay ten or so then we would have parity of numbers and, more importantly we would have the edge for we would make them look in the shadows for danger and they would become tired and nervous waiting.
 
   The river bubbled below the fort and we could see the glow from their fires within the walls and smell the wood smoke.  There was an occasional squeal and a scream in the dark as the Danes pleasured themselves with the captives. Snorri and Bjorn made sure that there were no new guards watching the river. When it was safe we forded the river and the sound of water on stones hid any splash we might have made. Once on the other side Snorri pointed at the gate. I waved my men into a line.  The two towers they were using were on the far side of the fort; the southern side.  I could see the two men above the gatehouse. Bjorn and Snorri knocked an arrow each as we approached to within twenty paces. Our cloaks and black armour hid us. Had the sentries happened to look down they would have seen shadows only.  There was no white flesh to give us away. We were as black as night; as black as the wolf skins we wore. Bjorn and Snorri separated.  They would release their arrows from the side. We wanted the sentries to fall outside the fort and not crash within.
 
   The rest of us went into the shadows of the wall, close to the hastily barred gate. The Danes had erected a barrier to slow down an attacker. We could easily climb it and enter the fort.  Getting out might be harder. In places the stones of the wall had been stolen so that they were only as high as a man's waist.  I waved four warriors to my left and four to my right to take advantage of the robbed out walls.
 
   I heard the slightest of sounds as the two arrows winged their way to their targets.  The noise from within the walls hid the noise the two bodies made as they fell next to us. The ground absorbed the sound. I signalled for the two scouts to take the heads of the sentries while I led the rest within the walls. I climbed to the top of the logs which had been bound together to make the gate and slipped over the top. I could see that there were still some Danes wandering, slightly unsteadily, around the camp. The captives looked to be held in a pen, guarded by two warriors.
 
   We moved silently across the old Roman parade ground. We split up.  Haaken was behind me. We worked in pairs. Snorri and Bjorn would be using their bows from within the fort to strike the four sentries in the tower.  With luck they would kill the two sentries guarding the captives but that was not guaranteed. Suddenly a Dane stepped out of a door to my right. I think it must have been a barracks at some time in the past. He just saw a huge shadow.  I saw his face, reflected in the fires behind me, frown, as he tried to work out if he was dreaming or not. The head of the wolf draped over my helmet and my red eyes stared at him. I ripped Ragnar's Spirit across his throat. Haaken pulled his falling corpse towards him and he lowered it silently to the ground. 
 
   I heard a sleepy voice from within say, "Sven! What are you doing?"
 
   I nodded to Haaken and we stepped inside the door. There were three men lying asleep and one sitting up. We stood on either side of the door, in the shadows.  Once again surprise was on our side.  The man's mouth opened but before he could speak Haaken had plunged his sword into his throat. The Dane's blood splattered across his sleeping companions. Outside I heard a shout as the alarm was given.  Either the splashing blood or the sound from outside woke up the three men. I stabbed at one with my seax, tearing through his throat and I plunged my sword into the chest of a second. Haaken disposed of his man and we left.  
 
   When we emerged I could see Danes milling around and looking for danger. Haaken and I did not try to escape.  We ran from the hut towards a huddle of warriors.  They just saw two men they took to be their own coming from a hut and in the time it took them to realise that we were wolf warriors we were upon them. Neither of us had bothered with a shield.  We both used a sword and a seax. 
 
   We hurled ourselves at the warriors who made the mistake of hesitating. I knew that Danes even slept in their mail and so I slashed to the left and right at neck height.  I felt my seax scrape along mail but Ragnar's Spirit found flesh. There was a blow to my back which propelled me forward. I spun around and held my weapons before me.  A huge Dane ran into them.  He was so big that I could not miss him and my sword ripped into his knee. He would have knocked me over had I not rolled out of the way. He fell to the side and I took his head in one blow.
 
   I saw Haaken also take the head of a Dane as he said, "It is time Jarl!"
 
   I nodded and howled like a wolf.  Haaken did the same and the cry was taken up all around the camp. We turned and ran towards the low wall which we had seen earlier. We were able to leap over it.  Our black cloaks and mail made us invisible. Once we had leapt the wall and moved away from it I stopped and turned.  I watched my men as they cleared the low obstacle.  I saw one figure silhouetted against the glow from the Danish camps.  He seemed to tumble. He fell and, rolling down the slope towards us,  did not get up.  "Haaken!"
 
   I ran to him and turned him over.  It was Vemund Haroldson. Haaken came and he took one arm while I took the other.  We dragged him down the slope and into the river. Snorri and Bjorn stood there with bows at the ready.  "Watch our backs." We hurried back to our camp.  There was no point in stopping.  There was not enough light to see what his injuries were. Sigtrygg and Ulf joined us and they helped to carry Vemund. I was ready to drop when we reached the camp.  Ketil had a small fire going and we lowered his body to the ground.  As we turned him over we could see that he was dead.  His stomach had been torn open.  Someone had managed to rip through his mail and then eviscerate him.  He had probably been dead when he had tumbled from the wall.
 
   When the others returned we discovered that Vemund had been our only loss and Sigtrygg guessed that we had slain or wounded almost eighteen. Even so the loss of Vemund was grievous. He was one of the newer warriors. We took his wolf amulet from his neck and laid his sword down his body with his hands folded about the hilt.  We each went to get a rock to place around him.  When the men from Windar's mere saw what we did then they joined us and soon we had a cairn built. The last thing we did was to cut turf and lay it on top of the stones.  With luck his body would lie undisturbed but his spirit was in Valhalla and he was telling Cnut of our adventures.
 
   I was tired as were my Ulfheonar but I could not rest yet. "Ketil, have you a warrior whom you can trust to scout the Danes?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl. Erik Ulfsson is a fine hunter."
 
   "Good.  Tell him to follow the river and he will spy the old fort.  He can watch from across the river.  I do not want him seen. If the Danes move from the fort then he should return here and you can wake me." 
 
   "I will tell him."
 
   "We will sleep for a short time."
 
   As I rolled into my cloak I reflected that Aiden's Roman time piece would have been useful here. I could have asked them to let us sleep for two turns. The reflections did not last long and I was asleep before I knew it.
 
   I dreamed.
 
   I was in the fort at Brougham but it had wooden walls and Saxons were attacking us. Someone who looked like Wolf Killer as a child was with me and my hall was burning. The child had a short seax in his hand.  I felt the heat as the flames took hold. Three warriors stood in the doorway preventing us from leaving.  I leapt towards them with the child behind me. I only held a sword. I lunged at one and pierced his chest. I punched a second away.  The third raised his sword and the child stabbed him in the foot.  I finished him and, grabbing the child leapt through the door. As the flames roared behind me I found myself falling.  The door was not on ground level.  We tumbled through the air.
 
   "Jarl!" I opened my eyes and saw Haaken. He looked concerned.  "You were dreaming?"
 
   "Aye."
 
   "You shouted."
 
   I smiled, "This is where I miss Aiden.  He would explain it.  I can find no reason for the dream." I shaded my eyes, "How long did we sleep?"
 
   "It is not long since we returned."
 
   "I am awake now."
 
   We went to the stream nearby and washed the sleep from our faces and refreshed ourselves.  It was a fast moving stream and we drank deeply from it. Ketil approached as we walked back to the others.  My Ulfheonar all lay sound asleep.  Yet if touched they would be instantly awake.  It was a skill.  "Would you like food, Jarl?"
 
   "Not yet."
 
   Just then Erik Ulfsson raced into the camp. "They are leaving the fort, Jarl. They have taken the animals and captives and they are marching along the road."
 
   "Then we must strike quickly! Ulfheonar awake!"  We did not bother with saddles for our ponies and horses.  As I mounted I shouted to Ketil, "The ones without mounts should go to the Roman Fort and await us there. We have no time to lose." There were just a handful of warriors with Eystein and they were trying to halt a warband.
 
   We clattered down the road.  My only hope was that the Danes were on foot and they would have animals and captives to slow them down. I had grabbed a spear as I had mounted. We might need such weapons this day. The road rose steadily and I saw that the warband had not reached the crest.  The captives were at the rear of the mass of warriors. I saw the warband stop suddenly.  They had seen Eystein and my warriors. A detachment of Danes shooed the animals and the captives to one side of the road.  The heavier armed warriors would soon shift my handful of men who were trying to halt them.  I saw the Danes forming into a wedge to sweep my seven men from before them.  I saw that there were over twenty warriors forming the boar's head favoured by Danes.  It gave us a chance.
 
   The sound of our hooves along the road alerted the Danes with the captives and they shouted a warning to their leader. I turned, "Ketil, take your men and secure the captives and animals. Ulfheonar; we take the Danes!"
 
   Some of my men began to howl.  It was not as effective as at night but it told the Danes who we were. Each stride took us closer and they hesitated.  I could see a discussion taking place.  Then they lurched forward. I wanted Eystein to run.  He and his men would be destroyed if they stood.  I knew that they would not run for they would not want to let me down.  They would die oathsworn. Then I saw my line of warriors move backwards along the road.  Eystein had formed his own wedge and was performing that most difficult of manoeuvres, the backward march. He was aided by small numbers but it was only a delaying tactic.  Once the Danes ran at him then he would lose.
 
   We passed the captives and ignored them.  At one hundred paces from the Danes I reined in and leapt from the back of the pony. We had no time to form ranks.  This would be every man for himself.  I would not watch my men die. As I ran I roared my name and my challenge, "I am Jarl Dragon Heart and I wield the sword which was touched by the Gods. I am the destroyer of Danes and I will wreak my wrath upon you!"
 
   The rear ranks turned.  I heard a roar from behind me and knew that my Ulfheonar were close to me.  We would not strike them as a body but they would feel our weapons for we could run at them at speed. I saw that the three in the middle had no armour.  They had been at the rear of the wedge.  I did not break stride but I pulled back my spear and then punched forward with my long weapon. The man brought his shield around but all it did was to direct and guide the head of the spear into the stomach of the man next to him. It went through him, struck his spine and then jabbed into the back of the man before him. The effect was to make the next row turn.  There were now just ten Danes facing Eystein. He had a chance.
 
   I let go of my spear and, punching at the warrior before me with my shield, drew Ragnar's Spirit. A sword swept at me from my right and clattered into my helmet making me see stars. I swung blindly with my sword and felt it bite into flesh.  I looked and saw that it had cut through to the bone the arm of a Dane. Until we reached Eystein I had no time to finish off wounded warriors.  
 
   My men were now around and behind me.  I felt Sigtrygg tuck into my right and Haaken to the left. Haaken grinned at the Danes before us.  "You should have run while you had the chance! You now face the wolf warriors of Cyninges-tūn.  Prepare to go to Valhalla!"
 
   The warrior before Haaken was young and I saw fear in his face. He tried to swing his axe overhand at Haaken.  They were too close to each other and it caught on the man behind.  Haaken stabbed downwards into the unprotected thigh of the Dane. The tip of his blade must have torn through his knee for he dropped to the ground and Haaken pulled his blade up to sever the warrior's throat. I blocked a second axe on my shield and brought my sword down on the helmet of the Dane who had tried to end my life.  His helmet was not as strong as mine and it cracked as my sword struck it.  The blade continued down and ripped into the mail at his shoulder.  It was not well made and I saw his padded byrnie below. I punched at his hand with my shield and he recoiled.  I jabbed forward with my sword and aimed for the tear in his mail.  The tunic gave way and, as I ripped backwards with my sword,  I was rewarded with a fountain of blood as I found his shoulder.
 
   The Danish wedge had now lost all cohesion and they were fighting to stay alive.  I saw a gap appear for the three of us had killed or wounded all before us. I saw their chief and roared, "Dane! Come and fight a real warrior or are you afraid?"
 
   The challenge issued the Dane had no alternative.  He turned and shouted, "I am Olaf the Witch Breaker and I am not afraid of a warrior who only strikes in the night and then runs away.  I will kill you and then find out what the heart of dragon tastes of!"
 
   He had an open helmet but it was adorned at the side with wings. They looked fine but they were a weakness. They could catch a blade. He had a well made mail shirt and he bore a two handed axe.  He had his shield over one shoulder.  I saw that blood and gore dripped from his axe.  One of my men had gone to Valhalla. The Dane launched himself at me.  At the same time his men ran at my Ulfheonar. The Dane's axe swept down.  It was a mighty blow and I barely blocked it with my shield. It sent sparks as it struck the metal and the wood of my shield creaked and cracked.  My arm felt as though a tree had fallen on it.
 
   He had no shield and I swung my sword at his unprotected side. His mail was, indeed, well made but my blow was so hard that I must have cracked a rib or two.  I saw him wince and then he swung the axe behind his head for another blow. My sword was easier to use and I swung it at knee height. It caught on the hem of his byrnie and then ground into his knee.  This time it did hurt him and when the blow came from the axe it was not as powerful as the first strike. He stepped back on his good leg. That was a mistake. I stepped on to my left leg and then kicked hard with my right boot at his weakened knee.  It gave way and he dropped to the ground.  I punched him hard in the face with my shield and he rolled onto his back. He swung his axe one handed at my leg. I jumped in the air and, as I fell, I put my sword out to balance myself, and landed with my sword in his throat. Olaf would break no more witches!
 
   The remnants of Eystein's band ran to help us finish off the demoralised Danes.  With their leader gone they fought to the death but we had superior numbers now. I saw that three of my warriors had perished and the other four, Eystein included, were all wounded.  They had fought well.
 
   As the last Dane was despatched I clasped Eystein's unwounded arm.  "You have fought well.  You and the others can have your choice of mail first! You deserve it."
 
   He nodded.  He was still numbed from the ordeal.  "I did not know what to do and so we retreated. I did it for the best."
 
   "And it was the right thing to do." I pointed to Olaf the Witch Breaker.  "Take his mail but I would get rid of the wings on the helmet. They are a liability."
 
   My Ulfheonar had all survived but I saw wounds on all but Haaken and Sigtrygg.  Even Snorri had a wicked scar along his cheek and Siggi the Silent limped. They searched the bodies for amulets, gold and treasure.  They had earned the right to do so for they had slain these Danes. They did not need the mail. I would reward them all further when we returned to our home. I sheathed my sword and made my way towards Ketil and his men.  They had killed most of the Danes guarding the captives although I saw three survivors fleeing east, in the distance.  They could return to their homeland.  They would tell the tale in Jorvik of the dangers of raiding the lands of Jarl Dragon Heart. 
 
   Ketil and his warriors had not escaped unscathed and I saw four of his warriors lying slain. I pointed to the mailed Danes we had killed, "Take whatever mail is left there. Your men have earned it."
 
   The captives all looked relieved to have been rescued.  I pointed to the south and the Roman fort. "This may happen again.  I know the land is bountiful but you will suffer unless you protect yourselves. Repair the fort and then keep watch to the east.  Windar and Wolf Killer guard the south and the west while Sven White Hair guards the north. I will find a Jarl to rule you or you can fend for yourselves."
 
   An older man looked at the others and then stepped forward. "I am Arne, son of Grimbald and I speak for our people.  We would like a Jarl.  It would be worth it to be safe.  My years as a warrior are so long ago that I have forgotten what it is to fight.  Watching you today, Jarl Dragon Heart, I know that none of us could ever reach that level of skill.  A jarl with warriors would be the answer but, until you have appointed one, then we will do as you suggest and fortify the fort."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   We buried our men with swords laid across their chests.  We made one long barrow at the place where Eystein had made his stand.  We took the heads of the Danes and placed them on broken spears along the road.  They would rot as a reminder to all such raiders of the price of failure.  Their bodies we burned. It was after noon when we were ready to return.  The casualties meant we all had horses to ride for the Danes had had three horses with them.
 
   I rode with Haaken and Sigtrygg. "Do either of you wish to be Jarl at Brougham?"
 
   They both laughed and Haaken said, "I do not know about Sigtrygg but I will follow you a while yet for the stories are better!"
 
   Sigtrygg nodded, "I agree and the adventures we have had in the east make me curious about other parts of the world I have not seen.  What lies to the north? Is there a land beyond the western sea?"
 
   "How about the men?"
 
   "There are two I can suggest, Jarl.  Eystein showed today that he can lead.  Perhaps he might like the task and if not then Ketil would be a good choice.  He is more adventurous than his father and he looked to have fought well."
 
   "I will speak with Eystein first.  He deserves it for his courage today. You two lead the column and I will speak with him." I slowed down my horse until Eystein was next to me.  I dismounted, "Eystein, I need to have words." He nodded and dismounted.  The rest passed us. When they had gone by we walked, leading our mounts and I asked him, "Would you be Jarl for me at Brougham?"
 
   He smiled, "That is an honour, Jarl, but I seek a greater honour. Today did not take my appetite away.  I wish to be Ulfheonar more than ever. I will have to refuse your offer." He suddenly looked worried, "Have I offended you?"
 
   "No, my friend, I am honoured.  I wished to offer it to you for your service and because I think you are a leader of men."
 
   "And next year I promise that I will slay my wolf!"
 
   "Good." We remounted and soon caught up with the others. When we reached Ketil I waved Eystein on. I saw that Windar's son had chosen a good mail byrnie from the dead Danes and he had a fine helmet with a half mask. "You have made a good choice."
 
   "My father thinks that mail is a waste of coin."
 
   I laughed, "But he happily buys the wine I brought from Bourde!"
 
   "You know him as well as I. He is a merchant and a headman. My dream is to be a warrior."
 
   "And you fight well." I looked at the warriors who rode alongside him.  "And do you have warriors who would follow you?" 
 
   I said it loud enough for them to hear and they all chorused, "Aye!"
 
   "Then would you and your warriors guard Brougham for me.  Would you be my eastern Jarl?"
 
   "Truly? You would offer me that honour?"
 
   "You and your men have shown you can fight. However I need to speak with your father first.  I cannot take his best warriors without talking to him."
 
   "I understand but I am not worried.  My father has other sons who will follow him.  I am the one who walks out of step."
 
   "But that may be why he wishes to have you close to hand.  You are a warrior. Your brothers are not."
 
   He said nothing but the smile told me all.
 
   He was right, Windar was more than happy, proud even, that his son was also a jarl. We stayed the night and celebrated.  For the first time in a long time I did not rise with the dawn.  Perhaps I was getting old.
 
   As soon as I reached my home I told Kara and Aiden of my dream.  Surprisingly they did not seem overly worried. When I asked them why not Kara answered me. "Mother did not appear nor did you dream of the stone.  This was a dream sent by the spirits but not the spirit of mother or even your mother.  There is some memory there but it is ancient. Perhaps someone in your past walked that land."
 
   Aiden said, "Perhaps it was sent to wake you. From what you have told us you were awake and ready when the messenger came.  Had you not been then you might have lost more warriors."
 
   That did make sense. I felt relieved. No matter how much I pressed them they would tell me no more about the blue stones and the wizard, Myrddyn.  I asked them again and both remained silent.
 
   The day after I returned I was in my steam hut. I found it helped my muscles. Aiden joined me. As I felt the heat enter my body I began to relax. When Aiden spoke I felt as calm as I ever had done.  I think that was why Aiden chose that moment.
 
   "Jarl, you ask about our dream and the stones.  Suppose I told you that the dream foretold when you would die. Would you wish to know?"
 
    I was shocked. Each time I went into battle I knew I might die, someone could kill me, but I never expected to die. "When will this happen?"
 
   He laughed, "And you have answered me. You would know. That is the problem.  You fight with no thought of losing. Dreams are not precise.  They give us a vision of the future but the future is a long time.  It could be tomorrow and it could be in fifty years time. Did Ragnar know that he would die defending his home?"
 
   "No. We were surprised."
 
   "And he fought hard. Did Haaken know he was going to lose his eye?"
 
   "He could not have known."
 
   "But suppose he did.  Would he have tried to avoid being blinded?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "And that might have resulted in his death. The curse that Kara and I are under is that someday we will dream our own deaths.  When we do I wonder if I will try to avoid it."
 
   I saw it clearly then and I said, sadly and slowly, "You cannot for the Norns have spun their webs and cast their spells and they know when you and I will die. We can do nothing about it. If I expect my death then I might die.  If I do not then I will fight on even when all hope is gone. Thank you for explaining it to me Aiden.  Now I understand."
 
   Back in my hall I saw Kara giving me a curious look and knew that she had put Aiden up to it.  "Thank you daughter.  I will ask no more and I am sorry for the burden of your gift."
 
   "It saved my life when mother saw her own death. It is a double edged sword and we have not dreamed our death yet."
 
   Wolf Killer arrived four days later. "We did not join you father for we surprised a small band of Danes who came to steal our animals."
 
   "And?"
 
   "They are all dead."
 
   "Good for I would go east to trade once more and I would not leave if there was danger. I have appointed Ketil as Jarl of Brougham and so we are better defended. I will go trading and visit with Seguin. I am keen to make this alliance stronger."
 
   "You will sail to Italy too?"
 
   "No, we have no need as yet. Seguin's people make fine pots and cooking vessels. The clay here is too poor and the women have told Kara that they need pots. Our new miners mean we produce more iron and Seguin cannot get enough of it. I should only be away for weeks rather than months."
 
   "And I will watch the borders." He suddenly smiled, "I have stolen one of your smiths from you!"
 
   I acted surprised but I was not for Bjorn had already told me. "Really?"
 
   "Finni, Bjorn's son has said he will smith for me.  We can make our own weapons now." He frowned, "You are not angry?"
 
   "No for Bjorn had told me that he has too many smiths.  It is good that the skills are spreading."
 
   After he had gone I opened another of the amphora of wine.  This was a cause for celebration. The ice was melting and the presence of Bjorn's son in Wolf Killer's home could only make us closer. I could not wait to tell my Ulfheonar that we would be sailing once more. I sent Aiden to warn Erik and my captains of knarr while I sought out the Ulfheonar. 
 
   "We go A-Viking!"
 
   They were all equally pleased for they were now rich men. Those who like gold and jewels, such as Harald Long legs adorned their arms and necks with finely made jewellery.  Those who liked good mail and weapons, such as Sigtrygg had paid Bjorn to make them the best.
 
   "We need a crew to sail with us.  I would take those who were with us at Brougham but I fear that their wounds may cause a problem."
 
   Sigtrygg shook his head.  "I would take them.  They will feel slighted if we leave them behind and they have deserved the honour Jarl. For seven of them to have faced a warband takes courage.  The four who survived that battle should be with us."
 
   There was a chorus of, "Aye!"
 
   "Then they come but we need another ten." I smiled, "Haaken, I leave you in charge of choosing them."
 
   He shook his head, "After my last choices I think that may be a mistake."
 
   "We give you another chance, old friend.  Cast your eye over them."
 
   He laughed, "Which one? My good one or the one I lost?"
 
   Everyone laughed which showed that we were in good spirits. 
 
   This time I asked Kara what else the women would need apart from the pots she had requested. She nodded, "Any herbs which we do not grow would be welcome. And a copper dish."
 
   "A copper dish?  Cannot Bjorn make one?  We have the copper."
 
   "But he has never seen one.  He needs one and then he can make more. Remember when you used to buy sword blanks from Frankia?  Then Bjorn's father learned how to make them.  It is the same."
 
   "Very well."
 
   "And, father?"
 
   "Aye, Kara?"
 
   "Be careful.  You have a grandson now and much to live for."
 
   "And as you and Aiden know the moment I begin thinking of being careful will be when I am struck from behind. I will be Jarl Dragon Heart.  You of all people should know that we cannot change our destinies."
 
   "You are right but…" She hugged me.
 
   As I left the next day I knew that I should have invited warriors who served my other jarls.  Perhaps, in the future, I would but this was a new alliance I was forming and I wanted those around me whom I trusted the most. I was leaving my home in safe hands.  Kara would care for the people and Scanlan, who was now headman of Cyninges-tūn, would supervise the slaves in the mines and the quarries. It was an ordered world I left.
 
   Coen Ap Pasgen was keen to sail with me as was Siggi but Trygg had problems with his knarr and Bolli was working on it. Erik and Bolli had spent the last few months working as hard as any to repair the damage my drekar had suffered and to make her even stronger. The dead ship's boys had been replaced.  It was Cnut Cnutson's second voyage and he now looked a more confident boy than the one who had tentatively climbed to the mast head.  Now he raced Karl.
 
   We left for the south in our usual formation with my wolf sail telling all who and what we were. We now knew the route and knew where we would stay. We still worried when we neared the witch's haunt but we were undisturbed.  Wight was passed without incident and, when we arrived at Bourde we were almost disappointed for it had been an incident free voyage. The Vasconians were warned of our arrival and the Duke greeted us at the wharf. I carried the wolf cloak in my arms.  It had nearly cost Eystein his life and I saw his eyes as they stared at the cloak which could have been his had he aimed his arrow better.
 
   "Duke Seguin, here is the gift I promised you."
 
   The Vasconians are a very emotional race and his eyes filled up. "I am touched that you remembered.  You must thank the man who killed the beast."
 
   I nodded, "That was I. You cannot make a gift of an animal killed by someone else. There is part of me in the skin.  I cleaned it and trimmed it. When you wear it then think of me."
 
   He put a huge arm around my shoulders.  "I swear we are brothers beneath the skin.  Come! Tonight we feast and tomorrow we trade!"
 
   And feast we did. I managed to show some restraint but my men did not. Aiden and I were the first ones to rise and we went to the ships which had been manned by the ships' boys. We made sure that nothing had happened to them and then we explored the city. The first thing we both noticed was how many buildings were built of stone.  At home we used wood but here, because of the Romans there was much stone.
 
   "We should try this at home, Jarl. Olaf's mountain has much stone and unlike those who live in poorer lands we do not need to move our farms every few years."
 
   "Perhaps. We should try just one at first.  The women's house eh?"
 
   We both gained many ideas as we walked around the Duke's town. We had, I knew, been fortunate to put in here and find such a kindred spirit.  Perhaps this would bring us both great fortune.
 
   We spent another three days trading.  It took that time to gather as many pots as we required. The herbs took time but the copper cooking pot took the longest.  The Duke had a couple but he needed them. We had to send inland to buy one and it did not come cheap.  When I did see one, however, I could see that Bjorn would be able to make them and that they would be more than useful. 
 
   Aiden used the time in port wisely.  This was a Christian Dukedom and he sought out the priests and their books.  At first they were wary for we were the men from the Norse who took. When Aiden spoke gently to them and asked them pertinent questions they saw that he was not their traditional Viking. He discovered useful information he had not had before.  He found the Roman recipe for cement.  He did not think we could make it exactly as they could for one ingredient came from Italy.  However he was confident that he could conjure a form of it. It also gave him a reason to go to Amalfi again. He found charts from the Romans times which added to his knowledge.
 
   I spent time with the Duke.  We hunted one day.  He used hawks to do so and I found it exciting. I would get some when we returned home. There was a pattern to life here which was different to our own. It seemed somehow slower.  They appeared to get as much done as we did but they did not have to work as hard.  Of course the land was gentler land. There were no mountains, there were no crags it was a flat and fertile plain. The huge river was also used as a Roman Road. Each morning, well before dawn, ships would travel down the river to fish at the mouth so that the markets were full of fresh fish as the people woke. It was a different life.
 
   One morning, however, we were brought back to our world.  We had almost gathered all that we needed; we were just awaiting our copper pot when a fishing ship arrived in the river. There appeared no urgency to the boat but the captain sent a messenger to the Duke.  He came to me smiling.  "It seems another two of your drekar are coming. They were seen out to sea but heading this way.  Is this your son who is coming?"
 
   My hand went to my blue stone.  It could not be Wolf Killer.  He would not leave home whilst I was away. The Duke had come to see warriors such as us as ill deserving our reputation.  If this was more than one drekar then it was a raid.
 
   "Duke Seguin I would prepare to bar your gates.  These are not friendly Vikings.  This is a raid!"
 
   "Are you certain?"
 
   I looked him in the eye so that he would know I was speaking truly. "I swear it."
 
   "It will take time to do so."
 
   "We will try to buy you that time." I ran off. Aiden was still within the walls of the town but my men were not. I spied Snorri. "Get the men and arm them.  Raiders come.  I will meet you at the ship."
 
   We had left our armour on the drekar and I shouted to Erik as I approached.  "Erik there is danger! Drekar come!"
 
   The three captain of knarr heard me and they began to prepare their ships.  They were fully laden and had their crews aboard. I shouted to Karl and Cnut, "Come and help me with my armour."
 
   As they were dressing me my men came in dribs and drabs.  They asked no questions but emulated me.  I was dressed the first.  I went to Erik. "There are two drekar coming down the river. I am guessing that they are raiders.  If they are not then I will apologise to everyone and feel foolish. However my heart tells me that there is danger."
 
   "Has Aiden not dreamed the danger?"
 
   "His head is in books and he is far from home.  We will try to stop them here.  I want you and the knarr to go upstream behind the bend in the river. Can you do that?"
 
   He looked up at the pennant. "Aye the wind is in our favour but you will need to row us back later."
 
   "If we are alive then we will do so." I pointed to the local ships; there were not many. "I would warn those ships to do as you do too."
 
   "I will speak with them.  I have come to know them in the time we have spent here."
 
   Most of my men were aboard. I turned to address them. "There are two drekar coming here.  They may be friendly in which case you can all mock me to your heart's content but if they come with sides lined with shields then we fight them.  These are our friends in this town. We fight for our friends."
 
   Haaken nodded grimly, "Your feelings have rarely let us down."
 
   "We will wait in those warehouses they use for the wine." I smiled, "Most of the barrels and amphorae are now in our holds anyway.  That way we can watch their approach and if they are hostile surprise them."
 
   "Would it not be better to fight inside the town?"
 
   "They take time to prepare Sigtrygg.  You have seen that they move at a slower pace down here. Come we are wasting time."
 
   We hurried from the ship as the last of my warriors arrived. Erik was speaking with the other captains. I slid my seax and my sword in and out of their scabbards. They were ready and then I hefted my spear.  If we did fight then we would need to fight as a shield wall. Two drekar, unless they were small Threttanessa, would have more men than we did and we would be outnumbered. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the ships begin to leave their moorings and head upstream. It was one less thing to worry about.
 
   "Snorri and Bjorn, leave your shields and helmets here and go downstream to spy out the river. If you are spotted then you may be taken for locals. Warn us."
 
   They ran off and Haaken snorted, "You have more chance of seeing a gust of wind on a clear day than spotting those two."
 
   I nodded.  He was right. "If we fight then we fight as a wedge. The Ulfheonar will form the front five ranks.  The rest the last two.  We use surprise." I pointed to the three doors in the half empty hall. "We emerge from these doors and form up quickly.  I want to drive these raiders back to their ships if I can.  If not then we buy the Duke enough time to get his people inside his walls." Most of his people lived outside the walls of the town.  Some were a mile or so away.
 
   As my men prepared I was already thinking of the advice I would offer my new ally. He needed a watch tower downstream.  We had one at Úlfarrston and it had saved many lives already. Aiden suddenly appeared, out of breath. "I am sorry Jarl I was with the priests.  The Duke said there were raiders."
 
   "Two drekar were seen.  I do not think they are friends."
 
   "It is unlikely." He frowned.  "I did not dream danger."
 
   "Do not berate yourself Aiden.  This is not our home and you were, as we were, lulled by its peace."
 
   Snorri and Bjorn appeared as though by magic. "They are raiders. They are dressed for war and they have large crews.  We counted twelve oars on each side of the two ships." 
 
   "Then that means at least fifty and possible ninety men. Our plans do not change.  Open the doors and stand in the shadows. Remember to listen for my commands. Aiden, return to the Duke and tell him that it is raiders. We will fall back if we cannot hold them." He left quickly.
 
   With the doors open we would see when they landed.  The warehouse had no windows and we would be hidden, briefly, in the dark recesses.  It was unnerving to wait in that empty hall and listen but gradually our ears became attuned to the sounds of the water. Snorri cocked his head to one side.  "I can hear them Jarl."
 
   I listened and I, too, heard the rush of water at their dragon prows. Then I heard the command to lower sail. They were Norse.
 
   "Ready!" Sigtrygg and Haaken were at my side.  We had to be the first out of the door so that the wedge could form behind us. Our spears were ready and their shields were locked. I saw the first drekar glide along the wharf.  The sides were lined with warriors. They would have their ship's boys leap ashore and secure the drekar to the land.  Then the warriors would spill ashore. "Now!" We ran from the shadows into the sunlight. The two drekar were touching the jetty and I saw ship's boys running to the stones which would be used to tie them to the land. I cursed.  I should have had my archers ready to slay the boys.  It was too late for that now. We halted and I felt the slight movement behind me as the wedge was formed.
 
   We had been seen. I heard a voice order the men ashore to get us. I hoped that my wedge was ready.  "Charge!"
 
   The raiders began to clamber over the side.  They had no gangplank and it was not easy. There were just four warriors who had made it to land before we reached them.  I stabbed forward with my spear and it went through the open mouth of the Norseman who was shouting some curse at me. He was punched back and he crashed into two men trying to land. Haaken, Sigtrygg and Rolf Tryggson killed the other three. The wedge spread into a line and my men used their spears to jab at the raiders who were trying to jump ashore. They stood on the strakes and tried to spear us from above but we had helmets, mail and shields. They, on the other hand, were above us and our spears found unguarded parts of their body. Few appeared to wear mail. The ones on the strakes were thrown back or killed. I slashed my spear across the line that towered over us.  Some fell back. The first drekar was filled with wounded and confused men. Had there been just the one drekar then we could have boarded and ended it. Many of the crew were already either dead or had a wound.
 
   Snorri's voice sounded the warning, "Jarl the other drekar has landed!"
 
   "Back to the fort. Go!"
 
   My men had expected the order and the second rank turned and ran. We jabbed forward one more time and then we turned.  As we did so we slipped our shields around our backs.  We would have protection in case they had bows.  We held the advantage for we knew the town. We also had a slight lead over the second drekar.  I knew that Snorri and Bjorn would remain at the rear and would give us warning if we needed to turn and fight. The fortified part of the town was only slightly higher than the river and was not far away.  I saw that the ramparts were lined with the Duke's warriors. It was a thin line.  The gates were opened and we poured through.  The Vasconians did not have many archers but the few they did released their arrows as we thundered over the bridge and into the citadel.
 
   As the mighty gates slammed behind Snorri I turned to run up the ladder to the gatehouse and the Duke.  Snorri said, "Jarl! I saw someone we knew."
 
   I turned, "Who?"
 
   "He was hard to miss; it was Thord the Foresworn.  He was not named Thord the Big for nothing."
 
   I cursed.  I had brought this to Bourde.  These were the men whom I had declared outlaw.  They had sold themselves to someone who thought not to trade but to steal. This was personal now.
 
   When I reached the top of the gate the Duke grinned, "Thank you for the warning. We would have been slaughtered if they had caught us on the streets."
 
   "How many men do you have?"
 
   "We only have twenty guards here.  I have more men but they are on the borders. How many do we fight?"
 
   I looked out at the advancing Norse.  They had had large crews. "I am guessing at least ninety remain.  We are outnumbered."
 
   "We can sit behind these walls and they will leave."
 
   I nodded.  "But they will wreck your town first and your warehouses will be emptied.  I know they are not full but these will take all and then fire them. We have to rid your land of them."
 
   "How?"
 
   "I will give thought to that."
 
   The warriors approached the ditch cautiously.  I saw Thord the Foresworn myself.  He was in the third rank and I think I saw the others too.  They had better helmets and shields but Thord stood a head above the others. Aiden was counting and he said, quietly, to me, "There are ninety of them. Twenty have mail byrnies."
 
   I scanned the line for their jarl. A warrior with a long mail byrnie and full face helmet looked to be the likely candidate.  His shield had a red boar upon it. He, like me, had a banner and his oathsworn looked to be dressed in the same fashion. They looked Norse to me but I would discover that when they spoke.
 
   The Duke said, "What do we do now, Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   "We speak.  It will give your people the chance to boil water. If they attack it is an effective deterrent. While they talk they cannot destroy your homes and your warehouses." I spoke calmly for his men looked nervous. The Duke had a large army but many were horsemen and they patrolled the dangerous borders with Frankia and the Arab lands. I suspected that those in the town were not the best warriors the Duke possessed.
 
   The man I had taken to be the leader put down his shield, took his helmet and walked forwards with his palms showing.  He wanted to talk. One of the Duke's archers raised his bow.  I restrained him, "Duke Seguin,  he comes to speak."
 
   The warrior stood just twenty paces from us.  I took off my helmet. I saw that this was a jarl. He wore a torc around his neck. He was younger than I was.  He looked to be the same age as Sigtrygg. He put his hands on his hips and said, "I am Kolbjorn the Slighter and I will speak with Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I turned to Aiden, "Translate for the Duke." I leaned forward.  "I am Jarl Dragon Heart.  I see that you have heard of me from the four foresworn warriors whom you have taken on."
 
   He looked around, "They told me who you were but they did not tell us that they were foresworn."
 
   "That is because they are liars and outlaws. They murdered a man and almost killed another.  There are families in Úlfarrston who are owed blood money by these nithings."
 
   One of them, I guessed it was Magnus, shouted something and received a blow to the head from one of the oathsworn near him.
 
   "I will deal with them later. Why do you fight for these sheep?  You are the wolf and should hunt them.  Slay them and open the gates.  We will share the treasure with you."
 
   I saw Aiden hesitate, "Translate!"
 
   He did so and I saw the Duke's eyes widen.
 
   "These are my friends and allies.  I have given my word that I will protect them and I am never foresworn." As Aiden translated I felt the Duke's hand as he patted my shoulder. "Go now and find other sheep, Kolbjorn the Slighter.  If you stay here you will find death and that is all.  Your oathsworn will die and your drekar will be burned.  Go now and find easier pickings."
 
   He laughed, "You have one small boat's crew and, from those I see on the walls, not enough men to stop us. We will fight you but first we will take your town apart. When we take your fort we will slaughter the men and enslave every man woman and child. If you surrender the town's treasury to us then we will let you all live."
 
   The Duke's knuckles whitened as Aiden translated and he shouted, "You will have to kill me first!"
 
   I smiled, "He will do none of those things, Duke.  The moment he and his men leave here to despoil your land I will lead out my Ulfheonar.  He cannot destroy while we are close by."
 
    Kolbjorn the Slighter looked up at the walls and spread his arms wide, "What say you?"
 
   "I say Kolbjorn the Slighter, that I challenge you to combat.  Let us decide if you will take the town or not."
 
   He nodded, "I can see little in it for me. If I kill you I still have to take the town."
 
   I laughed, "Killing the Dragon Heart and taking the sword touched by the Gods is nothing? Very well your men have heard that you fear to face me in combat.  I understand."
 
   I saw him become angry, "Trickster! Do not put words in my mouth.  I will fight you but I want your wizard to stay within the walls. I can fight you but not his evil magic." I saw the smile on Aiden's face as he translated for the Duke. He took it as a compliment. "Meet me here before this gate and I will send you to Valhalla, old man!"
 
   He was afraid.  He was trying to goad me by calling me an old man. The Duke frowned, "You would fight him?"
 
   "He has to fight.  If he did not then he would lose face with his men."
 
   "But it is my city he threatens and not you."
 
   "But it is my fault he is here.  Sigtrygg and Haaken are both right.  I should have killed the four traitors out of hand but I was swayed by compassion.  It is my error of judgement and I will rectify my mistake.  Ulfheonar, come with me. Eystein and Aiden, you two command in my absence."
 
   As we descended Sigtrygg said, "He looks a handy warrior, Jarl.  His sword is longer than yours."
 
   "I know and he is fitter too. Do not worry, Sigtrygg.  It may not come to a death.  Have faith in me."
 
   "I do, Jarl but you are fighting for someone else this time."
 
   "No, I am fighting for us and our name.  When I defeat him the word will spread that Jarl Dragon Heart is still undefeated and men will be less likely to venture close to our lands. It is this sword and our reputation which are our walls."
 
   The gate was opened and we stepped out. I handed my spear to Haaken and donned my helmet. We walked across the bridge and faced the Norse warband. Kolbjorn the Slighter's oathsworn had formed a half circle.  My Ulfheonar formed the other half. I saw that he did not use a cloak.  It was hot but I would retain my wolf cloak.  This was partly because it was part of me and inspired fear but the other reason was that it afforded me protection to my back. There were no rules to this sort of fight.  When we started then any means possible could be employed.
 
   I walked towards him. He nodded to me, "I have heard your name in every port and in every home I have visited.  They speak of you as though you are the only warrior who can fight. Looking at you now I fail to see how you have achieved your reputation.  Your sword looks nothing special and you are not as big or as strong as I am.  Your men tell me that you have no Norse blood in your veins at all. There will be little honour when I slay you."
 
   I smiled, "It is easy to see where you got your name. When I am dead and lie at your feet; when you have my sword in your hand then you can crow and decry me until then let us see whom the Gods favour."
 
   He half turned to laugh but I knew what he was about.  He suddenly launched himself at me.  I had seen the move before.  It was a way to end a battle in a spectacular fashion.  The long sword whipped towards my head. Rather than just blocking the blow I angled my shield and stepped forward on my right leg. I brought Ragnar's Spirit around in a low swing. He had been so confident and moving so quickly that he did not get the shield down in time.  He had a long byrnie which went down to his knees but my sword swept into the mail and into the side of the knee.  I did not penetrate the flesh but part of the hem of the byrnie hung down and I saw him buckle a little.  I had hurt him already.
 
   He stepped back and spat his words out, "Trickster! This is the work of your Galdramenn!"
 
   "It is a poor warrior who blames others for his faults."
 
   He roared and swung his sword overhand.  He was a head taller than I was and if the blow had struck it would have hit my helmet.  He was such a big man that I was not sure if my helmet would survive such a blow. I stepped into him and punched with my shield.  I trailed my sword behind me. He did hit me but it was on the helmet and with his hilt.  It made my helmet ring but did no harm. The boss of my shield smashed into his hand and I saw him wince.  He did not wear mail gauntlets and I saw his knuckles bleeding.
 
   Keeping my sword behind me I hooked my right leg behind his weakened left knee and I punched his shield with the hilt of my sword. He staggered back as he tried to keep his balance.  Behind me I heard the cheers from my men and the Vasconians. His own men were cursing me and calling me Loki!
 
   He spread his arms wide to regain his balance and I took my opportunity.  I darted forward with my sword. It would be a lucky blow which penetrated mail and his leather byrnie but every blow weakened his confidence.  I had to remain on the offensive. If I could keep him guessing about my next move then he would not be able to attack me. He was angry now.  He was being humiliated in front of a large audience. He fought with his heart and not his head. As the tip of my sword struck him I leaned into the strike. I felt the end tear into the mail and into the leather. I put the weight on my right leg and the sword went a little further. I was penetrating closer to his body than I had hoped.  For the first time the anger was replaced by fear and he stepped backwards to get away from the sword.
 
   This time he managed a full step but it cost him as he twisted to the side and wrenched his knee. What had been a weakness was now a liability. As he pulled away from the sword I saw that the very tip of my weapon had blood on the end.  It was only a scratch but he would feel the warm blood inside his byrnie. He now knew what I could do. He swung his sword at my head.  I lifted my shield to take the blow.  This was a weaker one than the first one which had made my head ring. I saw him watching my sword as he wondered where it would strike.  Each of my blows had been different. He had used the same blow twice.  I was unpredictable. As I pulled my sword back I jabbed my shield upwards towards his chin.  It was like an uppercut in a fist fight. He reeled back. I swung my sword overhand.  He had been stunned by the blow and failed to block my sword effectively. I hit him between the head and the shoulder. This time two rows of rings were ripped apart and I saw his leather byrnie below.  There was a long cut from my sword.
 
   "Yield now and you can sail away and live!"
 
   He laughed, "If I sail away now my men would have me in the water before we reached the sea."
 
   He swung again at my head. He must have won all of his combats this way; using his longer reach and height to take men's heads. His blows were weakening. As he hit my shield I pivoted on my right leg so that he began to overbalance and fall forward. His exaggerated swing took him into empty space. He could not stop himself. As he passed me I brought the sword edge around and struck him in the middle of his lower back with all the force I could muster. The swing had added to the power and I heard a double crack. The first was the sound of his mail links tearing and the second was a bone in his lower back breaking. This was not time for mercy.  I let go of my shield, it hung across my side, and swung two handed at the back of his neck. The mail was already in tatters and I struck below the edge of his helmet.  Ragnar's Spirit bit into his neck and half severed his head.  He fell dead at my feet. There was an almighty cheer from behind me. 
 
   I raised my arms in triumph. There was a blur before me and a spear was hurled towards me.  It struck me in my left shoulder and I was pitched to the ground. I heard Haaken yell, "Treachery!" And my Ulfheonar raced towards the oathsworn of Kolbjorn the Slighter. Behind me the gates opened and the rest of my men along with the Duke and his Vasconians raced out. I pulled my shield around to protect myself and began to climb to my feet. My men had raced forward to punish these nithings and there was a gap.  I saw Alf Red Hair racing towards me with a sword.  I knew what he intended.  He would kill me and claim the sword. I could feel the blood pouring from my shoulder but I forced myself to concentrate on my right hand. As he pulled the sword back for the strike I lunged forward with Ragnar's Spirit held in two hands and plunged my blade deep into his stomach.  I stepped to the side and pulled.  My blade was ripped clear bringing with it his guts and entrails.  Then Eystein and Aiden were with me.  Eystein stood before me with his shield while Aiden tended my wound.
 
   "You must lie down, Jarl! You are bleeding to death!"
 
   I tried to smile, "I am fine. I won!" Then the sky went black and I saw nothing more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   I opened my eyes and saw Aiden smiling at me. "I am alive then?"
 
   "You were lucky, Jarl. The bone in your shoulder stopped it going all the way through but you will not hold a shield for a while."
 
   "And the raiders?"
 
   "They were driven back to their ships.  They left many dead."
 
   "Our losses?"
 
   He shook his head.  "They killed eight of the Duke's men and we had wounds but all walk and talk! We gained much treasure from the dead.  Your treasure from Kolbjorn the Slighter was placed aboard 'Heart'."
 
   "They are returned then?"
 
   "They are tied up to the wharf."
 
   "What of Magnus and the other two?"
 
   "They escaped. Neither drekar had a full crew. They left thirty dead and wounded behind.  All are now in Valhalla." I tried to rise. "Lay there, Jarl.  I am under orders from the Duke to make you rest until the morrow."
 
   I lay down again.  It was too difficult to move anyway. Aiden had used honey to seal the wound and help the healing process and then bound it with a tightly wound bandage. I could feel the ends of the bones grinding together. This would be a wound I would remember all of my life.  It was the kind of wound which, even when healed, ached in cold weather. Olaf, Butar and Ragnar had had them and they had told me of the aches one had to endure.  It was a sign that I was getting older.
 
   "See if they have an armourer here and get my mail repaired."
 
   "You will not need it for some while yet."
 
   "Even so, Aiden, I would be happier knowing that I could wear it if I needed to."
 
   "Aye, Jarl."
 
   After he left I had a succession of visitors.  First was the Duke.  He looked to be genuinely concerned. "Jarl you fought well today but you took too many risks."
 
   "You cannot do anything about someone who has no honour. He will not be in Valhalla."
 
   "Ah your warrior heaven.  Is that like our heaven?"
 
   "I doubt it. You do not have to be good to get in there just brave."
 
   "I have told your men that they are my guests until you are well."
 
   "I will sail home within the next two or three days, Duke."
 
   "Are you so keen to quit this place?"
 
   "No, but I have a land to protect and a people to lead.  If you were away for a long time then you would be missed, would you not?"
 
   "I would.  I am glad that you came into my river, Jarl Dragon Hart.  I have learned much.  I am having gifts made for you to take home.  We are indebted to you."
 
   After he had gone it was the turn of my Ulfheonar to crowd into the chamber. They were just angry. Sigtrygg shook his head.  "I think the warriors who followed Kolbjorn the Slighter were embarrassed by the actions of Alf Red Hair.  They fled and seemed unwilling to fight.  They still out numbered us and the day could have gone their way."
 
   "Their jarl was dead.  They were oathsworn and did not die.  It will be interesting what happens to them now."
 
   We left two days later as I had predicted. We had many gifts to take home. "You and your son will be more than welcome any time but we will bar our gates to any other that we see."
 
   "And that is wise. We are a fierce foe."
 
   "And a fine friend.  God speed, Jarl."
 
   "May the Allfather watch over you."
 
   We saw the bodies of Rolf and Thord, two of the Foresworn, when we passed the small island in the middle of the river.  They had suffered the blood eagle. The dishonour of one had resulted in the death of the other two.  I also think that their shipmates did not want to sail with those who had been foresworn. Everyone watched the two corpses as the river took us west to the sea.  For the younger warriors who had never seen a blood eagle it was macabre and yet none could take their eyes from it. I wondered where Magnus had gone.  He was as slippery as an eel.  The three who had died were followers.  They were under the sway of Magnus. Had he escaped or was he out there still?
 
   Once we reached the sea we headed north.  Aiden and I had spent some time, while I was gaining my strength, to talk with the knarr captains.  We had rearranged their cargo so that Coen Ap Pasgen's knarr would put into London and he would trade.  The other two of my captains were known and we did not want to risk the wrath of Wessex. The main reason was to see what the prices were like in Saxon England and also to see if we could do it. 
 
   We waited for a whole day sailing back and forth from east to west  until we saw the knarr emerge.  It was riding high in the water. The weather was not conducive to conversation and so we sailed west.  I was eager to discover the results but I would have to be patient. We had also decided that no matter what the opportunities our losses and my wound meant we would not be raiding.  There was no point. The weather west was difficult and we had no opportunities to put in and to lie up for the night.  Our first chance came when we approached the Sabrina.  We pulled in to the Gwent part of Dyfed.  The Welsh were ever eager to trade and we had spare goods on board.
 
   While Siggi, Trygg and Erik traded and bought supplies I spoke with Coen Ap Pasgen. "We did well, Jarl.  Prices are high for the Mercians press the men of Wessex and Kent is full of unrest." He smiled, "There have been many raids by both Norse and Dane. There were fewer ships in the port than I remembered. They were glad to see me."  
 
   He reached to bring out the bag of coins. I shook my head, "We will do that when we are home. We need all our captains together.  Well done Coen.  Perhaps you can persuade your father to buy a second ship."
 
   "Perhaps.  This coin will pay for skilled men.  We need those who can build in stone.  I liked the homes in Vasconia.  They do not burn easily."
 
   He was thinking along the same lines as I was.  When our captains returned we discovered that the war between the men of Dyfed and Coenwulf was intensifying.  It was not open warfare yet but the border raids were happening on a monthly basis.  Soon it would be open war. Their new king, Arthfael Hen ap Rhys, gave us gold to pay for weapons he wanted. King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys had been King of Glywysing and Gwent and had managed to take Dyfed. It made him the most powerful ruler in the southern half of Wales. He needed a large army to protect his lands from the Mercians.
 
   Bjorn's forges would be burning hot. I had thought to go ashore and speak with this king for I had never met him but my wound began to give me trouble.  A drekar is not a comfortable place to rest at the best of times but during the rough weather we had endured it had been impossible. I was in constant pain and my shoulder seemed to burn with pain. I saw the look of concern on the faces of Aiden and Haaken.  I knew I had given them a shock and they were eager for me to be under Kara's care.
 
   Once we reached Úlfarrston, not long after dawn, we divided the treasure and the profits proportionately. It was a complicated process for there was money owed to those in our settlement as well as the families of those who had died. The knarr captains also needed their share. Others, like Bolli, would not profit directly but he would be richer for Pasgen decided to order a new knarr.  He was enjoying the profits that we had made. 
 
   I felt like an old man as they insisted that I be taken by pony back to Cyninges-tūn. After the heat of Vasconia the dark woods of summer felt chilly as we made our way north. We had carts too, which enabled us to carry our cargo comfortably. This was our busy time of year and Cyninges-tūn had an empty air about it.  Men were busy toiling in the fields, the Water, the quarries and the mines. Children and wives were helping too.  It was just Bjorn, his smiths, and Kara with her women who were there to greet us. Kara raced to my side, "You are injured."
 
   "A wound in the shoulder."
 
   "I dreamed there was danger but I did not see your death." She glanced at Aiden.
 
   "It was a spear.  It penetrated the mail and struck the bone here." He showed her on his own shoulder.
 
   She turned to her women. "Prepare a bed for my father."
 
   I shook my head. "It is well.  Aiden has bound the wound, it will heal.  I will go to my own hall."
 
   "I command here until you are well. Have my father's arms taken to his hall." I was led away firmly and I saw the smiles from my Ulfheonar.  I would get no help from them.  They approved. When I was stripped to the waist the bandages were removed.  Aiden hovered nearby, anxious for Kara's view of his efforts. When he and Kara frowned I knew there was something amiss.
 
   "Fetch boiling water." Kara turned to Aiden. "There must have been something on the spear head.  This is an angry wound." She put her nose to it and sniffed.  "Has there been pain, father?"
 
   "I had a spear in my shoulder! Of course there was pain."
 
   She smiled, "You have had wounds before. Usually the pain diminishes after a few days. Did this wound?"
 
   I realised that the pain had not gone off.  She was right. I shook my head, "Aiden said the bones were broken. I felt them grinding together.  That caused me pain."
 
   "Even when you were still you felt pain; when the bones were not moving."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "There is something in the wound.  We will have to seek it. Lie down."
 
   I looked at the roof of her hall as I waited for them to begin their work. I knew not what they would do yet. To take my mind off what was to come I let my mind wander. We could build my daughter a hall of stone. As I stared up I tried to visualise the buildings we had seen in Vasconia. 
 
   "Hold his arms." Kara's face appeared above me, smiling. "I must use a knife and give you pain. If we do not get the badness out then you may die."
 
   I was shocked. I had had sword thrusts before. My body bore many scars. This had been nothing save that it had bled a lot. "I am in good hands, daughter."
 
   I felt the hands of her women as they pinned me to the bed. Kara took a thin sharp knife especially made for her by Bjorn as Aiden began to use the hot water to clean the wound.  The heat from the water was soothing. I saw Kara sigh, "I will open the wound now." She smiled at Aiden. "You did a good job.  The outside has healed well."
 
   He shook his head, "Yet there is badness inside.  You must tell me what to look for next time I have to do this."
 
   There was a sudden shock of pain as the hot knife sliced into my flesh. I knew she was being gentle but I gritted my teeth and dug my nails into my palms to stop myself crying out.
 
   "There is no shame in shouting, Father.  This does hurt; I know that." I shook my head.  She laid down the knife and put her hands on my shoulder.  I felt her hair in my face as she peered into the injury. "Ah! There it is!" She took two tiny pieces of bone which had been finely worked.  They looked like the needles the women used to sew. Her hair came into my face but I had to close my eyes for the pain became even worse. It felt as though she was reaching in me to tear out my heart!
 
   Then the pain stopped and I opened my eyes.  She held in her bloody hands a tiny piece of metal covered in pus and blood. "What is it?" I asked, weakly.
 
   "It is part of your armour.  Your own mail almost killed you.  This was poisoning the wound. We can heal you now. I will make a poultice and we will draw anymore poison from the wound.  Tomorrow we will sew you up." She turned to Aiden. "You would not have known to look for this.  He bled did he not?"
 
   "I thought he would have no blood left in him."
 
   She nodded, "And when it stopped you would not have thought to open him up again." She looked down at me.  "How did you get this wound?"
 
   Aiden told her, "He had won a combat and Alf Red Hair threw a spear when your father was not watching."
 
   "Wyrd. There is some evil here." I saw her hand go to the blue stone she wore around her neck.  "We must dream when father is well."
 
   Aiden nodded.
 
   I spent four days in the house of healing. On the last day in the house Elfrida brought my grandson to see me.  Wolf Killer was not at home.  He and his warriors had gone to the fells to the south and east of his land.  There were Danish castle rustlers about.  "I left a message for him and hurried here when I heard of your wound." She leaned over to kiss my forehead.  "You have a grandson now.  You must be more careful."
 
   When she heard how I had been injured she too was concerned. She had powers like Kara and Aiden, she was fey. She returned with me to my hall and fussed around.  She meant well but I wished to be treated normally.  I knew the wound would take time to heal but I knew that I would become better.  It was just my left shoulder which had been hurt. Had it been the right it might have been a disaster. However her fussing was bearable for Ragnar had grown a little and I enjoyed playing with him.  Kara even allowed me to walk by the Water and I went there with Elfrida and Ragnar.  I told my grandson the stories of my childhood, of Old Ragnar, Butar and Olaf. Elfrida had only heard some of the stories and I saw her nodding when I spoke of how I met Erika and that Midsummer feast. As we returned to my hall I saw the rays of the setting sun set fire to the Water and I felt the presence of my wife.  I stopped speaking and stood watching and remembering.  Elfrida put her arm through mine and held me close.
 
   My son arrived the next day.  "We chased the Danes back to the high passes. Their bodies mark their march.  They will not come again soon."
 
   "Good.  And how is Ketil faring?"
 
   He laughed, "He has but ten warriors and yet he is keen.  You would think he was the leader of a mighty army but the people love him for he is there to protect them.  They feel safer."
 
   When he heard of the wound and our traitors he became angry. "Haaken is right.  You are too kind."
 
   "Perhaps but we cannot change what is within.  I am just worried that this Magnus the Foresworn will come back and hurt us again.  I had thought, when they fled, that they would get as far away from us as possible.  It seems not."
 
   Elfrida shook her head, "Some people have a bad seed within them.  It is like the metal Kara took from your body.  You cannot see it but it poisons from within."
 
   "Perhaps." I changed the subject for I was uncomfortable talking about this traitor. "When you are ready to sail again we have orders for weapons from Dyfed."
 
   "And Italy?"
 
   "That too but there is a limit to what we can produce.  Bjorn and his smiths are working as hard as they can but good weapons take time. Perhaps the voyage after the next.  I may send Haaken and the Ulfheonar."
 
   Wolf Killer shook his head.  "They guard you, father. You are more important than any trade."
 
   "But I am safe enough here."
 
   Wolf Killer put his arm around Elfrida, "Remember Angharad? This is not just me; Kara, Aiden and the Ulfheonar feel the same. You are too important to risk. We know that we nearly lost you this time. We must protect you."
 
   "You have been speaking about me?"
 
   He nodded, "We are worried."
 
   I smiled.  This was wyrd. Kara and Wolf Killer were speaking once more.  My wound had nearly killed me and yet it had brought together my son and daughter. The Norns were, indeed, spinning well.
 
   When they left, after three days with me, we agreed that Wolf Killer would take his drekar and escort the knarr to Dyfed when the next moon came. I was happy.
 
   My wound did begin to heal. When it started to itch then I knew I was on the mend. Kara, too, seemed satisfied and allowed me to begin to practise with my weapons again. My sweat hut helped the healing process. By the time Wolf Killer had returned to go on his voyage I was almost back to full fitness. We had a feast in Kara's hall.  Bjorn had made her a copy of the copper pot we had brought. She was pleased with the way it cooked and she and Elfrida discussed its properties as I sat with Aiden and Wolf Killer to talk of our plans.
 
   "My young warriors still wish to raid, father.  Chasing those who come to steal our cattle is not the same."
 
   "I know but we need both drekar if we are to raid successfully. At the moment that would leave our home too exposed to danger. Perhaps next year. I have one more voyage to Italy this year. By then we will have more young men who will be able to become warriors."
 
   "Then when I have been to Dyfed I will sail to Italy instead of you. You are not yet fully healed."
 
   "I am fine.  You have been wounded before, Wolf Killer.  Your body becomes stronger after a wound, you know that."
 
   "Even so I have not done enough in the last few years.  That is my fault I know and I would make up for that. Let me do this for you to make up for my foolish behaviour and my stiff neck."
 
   I saw Kara and Elfrida smiling and wondered just how much they had had to do with this.  I knew from Erika that when a woman put her mind to something it was like a stone rolling down a mountain; there was no way to stop it.
 
   After he had gone I decided to take a tour of my land. Surprisingly enough Kara did not object. Sigtrygg, Snorri and Bjorn came with me.  Aiden was busy trying to work out a way to quarry stones so that they could be used in building. So far we were wasting more than we were using. Before I left my smith came to see me. "I have repaired your mail, Jarl and I have added some thin metal plates." He showed me my new mail.  It now had eight thin plates, four on each shoulder. They were attached by wire and would give protection from a downward blow whilst also protecting my shoulders.  I had seen similar idea in Miklagård. I had once had a suit made of such metal but we had found that it suffered damage more easily than mail. This seemed a happy compromise. 
 
   "And what of the weight?"
 
   "It does not add much for it is thin metal. On its own the thin metal would do nothing to stop a sword or axe blow; it will bend when struck but it will protect the mail." He shook his head.  "It upset me to think that one of my mail rings could have killed you."
 
   "But it did not and I now know that this was wyrd.  Thank you for the mail."
 
   He shook his head, "Thank you for the gold and the trade. I could drink from golden horns these days!"
 
   I laughed, "And yet, like me, you do not."
 
   "No Jarl for I remember Mann when we had naught.  I am content for we have peace and we prosper."
 
   The four of us took horses.  They were more comfortable to ride than ponies.  I gritted my teeth through the jarring of my shoulder.  Although it was healing well the jarring sent short spasms of pain through it.  A horse jarred less my body than a nimble pony. We had not seen Sven White Hair for some time.  Thorkell's Stad was somewhat isolated and they rarely had to send messages to us. We viewed no news as good news. We noticed more farms had sprung up especially in the Rye Dale and the Grassy Mere. This was fertile land and protected all around by high ground. It was where most of our cereals came from. It was not just rye we grew but barley and oats too.
 
   Haaken waved a hand as we passed another new arrival.  "This is well protected from raids, Jarl.  The people who farm here are lucky.  Perhaps they should pay more to live here."
 
   "Perhaps there may come a time when we need to but the trades and the raids are bringing in more coin and treasure than we can spend. I would not overburden these farmers.  If their crops fail then they will starve."
 
   Snorri laughed, "I think a man who starved here would deserve to die.  The Waters and Meres teem with fish and there is more game than a hundred hunters could kill."
 
   The land north of the col was also filled with new arrivals although not as many.  The land here was hillier and there were more rocks.  I saw that there were many sheep and small cattle here dotted on the fell sides. I was not a king nor a Duke yet I had a land and a people who were the equal of anything I had seen in Frankia or Italy. 
 
   I was looking forward to visiting with Sven White Hair and Einar.  The last few times I had come north was to help fight Hibernians or raiders from the north.  This was just a visit to catch up with old friends and tell them news of the south. Of all of us he had done the least to his hall.  It still looked the same, a ditch, wooden rampart, a watch tower and a warrior hall.  Huts were dotted untidily around the outside of the fort. But he and his men were happy.  As we approached I noticed that there were fewer people visible.  Perhaps they were hunting.  I hoped they had not had trouble.
 
   We had been seen from afar and Sven and Einar met us at the gate.  Both looked old. They had been Ulfheonar in Mann and again on Ynys Mon and Wyddfa.  They had followed Thorkell the Tall until he had fallen. I dismounted and winced as my foot touched the ground.  My shoulder was letting me know it still needed healing. 
 
   "It is good to see you Jarl and you too, old comrade.  It is good to see some of the old Ulfheonar still walk." He nodded towards Snorri. "I have breeks older than this one!"
 
   Einar sniffed, "Aye and they could do with a wash!"
 
   Old friends could do that and Snorri was not offended.  He had been ship's boy when Sven and Einar had fought for me. He was honoured just to be in their company.
 
   We went into the warrior hall and he summoned a slave, "Fetch ale, a new barrel!"
 
   We sat down and I noticed the lack of warriors. "Where are your warriors? Hunting?  Raiding?"
 
   "The young ones, including my son and Einar's have left.  They thought our life too boring. They asked to take the Threttanessa."
 
   Einar nodded, "They said they wanted to be like you, Jarl Dragon Heart. My son, Ulf, told us that you had become Jarl when you were younger than he was.  They wanted adventures."
 
   "They went A-Viking?"
 
   Sven shrugged, "They sailed west two years ago.  They said they wanted to go where no man had been before.  The promised they would return with great treasures and stories of great deeds."
 
   "They have not returned?"
 
   "They have not. We fear they have sailed over the edge of the world."
 
   "Who defends this land?"
 
   "The fathers of those who left. I fear that if we are attacked it will be the end of us all."
 
   I downed my ale.  I was not happy but I knew myself how difficult children could be. "You should have told me.  I left to go on a voyage and assumed that all was well here."
 
   They both looked embarrassed.  "You are right, Jarl.  Einar, Ragnar and I have debated about the wisdom of telling you but we did not want to be thrown out of our home and replaced by a young jarl."
 
   Haaken banged his horn down so hard that some ale spilled. "Then you do not know the Jarl! By the Allfather I do not know you two! We fought alongside each other and yet you misjudge him."
 
   "Peace, Haaken." I turned to Sven, "This is your home for as long as you want it.  I will send more younger warriors here but they will be to defend you and not replace you. If you do not wish to lead but live here then I will give you a new jarl.  Haaken is right in one respect, you have forgotten that I learned how to lead from Prince Butar and Ragnar. I thought I had learned well."
 
   "You have! Forgive us, Jarl.  We just feel we have let you down."
 
   "We will stay here this night.  I will leave Snorri and Sigtrygg here to organise your farmers." They both nodded their agreement. "I will find young warriors who are willing to make this their home." I sighed. "This might be a good time to organise the homes a little better.  If you were attacked then you would lose your homes. Dig a ditch around them and put a bridge over it.  When your new young men come they can erect a palisade. If the wolves came again…"
 
   The next day Haaken and I rode east towards Ketil.  Haaken was still angry.  "I used to look up to Sven White Hair and admire him.  Look at him now!"
 
   "When your son and all friends leave you because life is dull then judge him. He no longer feels he has a purpose in life. Ragnar was a little like that when he lived alone on the mountain.  It was only when he had to teach me how to become a Viking that he found life again.  Perhaps Sven will find it too."
 
   Ketil was in direct contrast to Old Sven.  I could see huge changes in the fort.  The low parts of the wall had been raised with logs.  It did not look pretty but it would stop an enemy clambering over them.  The ditches had been cleaned out and he had a warrior hall in the process of being built. The biggest change, however, was in the number of warriors.  He had had a handful when he had arrived.  Now there were thirty.  He beamed when he saw me, spreading his arm he said, proudly, "It is better is it not, Jarl?"
 
   "It is indeed Ketil.  You have transformed it. And all these warriors too.  You have done well."
 
   "When the young men from my home found I had become jarl they all flocked here.  I sent some back for they were too young." He frowned, "Did I do right?"
 
   "I think so. Better let young men grow and become warriors first.  Have you enough arms and armour?  We have supplies at Cyninges-tūn."
 
   "We found plenty from the dead Danes.  When we cleared the ditch we found serviceable spear and arrow heads.  Four of us have mail and if the Danes are foolish enough to come here then we will all be well equipped."
 
   He was in such high spirits that I did not like to bring him down to earth but I owed it to him. I led him away from his men.  "Sven White Hair at Thorkell Stad has no young warriors.  They headed west to find adventure. Until I can find more men there may be danger there too.  You need to watch the wall as well as the West Moors."
 
   "Thank you for honouring me with that confidence.  I will do so."
 
   He insisted we stay.  I did not like to say that sleeping on the cold ground would do my healing shoulder no good but I did not want to hurt his feelings.
 
   Haaken was in a better humour when we headed for Wolf Killer's hall.  "You chose well, Jarl, and I was wrong.  I thought him too young."
 
   "As older warriors did when you and I were advanced.  It was ever thus."
 
   We pushed hard as we rode south the next day. Ulla's Water was prospering too and we stopped, briefly, to talk with Sven Ullasson.  It was only right that he knew of the changes north and east of him.  "I have young warriors who are eager to leave this valley, Jarl.  Will they be welcome in Thorkell Stad?"
 
   "They will indeed.  It is fine country there." I waved a hand at the narrow valley. "The sea is close and the land is flat." I pointed to the mountain. "The wolves have further to travel."
 
   He nodded, "I like it here but I will speak to my young and restless warriors."
 
   The delay meant we did not reach my son's home until dusk.  My wound was troubling me but I remained silent. Sympathy did not alleviate pain and I did not need anyone to feel sorry for me.  I was a warrior.  I was a jarl.
 
   Wolf Killer was as concerned as Haaken had been.  He shook his head. "Have we not offered opportunities for warriors to serve on our drekar? I have sent riders asking for those who would serve on 'Josephus'.  None came forth.
 
   "It could be my son that they wish to emulate you or even me and achieve glory for themselves. We all know that warriors wish to have a name and to be remembered."
 
   "You do right to chide me, however subtly."
 
   I hid my smile. My son was changing. His wife was having an effect. 
 
   "Should I forego my trading voyage?"
 
   "No, Sven has warriors and I am sure there are some of mine who will wish to have the chance to serve. I am anxious to make our new alliance stronger. The more we can trade with Vasconia and Amalfi the better. Dyfed is a good ally and is a barrier to Mercia but we gain more from our distant allies.  Aiden has learned much and his knowledge makes us stronger here.  We need brains as well as muscle."
 
   When I returned to my home I was surprised that none of my warriors wished to journey north. I took it as a slight until Haaken came to me when I was in my sweat hut. "I have served with you longer than any other warrior, Jarl Dragon Heart and yet, sometimes, you surprise even me."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Those men at Thorkell Stad who left would not have left if they had been here.  You give the young men a chance of glory.  You show them an adventure and you give them someone they all want to be, Dragon Heart. Even Magnus the Foresworn is a testament to you.  He was foresworn because he wanted the short way to become a hero. Our young warriors will flock to sail with us until we both die.  Of course my tales and my songs help."
 
   I smiled, Haaken could make fun of himself.  He posed a great deal and he was full of his own importance but beneath it all the truest warrior a jarl could wish for.
 
   I went to the new hall Aiden was building. He had managed to find a way of wasting slightly less blocks but I could see he was annoyed with himself. "I should have studied more when we went to Miklagård."
 
   "Perhaps when we visit Italy you could travel to Rome. They have books there."
 
   He nodded, "That may be but the barbarians damaged much."
 
   I smiled, "Some, perhaps all, would call us barbarians."
 
   "Then we will have to change that view eh Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   My son left at the height of summer.  I did not envy him the Blue Sea at that time of year.  He had a full crew and the three knarr were well laden. Siggi would only sail as far as Dyfed.  He was confident that he could avoid any dangers from Mann and Ynys Mon.  He was taking the weapons to the Welsh and the other two knarr had enough space to bring back all that we needed. This time Wolf Killer had gold with him to buy precious spices, lemons and oil. The iron we took would be traded for wine.
 
   Another sign of the change in Wolf Killer was that he was happy to leave his family with us. It made sense for every warrior that he possessed was on the 'Josephus'.  Windar would have to watch the south and the east. 
 
   Ragnar had been taught words since he had last stayed with us.  He could also walk quite well and so I began to teach him to become a warrior. It was enjoyable and it gave me the chance to spend time with someone who would carry my blood into the future. 
 
   Snorri and Sigtrygg returned after a week or so.  They seemed satisfied with the new men who had gone there.  "Sven has learned his lesson.  I spent some time with him.  He will make Thorkell Stad the fortress it once was.  I think the departure of his son tore the heart from him; he had hoped he would be jarl when he died."
 
   "We all hope for things Sigtrygg.  It is what makes us men.  But we do not always get that for which we aspire."
 
   When I was not playing with my grandson I spent time with Bjorn in his workshop.  I had a new Ulfheonar and Asbjorn needed his golden wolf. When I went to collect it I noticed him finishing off the copper pot for Kara. I knew he had spent some time perfecting his technique.  There were women in the village using those that he deemed not good enough for Kara. He beamed when I went in. "There, Jarl, finished!"
 
   He handed it to me. It was lighter than the clay pots the women used and I saw that he had fitted a handle too. When I looked inside I saw that he had etched a wolf into the bottom. "A wolf, Bjorn?"
 
   He smiled, "I should have asked your permission, Jarl, but the wolf is our symbol. I use it on all that I make for us.  Swords, helmets, seaxes, spear heads, everything. It makes me feel one of the warriors who fight for you."
 
   "You fight for me every bit as much as they do, Bjorn.  Without your weapons then we would not be as successful."
 
   He nodded and pointed to all the forges where his smiths hammered away.  "We now make many for others Jarl and that worries me. I would hate the day to come when our own weapons would be used against us."
 
   "I too have thought of that, Bjorn.  It is why we now trade with but three places: Dyfed, Vasconia and Italy.  All are far enough from us to eliminate them as a threat. Our enemies are all within spitting distance."
 
   "Yet Magnus the Foresworn managed to find those who would fight you."
 
   "He did not expect to find us there.  I think I have his measure now.  He will only return here when he has his own warriors and has made a name for himself."
 
   "What if he goes to Mann or Dyflin? There are many there who harbour grudges against you. Sihtric Silkbeard may be dead but he has sons. Magnus Bare Legs still squats to the south of us."
 
   He was right.  I had few friends amongst warriors such as us.  True, none had dared to raid us for some time but, as I had seen with my own young men, it only took one and the whole barrel of apples could be spoiled. One of my faults is that I am guilty of overconfidence.  I believed our enemies were close at hand.  The Gods were about to show me that I might be mistaken in that belief.  Or perhaps it was the Norns who had decided that I had had enough peace and wished to cause mischief.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Wolf Killer, Erik, Siggi and Coen Ap Pasgen arrived one late afternoon. That in itself gave me cause for concern. They all looked unhappy and the sweat on their ponies told me that they had come from Úlfarrston with great speed. Something on the voyage had gone wrong. As we had seen them from some distance away we had ale ready for them and I greeted them in my hall along with Kara, Haaken and Aiden. The measure of the problem could be seen by the fact that Wolf Killer just gave the briefest of greetings to his wife and son. It was me he addressed.
 
   "Trygg and his crew have been captured." I nodded.  I would comment when I had heard the whole story.  "We had traded successfully with the Duke and the voyage had been remarkably easy. We left and headed south.  It was when we came to the disputed lands north of Al-Andalus, the Asturias and Galicia, that our problems began. Many small boats came out in the night and were upon us before we knew. They had come from a hill fort. It was dark and I ordered us to head out to sea for the boats were numerous but small. We could not stay together. When dawn broke we found that they had taken Trygg. I took my drekar closer in and saw his knarr in the port.  There was little chance of a rescue for it was heavily defended. We returned here."
 
   Aiden was next to me and he had his charts out. "Where on this chart is the port?"
 
   He looked at the drawing and pointed his finger at a red dot. "There I think."
 
   Aiden pointed to two other dots: one further north and one further south.  "Could it have been either of these?"
 
   He shook his head, "No, it had a Peninsula."
 
   "Then it was known as Brigantium in Roman times."
 
   Erik nodded, "That makes sense. Josephus told me of a lair of pirates and thieves called Faro Bregancio.  That too was close to a peninsula.  Could it be the same?"
 
   It was time for me to speak.  "That would make sense but the name matters not. It is the location and what we do about it that is important."
 
   Coen Ap Pasgen looked upset, "Trygg is lost! We can do nothing! Our trading will have to stop."
 
   It was then I realised that no matter how much we worked with our friends from Úlfarrston they were not of our people and did not understand our ways.  Everyone else stared at him.  Siggi said, "I grew up with Trygg and I for one will find him."
 
   "Fear not, Siggi. When a man, any man, swears that he will follow me then there is a bond between us.  It says that I am responsible for my oathsworn. They fight for me and I fight for them. Trygg is not lost until we decide he is lost."
 
   Everyone, Elfrida and Coen excepted, began banging the table.  Even Kara joined in.  Ragnar looked fearful.  I smiled at him and ruffled his hair.  "These are your people, Ragnar, do not fear them." He went closer to his mother but he looked less fearful. "We go to this lair of pirates and we will find Trygg, his crew and his knarr.  We will bring them home." They nodded. "Wolf Killer do you wish to stay here with your family?"
 
   He shook his head, "I let Trygg down.  I took us too close in to the coast.  I will make amends for my mistake."
 
   "We will stay with Kara, my husband."
 
   "I come too, Jarl." Siggi jutted his jaw out defying me to refuse him permission.
 
   "We do not need a knarr to slow us down."
 
   "I will come as one of your crew.  There were many boats in the harbour and we will need every warrior we can lay our hands on."
 
   "Very well." I looked around.  "We have little time to make plans. Aiden and I will do that as we head south. Wolf Killer, say your goodbyes. Siggi, Coen and Erik prepare the two drekar for sea.  Haaken go and tell the Ulfheonar we have a blood feud."
 
   When they had all gone Aiden asked, "How many warriors from Cyninges-tūn will we take?"
 
   "All who wish to come." I turned to Kara, "You and Scanlan must work with Bjorn to watch this stad.  Send to Windar and tell him where we have gone. He will tell Ketil.  Have boys go to the Rye Dale, Grassy Mere and Thorkell Stad.  All must prepare for war."
 
   "We will be safe."
 
   I was reassured by Kara's words.  The presence of Elfrida in her hall had brought her back to her full powers. It meant there was no danger at present.
 
   In the time it took to kiss my daughter and daughter in law, and hug my grandson we were ready to march to Úlfarrston.  We would be marching in the dark but we knew that the two drekar would be ready to put to sea by the time we reached them. We almost ran down the trail and the greenway.  My shoulder had nearly healed and the march did not cause much pain at all.  Of course when I fought that would be a different story. We had ponies with us but that was to carry weapons.  We took extra bows, arrows and spears. We were going to war.  These people who lived in their protected lair would discover the dangers of poking the wolf.  The men of On Corn Walum and Ynys Mon had found that out and their blackened homes were testament to their folly.
 
   We said nothing as we headed south. I was busy planning what we might do.  When I had glanced at the map I had seen that this Faro Bregancio occupied a high piece of ground protected on three sides by water. It would not be easy to take without incurring high casualties. Aiden's mind would have to find a way.
 
   The drekar were at the mouth of the river.  It was low tide and we had to ferry men and supplies out. Luckily it was just our arms that needed to be carried. I spoke with Pasgen and his son.  "I am taking most of my warriors with me.  I must call upon you and your men to watch the west and south for me."
 
   Pasgen nodded, "We will do so. You have come to our aid more times than I can count." He looked at his son and shook his head.  "Trygg and his men may already be dead."
 
   "I know," I said, firmly, "When you prick one of us then we all bleed and we all seek revenge.  It is the way of our people. As you know we can live a peaceful life but if we are angered then you had better be able to run where we cannot catch you for we are relentless. We will trade again, Coen Ap Pasgen, and we will sail to Italy once more.  We will make the seaways safe; for us at least."
 
   I intended to sail to Bourde without a stop.  Siggi and his men had split themselves between the two drekar.  They were close to Trygg's crew and it would enable us to have crew sailing all day and all night. If the winds dropped then we would row.  We were fully crewed.  We only had the Ulfheonar and six of Wolf Killer's men who had mail but we would be facing pirates.  At least that was what we believed.
 
   Aiden and I did not go directly to sleep as most of the men did.  We sat at the stern on my chest and discussed what we knew. "Your son said that it was a wooden fort. He said they only had, from what he could see, one ditch."
 
   "But he also said that there were steep cliffs on three sides. A frontal assault is always costly."
 
   "Then when we put in at Bourde we should ask the Duke for pig fat. Snorri and Bjorn are good archers.  We could use fire to gain entry."
 
   "And we still have some seal oil on board." We always kept seal oil on board the drekar.  It had many uses and stored well. I stood and stretched.  I rubbed my shoulder; it helped the ache. "It is a plan and it is a better chance than I had thought when we left home." I swept my hand around the drekar.  "I will not waste men's lives needlessly."
 
   "You know that Trygg may be dead." Aiden was only voicing what I believed in my heart but it sounded like a death knell when he said it.  He was a Galdramenn.
 
   I nodded, "As you might have been dead, and Wolf Killer and Kara, and Elfrida yet I went to find you anyway.  Even when all hope appeared gone I still tried." I shrugged.  "I cannot bear the thought of someone I care about being a prisoner and wondering if help will come. I will go to Trygg and if I am too late then so be it but I will know that I tried and Trygg will watch from the Otherworld and know that I did all that I could.  It is why we will travel without stopping. I want us to fly o'er the seas. Each hour of delay increases the chances of his death."
 
   When we reached Wight we did not follow the coast as we normally did.  It was early morning when we reached the Saxon isle and we headed south and east. We would be out of sight of land.  There was no alternative. The wind was with us and we rowed.  We took a chance.  If we did not reach the coast by nightfall we would have to heave to for we had no way of working out our position at night. I joined the rowers despite the protestations of my men. They worried about my wound. The exercise actually helped my shoulder.  At first painful the constant motion made it diminish eventually. When Cnut Cnutson shouted from the masthead, "Land to the east." We all cheered.  The hard work had paid off.  We had saved days by sailing across the uncharted stretch of water.
 
    When we reached Bourde our water barrels were almost empty. We had planned on stopping at Bourde in any case but our lack of water and beer forced us there.  It was good that we had an ally and a friendly port else we might have fallen foul of the Franks.
 
   As we rowed down the river I saw that the Duke was building two stone towers at the end of the wharf. He himself was there, half naked and toiling with his men. They stopped when we drew next to them.
 
   "It is good to see you, Jarl Dragon Heart and so unexpected.  It is not long since your son was here."
 
   "And he is with me again. That is his drekar following us." I nodded to the towers.  "A good idea."
 
   "I do listen and the advice of you and Aiden was sound.  What brings you here?  You are not here to trade?"
 
   "No. After my ships left you they were attacked at Faro Bregancio."
 
   His face darkened. "Then your ships were lucky to escape.  The men of Galicia often raid overland to my southern borders.  I have to keep as many to watch those brigands as watch out for the Emperor. They are a cunning and devious race."
 
   "One of my ships did not escape. They captured a knarr and its crew."
 
   "Then they are dead."
 
   Perhaps it was the blunt way he spoke it which affected me, I know not but I felt a heavy weight in my heart. "None the less we go to Faro Bregancio.  What can you tell me?"
 
   "King Alfonso of the Asturias is trying to claim the land of Galicia.  There is no war as yet.  He is a clever king and he is trying negotiations first. He is lucky that there is no King in Galicia. The people there do not have one leader they can follow. Instead there are many counts who wish to become the overall leader.  There is a Count of Faro Bregancio, Silo. He is ambitious and the position of the fort makes it almost impregnable." He lowered his voice so that my men would not hear. "I know your men are brave but they would be slaughtered if they attacked."
 
   "And yet we will.  Thank you for the information. It helps. Do they have archers?"
 
   "Not really.  They use slingers and spearmen." He grinned, "You and your men could defeat them if you fought outside the walls but I cannot see how you will get inside."
 
   "And I have yet to work that out but I will find a way."
 
   "I believe you will."
 
   "I need water, ale and food.  We will pay."
 
   "You will not! You are my friend and you fight my enemies.  I have not enough men to aid you but I can supply you."
 
   "And we need pig fat if you have it."
 
   "You can have all that we possess but tell me why?"
 
   "Pig fat burns and the fort is made of wood.  It burns too!"
 
   Enough of the local sailors and fishermen had been to the port to be able to give detailed information to Aiden, Erik and Karl, Wolf Killer's captain. The limited charts we had were improved. We would not run aground. It would take us a day to sail along the coast and so we left the next morning.  It allowed us a night ashore where the Duke fed us well. My men did not drink as much as normal. They understood the dangers in fighting when still affected by beer and wine. The Ulfheonar set a good example. The Duke insisted that we call in on our way north.  "If you are not here within a week then I will take on the debt of honour and I will punish these brigands!"
 
   It was not an idle promise but I knew that if we failed then so would he.  "Thank you and we will be back!"
 
   While we had been in Bourde we had taken the precaution of sharpening all of our weapons.  We had left home so quickly that none of us were certain if they were as sharp as they should be. We wore our mail from the moment we left Bourde.  This was despite the dangers of wearing mail at sea.  When we reached there we might not have time to don armour. Aiden helped me with mine.  He worried and fretted about the bones in my shoulder. I shook my head.  "Kara says they will have knit by now, Aiden.  She has fed me a diet which will speed up the process.  You know that she would not say I was healed if I was not."
 
   He reluctantly agreed.  The new metal plates over the shoulders did not add much to the weight and, more importantly, they did not restrict my movement. I put on the red cochineal.  We were going to terrorise these people.  They have seen a Viking but I guarantee they had never seen wolf warriors. If they thought Trygg and his sailors were typical of our people then they were in for a shock. Aiden helped Snorri and Bjorn to make fire arrows.  He had read how to make them so that they would burn better and yet be more accurate. We would try that out now. They made ten arrows. The range would have to be close but all of us were confident that the bowmen could hit the target.  The question would be could we get the pig fat close.
 
   "We need a Roman Ongar really."
 
   Sigtrygg snorted impatiently, "As we have not got one nor the time and materials to build one you might as well wish for a secret door into the fort!"
 
   "I am just saying that we need something which can throw the pig fat a long way.  We will struggle to get the fat close without losing many men."
 
   He was right and I had yet to put my mind to that particular dilemma. The fort was on a small peninsula which was attached to a larger one.  The only thing in our favour was that the fort did not overlook the harbour. We intended to sail into the harbour at night. If we could do so silently then, by dawn, we could have cut off both peninsulas from help. We still hoped that Trygg and his crew would be alive and his knarr would be there.  We doubted that Trygg and his crew would be in a position to sail their own ship back.  That would be the task of Siggi and his men. When darkness fell we were just eight miles away.  We had spied the headland and the entrance to the harbour.  Erik had the sail lowered. And we began to row in gently.  We wanted no noise from the oars and so we moved slowly. We had most of the night to get into the harbour. A drekar with its sail furled is hard to see and we had used the mast fish to make us even smaller. 
 
   Karl was clinging precariously to the dragon prow and was watching the entrance.  Aiden stood hard by with his charts and Cnut Cnutson waited half way down the drekar to repeat any commands. 'Josephus' followed as closely as possible. Erik's skill showed in the calm way he moved the steering board.  He made the subtlest of movements as Cnut waved his arm first one way and then the other. I stood with Erik and I peered at the fort.  I could see the glow of torches burning by the ramparts.  They gave me an idea of the size. One fact which we did not possess was the size of the garrison.  We had assumed numbers based upon the boats which had surrounded our ships.  They might not have been the garrison. I hoped not.
 
   As we passed the darkened harbour I saw ship after ship tied up.  Few of them were as big as Trygg's knarr and none were as big as our drekar.  And then we saw Trygg's knarr.  It was still there. We ghosted towards the wooden jetty. Erik signalled for the men to retract their oars and I joined Karl at the stern while Cnut went to the prow. Erik was a master seaman and we barely bumped into the jetty.  I leapt ashore with Karl and had my sword at the ready.  Karl tied us securely to the wooden post.  I knew that Cnut would do the same at the prow. My men had stored their oars and were now grabbing shields and pouring ashore.  
 
   When Siggi joined me I pointed to Trygg's knarr and he nodded. He led his crew to retake the knarr. Snorri and Bjorn needed no instructions to race towards the neck of the peninsula.  We did not expect guards or sentries but any that there were would be despatched by the two redoubtable scouts. As soon as my son landed his men we ran after our scouts.  Aiden had his assigned warriors to carry the skins of pig fat. We had left just six men to guard the drekar. I hoped it would be enough. I was gambling once more. 
 
   When we reached Snorri we saw that there were sentries at the narrow neck of land. It was just two hundred and fifty paces across. I waved Eystein over.  I saw that he was wearing the mail he had taken from the Danish Jarl. "I want you and the men from Cyninges-tūn to hold this neck of land. Can you do it?" I was aware I was leaving him with but twenty four warriors but it was a third of our force.
 
   He nodded.  "If not you will find this land covered in our corpses and those of our enemies."
 
   I led the men up the hill towards the distant fort.  There were houses in between us and it. I signalled to Wolf Killer's men as we advanced. They had had their orders.  Every male was to be slain and the women and children taken back to the drekar. They would be bound by Siggi and his men and placed aboard the knarr.  The men of Faro Bregancio would rue the day they took my oathsworn.
 
   The screams and cries alerted the fort as I knew they would. We had no need for silence once the first men were killed. I hoped that the fear of the sudden attack might terrorise the garrison and work in our favour. I made my way up through the huddle of huts with the Ulfheonar.  Behind us I heard Wolf Killer's men emptying them. When we reached the second narrow neck of land we stopped.  There, ahead of us were the heads of Trygg and his crew.  Their eyes had been gouged out and their manhoods protruded from their mouths. I hissed, "Take them down.  There will be no prisoners!"
 
   My warriors went forward and removed the offending skulls.  They wrapped them in sacks. Haaken said, "We will recover them when we have destroyed this nest of vipers."
 
   Aiden and his pig fat carriers arrived as the heads were removed.  He said, "We have done the same before now, Jarl."
 
   I turned and spat out, "If you think that then you serve the wrong lord! When we fight we kill.  We only do this to those who invade our land.  This is a punishment for an enemy and not a merchant. Trygg was a trader! It is not the same!"
 
   Aiden recoiled, "I am sorry, Jarl, you are right."
 
   I was angry and I would apologise to Aiden later.  Now I needed my anger. We were about to take on great odds; we would have to fight like demons. I saw the gatehouse and the ramparts fill with warriors. We had timed it well for dawn was some hours away. The dark would hide our numbers and add to the fear of the defenders.
 
   Wolf Killer joined me with ten of his warriors.  "We have cleared the houses.  My men have taken the captives to Siggi."
 
   I nodded, "We found Trygg and the others.  They had been despoiled and beheaded. There will be no mercy for any we find. Send a few of your men to burn the huts. I want to send a message to this Count Silo and it will give Snorri and Bjorn the fire they need for their arrows."
 
   He turned and sent four of his men back down the hill.  I almost laughed.  We were going to try to take a fort with less than twenty warriors. It would either make a great saga or a great joke.  Which would it be? It took time to fire the buildings.  Soon the hill beneath us would be an impassable inferno. It would stop any reinforcements reaching us for a while but it would also cut off Eystein and his men. Wolf Killer's warriors barely made it back from the drekar before the hill became impassable.  Eystein would have to face, alone, any other warriors who lived close by.
 
   "Let us draw closer and see whom we face."
 
   We were not reckless and we hefted our shields around as we advanced in a thin line.  In the dark we would be almost invisible but I would take no chances with the few men I had with me. When we were just a hundred paces from the ditch I halted. I could see warriors on the walls. I turned to Wolf Killer and Snorri.  "Snorri, take Wolf Killer's archers and stand behind us. I want the ramparts clearing. Sven, go back to Eystein and see if he needs help. You should just have enough time before the flames take hold."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   There would be just fifteen of our archers but they could release forty five arrows in the blink of an eye. I shouted, "Lock shields!"
 
   Sigtrygg and Haaken locked their shields with me. There appeared to be little reaction to our movement from the walls and I wondered if they even knew we were there. When the first arrows rained upon them then they knew. Five of the defenders pitched into the ditch and another two fell within.  Their confusion was obvious.  They had no idea where the arrows were coming from. We were invisible and silent killers. The second and third flights despatched another twelve and then the faces from the walls disappeared. I heard a voice shouting in a language I did not understand. The message was repeated. Our silence was deafening. While they were still in the dark, quite literally, I sent Aiden and the pig fat men forward. 
 
   "Snorri, keep the gate clear of watchers."
 
   The first man who peered over the ramparts was pierced by three arrows. Aiden and the six warriors ran and jammed the skins of warmed pig fat next to the gate.  Aiden then doused both the gate and the skins with seal oil.  When they all made it back safely I breathed a sigh of relief.  Our attempt to destroy this town would have ended had they had braver guards.  Behind us the fire was burning well and clouds of smoke drifted towards the fort.  The Gods were on our side. 
 
   Aiden said, as he reached me, "The sun will be up within the hour, Jarl." 
 
   I nodded. I wanted the assault to begin in the dark so that they would not know our numbers.  "Snorri, Bjorn.  It is time for your arrows.  You other archers kill any who try to douse the flames. Ulfheonar, when the gate breaks we enter.  No mercy! No quarter! I want this fort a pile of charred wood by morning!"
 
   They all chanted, "Ulfheonar!" over and over as they banged their shields. I tried to imagine what the defenders thought within the fort. The noise was such that my men sounded many times their number.
 
   Then the first two flame arrows soared.  They struck the oil.  Nothing happened at first.  Two more arrows struck the skins and another two. The fat would now be spilling out. While my archers were launching their fourth arrows first the oil and then the  fat caught fire. When the next arrows struck they burned along with the others and the oil and fat became hotter. After a short time a wall of flame leapt upwards.  One unfortunate sentry had peered over to see what the noise was.  His head erupted in flame and disappeared into the fort. His death was as effective as the burning gate. We needed no more flame arrows for the gate and walls were now well alight. The dry wood burned quickly. The defenders were forced to defend against the flames.
 
   "Forward!" We were able to move to the ditch with impunity. The defenders had quit the walls.  They were trying to douse the flames with their meagre supply of water. I looked into the ditch. There were no traps but it had a steep slope.  "Over the bridge!"
 
   It was a risky strategy to get close to the walls for the flames were fierce. The dry wood was burning intensely and we sheltered behind our shields. It was Asbjorn the Strong who took matters in his own hands. He took his axe and ran at the burning gate shouting, "Ulfheonar!" He swung and smashed it hard. The bar must have burned first or it was poorly made and the gate sprang open after two strikes.
 
   I turned and drawing my sword yelled, "Ulfheonar, for Trygg and our comrades!" I was the fourth warrior within the walls.  There were bodies littering the ground inside the fort. The arrows in them told its own story. Our archers had cleared the walls well. Asbjorn was living up to his name and swinging his axe one handed; a ring of defenders lay at his feet. He would tire soon and Haaken and I joined him. "Get behind us and take a short rest!"
 
   A handful of warriors rushed at us.  Their shields were small and they had spears. I blocked one spear and brought my sword down on a head which had no helmet. It disappeared in a flood of blood and bone. I swung my shield to my right and caught a spear which would have hit my side. I stabbed forward with my sword and it went through the throat of the warrior. Sigtrygg and Wolf Killer joined me. I saw the buildings a little clearer now for the sky was lightening.  Ahead was a keep made of wood.  The defenders were rushing towards it.
 
   "On!"
 
   The four of us ran knowing that the rest would form up behind us.  Despite the weight of our armour we were catching the defenders who were racing for the sanctuary that was the keep. What they should have done was to close the gate and keep us out but the press of men was too great. They poured in, desperate to be away from these wild creatures that walked through flames. Haaken and I killed three men each before we reached the keep and we tumbled in through the open door.  They would not be able to secure their sanctuary now.  A sword came at me and hit my shoulder protectors.  As the blade slid harmlessly down my side I punched the man in the face with my shield and when he fell to the floor pinned him there with Ragnar's Spirit. I looked around and saw that the ground floor was filled only with the enemy dead.  These had no mail.  Our swords had found flesh; their weapons had found mail. It was the reason they had died and we had not. Having attained the keep we formed a shield wall to allow the rest to enter. I spied a ladder which led upwards. Up there they would hold the advantage.  If we tried to climb we would be picked off one by one as our heads rose up. I knew that we would have to fight for each floor.
 
   "Gather brushwood and pile it there close to the ladder."
 
   Wolf Killer said, "We will not go up after them?"
 
   I shook my head, "We burn them.  I will lose no more men.  This Count Silo thinks he will kill us as we ascend.  He and his men will die as they try to descend."
 
   As if to confirm the intention of the defenders a spear was hurled through the entrance to the floor above.  It struck an already dead body. Asbjorn had gone back to the front gate and he brought half of the burning bar which he had smashed in two. He hurled it towards the ladder where it began to burn.  Smoke preceded the flames which soon took the ladder. I heard coughing from above as the thick smoke rose. My other warriors threw chairs, broken spears and even some of the wooden walls so that, soon, there was a fire burning beneath the entrance to the floors above. The flames seemed to be sucked up through the hole leading to the next floor.
 
   "It is time we left!"
 
   When we went out into the fort I saw that it was daylight. We held our shields above our head as spears and stones were hurled at us. The tower looked to have three levels.  Smoke poured from the bottom one. Flames began to lick the sides of the wooden building.  At the top of the keep panic began amongst some of the defenders as the fire took an even greater hold.  One or two tried to climb down the sides of the keep. The walls were hotter than they thought and when the three warriors reached half way they lost their grip and crashed to their deaths. The wood of the tower must have been very dry for, when a gust of wind sprang up from behind us it fanned the flames and the whole tower became a fiery beacon. All that we could hear was the screaming of those within.
 
   Aiden ran back, "Jarl, Eystein and Sven are hard pressed.  More warriors are arriving."
 
   "Ulfheonar we go down the hill and end this!"
 
   We trotted through the ruined gate and across the bridge.  The fort could be rebuilt but it would be a grisly task to clear the charnel house of the destroyed keep. It would take some time to do repair what we had wrecked. The houses on the slope smouldered still. We could hear the sounds of battle at the neck of land. Eystein and his men had done a good job but paid a heavy price. The narrow col and the burned buildings had meant they could hope back superior numbers.  Now, however, they were weakening as spears shattered and men tired.   I suspect that if we had not sent reinforcements then things might have gone badly.  The enemy they fought were obviously unused to a shield wall. As we hurried towards our friends I saw knots of Galicians running at the shield wall. They were dealt with easily.  They had no concept of the wedge or coordinated attacks.  We would teach them.
 
   "Ulfheonar wedge!" 
 
   We formed up behind Eystein and Sven. When we were ready with shields locked I said, "Eystein, Sven, break!"
 
   Below us there was a mass of warriors, fishermen, sailors and those who loved in the town. There was no leader. The warriors who were facing us had no idea how to deal with our weapons and our tactics.  They watched as a gap appeared and then I shouted, "Now!"
 
   We had a slope with us and were able to move easily once we had crossed the line of bodies which littered the ground. We picked up speed.  Had we had spears left we would have been even more intimidating but even with just our swords it would take a brave man to face us. Panic is like a disease.  It spreads quickly and takes all with it. As we slew all before us men ran. The last three or four who faced us, realising they were alone, turned and fled.  We struck the warriors who led the Galician line. My shield deflected the weak blow from the first man's sword and I rammed Ragnar's Spirit into his guts. I pushed his body to one side and we tore through the line as though it was not there. With Haaken and my Ulfheonar and Wolf Killer and his men we were unstoppable.  We were a maelstrom of whirling blades and savage blows.  I do not think these warriors had ever encountered such fierce and well armed foes. The ones who were not warriors wanted no more of this and they ran.
 
   Eystein and Sven had added their men to our wedge so that we were now a mighty wedge. To the warriors who remained we must have seemed as though we filled the narrow neck of land. And yet there were little over fifty of us. We hacked, slashed and sliced our way relentlessly through the disorganised mob which faced us. After ten warriors had died  in as many blows the rest turned and fled. We kept moving, driving them like sheep. Those who slipped and fell were slain as we ran after them.  We were like a cloud of death killing all that we touched.
 
   This was their town and their land.  They knew its holes and ways better than we.  When we reached the jetty our enemies were all fled and had found somewhere to hide from our wrath.  We had won. I stopped and my men began banging their shields.  I took off my helmet and lowered my shield to the ground. My shoulder ached. I had not had to take too many blows on my shield but holding it high had taken its toll. While my men celebrated I looked for Aiden.  He appeared at my side.
 
   Waving a hand I asked, "Is there anything here worth taking?"
 
   He nodded, "There are barrels of salted fish, lemons, oranges and even spices."
 
   "How many captives do we have?"
 
   "The knarr is filled already.  We cannot put any of the barrels there."
 
   I nodded, "Then spread the captives between the two drekar and the knarr." I saw a wooden chest on the jetty and I climbed up, "Warriors! We have done well and the fighting is done but we have work to do! Ulfheonar, search the bodies of the warriors and the dead for treasure. Eystein, I want as many of the barrels of salted fish and fruit taking to our ships. Wolf Killer, search the nearby buildings for anything of value.  Before we leave we burn this to the ground." As they all set off I said to Aiden, "Find another vessel which we can use.  We will burn the rest of their ships."
 
   He nodded and was about to leave. He turned and said, "Your shoulder troubles you?"
 
   "It does but my fighting here is finished." I climbed down from the chest and sat upon it.  "I will rest and watch the rest of you work."
 
   As I gazed around the ruined town of Faro Bregancio I realised the power my men exerted.  We had been vastly outnumbered and yet, through surprise, skill and determination we had not only defeated the whole garrison but destroyed it as a town.  I did not yet know the butcher's bill. I had seen the bodies of my warriors at the neck but whatever the price it had been less than I had imagined. However, it had been, as I had been warned, in vain.  Trygg and the others were dead but we had had our revenge.  More importantly I had fulfilled my oath to my men.  All knew that Dragon Heart would never knowingly desert any of them. I was a jarl who knew his responsibilities as well as his rights.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   It was late afternoon by the time we had loaded the knarr, the two drekar and the small single sailed ship we had captured. What we could not take we dropped into the sea. The boats we could not use we wrecked by springing their planks and the buildings we burned. As we headed north a pall of black smoke rose high in the air from the burning stronghold, town and warehouses.  I had no doubt that King Alfonso had been summoned.  I suppose I had made it easier for that king to claim the land for I had killed the men who might oppose him. But when he came he would discover he had a town he had to rebuild from the burning embers we had left.  As I stared over the stern I thought about the complicated webs the Norns wove. I thought I was serving me but I was also helping the King of the Asturias; wyrd. Even so I knew that he would dread and fear another Viking raid such as this one.
 
   All told we had lost twelve warriors not counting the dead crew of the knarr.  Although a relatively small number it was still too many. I wondered if we would have to curtail our trading trips.  Perhaps we might have to take two drekar in future. At the back of my mind was the thought that my son did not possess as many skills as I did. Would Trygg have died if I had led the ships? Maybe I was being unfair.  The Gods might just smile on me.  I knew not.  I had much to think on. 
 
   I saw Erik glancing nervously astern.  Karl was steering the captured ship. He had some of the men from Cyninges-tūn to help him but it was a great responsibility. With Siggi sailing Trygg's knarr Karl was the only one we felt had the skill to sail the new ship we had taken. I knew what was going through Erik's mind.
 
   I said quietly, "Now you know what it felt like to be Josephus watching you."
 
   He laughed, "I know, Jarl.  Karl is a good sailor but this is the first time he has sailed alone and the ship is strange to him."
 
   "That is why we sail slowly and why we will carry lanterns at night. We have much to be grateful for."
 
   He nodded and looked beyond the little ship to the smoke in the distance, "Do you think Trygg and his men suffered?"
 
   "Yes. From what I saw of their heads and faces they had been tortured and we found not their bodies. I do not feel remorse for what we did to these people. They call us barbarians. I think that every man is a barbarian especially when he feels threatened.  Trygg and the others should not have died they were threatening no one. They were sailing too close to land. We must learn from this." 
 
   Aiden looked ahead to 'Josephus'.  "You blame your son."
 
   I shook my head, "I blame myself for this. I should not send others to do what I must do."
 
   When we returned to Bourde we were doubly welcome. The Duke had feared we might end up dead and was relieved that we had survived, nay prospered, even.  The slaves and the salted fish were even more welcome.  As the Dukedom was hard pressed by Frankia and Asturias they needed supplies such as this. We traded the fish for more barrels of wine. The gold we received for the slaves was even more welcome.  Everyone who had voyaged benefitted.
 
   While the others feasted I joined Siggi by the wharf.  I had not had the chance to speak with him since the raid. His son Haaken Siggison was with him. I had brought an amphora of wine and three horns.  I said nothing but poured them both a generous hornful. I place the half full amphora on the ground and faced them.
 
   "I raise this wine to a fine warrior, a good captain, a fine cousin and to a faithful oathsworn, Trygg."
 
   They both stood and said, "Trygg" before downing the wine.  Young Haaken Siggison was unused to such wine and he spluttered a little.  His father and I laughed and it lightened the mood a little.
 
   "You will have to learn to take smaller drinks until you become accustomed to this."
 
   "Aye, Jarl."
 
   I turned to look at Trygg's knarr. "What will you do with her?"
 
   "His sons died with him and his wife… well Agnetha does not need it.  I will care for her with my wife.  Trygg and I shared a hall." I said nothing, Siggi needed to work this out himself. "It is a fine knarr and I am more comfortable when it sails behind me."
 
   I nodded, "Just as I fight better when Haaken One Eye and Sigtrygg are behind me in the wedge. Our lives are always better when we are with those that we trust."
 
   He suddenly got my meaning.  He turned to his son who was tentatively trying another taste of the rich red wine. "Could you captain the knarr, my son?"
 
   "Me?  Am I not young yet?"
 
   Shaking my head I said, "Erik was a captain much upon your years and you have your father who can mentor you.  You will not sail alone."
 
   Siggi put his hand around his son's shoulder.  "Trygg would want this.  Had his sons lived, and they are your age, then he would have asked them to sail his beloved knarr.  Do this for your cousins."
 
   "I will do it and I will not let either of you down."
 
   His father said, "I know and I will let you helm her home. It is time I took things easier."
 
   I knew, of course, that he would not.  He would watch and silently fret over every decision his son made but eventually he would let go.  We all did.  The young have to make their own mistakes.  It is how they learn. We stayed long enough for the wounds we had suffered to heal and for some of my lusty young men to sow some wild oats.  There would be some Vasconians in the future who would bear more than a striking resemblance to Vikings.
 
   As we left the river I noticed that the two towers were almost completed. They would deter any raider who rowed up the river in a drekar. We followed the coastline north sailing slowly.  Haaken Siggison was on his first voyage steering. I had been tempted to go to London to trade some of the wine we had in our holds but with my son and his drekar alongside us I did not think it wise to risk the wrath of King Egbert. We headed for Dyfed. Perhaps the Welsh might like the wine. On the voyage north I took Eystein to one side. My Ulfheonar respected him.  Haaken and Sigtrygg had asked if he could join their ranks without a wolf skin. I took him to the prow.
 
   "My Ulfheonar hold you in high regard, Eystein.  They have named you, 'The Rock' for you held the col like a rock and none could shift you.  How do you feel about the name?"
 
   "I am honoured Jarl.  I like the name. I will wear it."
 
   "Good and they also wish you to join their ranks and become Ulfheonar."
 
   He shook his head, "I will fight in their ranks, Jarl, but I will not be Ulfheonar until I claim my cloak." I opened my mouth to speak.  "I am sorry, Jarl.  I will not call myself that which I am not.  Every Ulfheonar kills his own wolf.  He eats the heart.  That is what makes him a wolf warrior. I will be as those I intend to join. I only have months to wait until I can hunt."
 
   "You are certain?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl."
 
   And so he fought alongside my Ulfheonar but he would not name himself as such. My men respected him even more and he was able to fight alongside his best friend Asbjorn.  They fought well together.
 
   The Sabrina was a sign that we were almost home. We tied up close to the town.  My distinctive sail ensured that we were not mistaken for raiders. We had barely tied up when their king, Arthfael Hen ap Rhys, came with his nobles to greet me. I had just met him once but the swords and weapons we had sent must have pleased him for he greeted me like a long lost brother.
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart! It is good to see such a staunch ally."
 
   "And I am pleased to speak with you.  Were the weapons you bought satisfactory?"
 
   He nodded enthusiastically and then put his arm around my shoulder.  "Come I would speak with you."
 
   "Wolf Killer, help Siggi with the trades. What do you require?  More weapons?"
 
   When we were out of earshot he said, "It is warriors to wield them."
 
   "You wish to hire my men?"
 
   "King Coenwulf of Mercia presses us harder and harder. My men are brave but I do not have enough of the quality of your men."
 
   "We are not averse to killing Saxons but we are coming up to the winter.  Campaigning will be over."
 
   "I know." There was a large rock by the side of the river and he sat. "It would be next year that we would need you to fight for us but…"
 
   "King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys, your warriors who fought with me know that I speak plainly.  Just tell me what it is you wish.  I can give two answers; I can say yes or no.  Either way you will know my mind."
 
   "That is what they said you would say. Then I ask you plainly, would you raid the Saxons of Mercia? It will make them look to the lands which border yours and lessen the threat to my lands."
 
   "Aye, we could do that."
 
   "And we could pay you in iron."
 
   I shook my head.  "We have good iron and copper ourselves but gold is always welcome or, if not then silver."
 
   "We could manage that but will your men do as you ask?"
 
   "They are my oathsworn and they will do as I ask."
 
   He clasped my arm, "Then you raid Mercia for us and next spring you fight alongside us?"
 
   "We will raid and, come the spring I will decide."
 
   I could see that he was disappointed but I would not commit to a course of action which might not suit us.  We had allies now to the east.  Italy was a place I wished to get to know a little better. I saw that Amalfi and Gaeta would be powerful cities soon. Our trade with them would make us prosper too.
 
   "That is all that I can ask.  We will also require more of your weapons and mail."
 
   "Mail is expensive."
 
   He smiled, "Not if it saves warriors' lives and helps us to win battles."
 
   "Then we will send more down when it is made."
 
   We left the next morning on the early tide.  We still had some barrels of salted fish and wine left and I decided to try and trade in Dyflin. We would also trade the women and children we had captured. We had had no trouble since Sihtric Silkbeard had died and it seemed, to me, that this was a good opportunity to open trading links again.  It would make our voyages south easier for we would be able to hug the coast of Hibernia and avoid both Mann and Ynys Mon. Wolf Killer had not been happy about my decision. I had made it just as we were boarding and we had not had any time to discuss it.
 
   "Then you sail back to our home.  I can guard two knarr."
 
   "No, I will come with you.  I am not afraid but I think it is dangerous."
 
   "It is a risk I grant you but if we go in peacefully then the risk is lessened."
 
   And so we approached the stronghold of the Norse in Hibernia. They had not, as I had done, conquered a whole land. They occupied four or five ports from which they extracted tribute from the Hibernians.  Like us they raided but they raided the men of Wales, On Corn Walum, and even their brothers in Orkneyjar.  I did not know who ruled there now but it was worth the detour to discover his identity.
 
   I went in first.  We had no shields along the side and I was bare headed. We were letting them know that we came in peace. There were just three drekar in port and none of them looked as big as ours. There was plenty of room to tie up. After Karl and Cnut had secured us to the land I stepped ashore with Aiden. "Haaken, you command this drekar until I return." Aiden had a small amphora of wine with him.
 
   I strode towards the warrior hall I could see by the river bank. None of the warriors we saw were dressed in mail which was reassuring.  The group at the door parted when I approached and a huge bald warrior with an enormous moustache came out. He smiled, which I also took to be a good sign. 
 
   "I am Hakon the Bald of Dyflin and this is my land.  From your sail and you wolf cloak you must be the infamous Jarl Dragon Heart of Cyninges-tūn."
 
   "Aye I am." I waited to see if he would say anything else.  So far his words had not been threatening but I saw some of his jarls were fingering their weapons.  I was aware that Hakon was appraising me. "I thought to visit here to see if we were welcome.  Are we?"
 
   Hakon smiled, "You come in peace and we are at peace.  What went on with Sihtric was in the past." He pointed to the knarr.  "Your knarr are both laden; would you trade?"
 
   I turned to Aiden, "We have a sample of the wine here if you would like to taste." I waved a hand at the women and children who were being herded ashore. "And we have slaves."
 
   He put a huge fist around my shoulders.  "Come let us go into my hall."
 
   Once inside the hall he waved to a slave.  He brought over two horns.  Obviously Hakon the Bald did not share. He downed it in one and his eyes lit up.  "How much of this do you have and can you get more?"
 
   I nodded.  There were four barrels on board our ships. "I can let you have two and more in the spring."
 
   "And what would you have in return?  Slaves? Animals?"
 
   I smiled, "Gold."
 
   He laughed, "I had heard you were a good trader." He held out his hand. "Put your hand there, Jarl.  I like you." He waved his steward over. "Go with the Jarl's man and buy the two barrels of wine for us. Make a price for the slaves too." Aiden and the steward left.  He rubbed his hands. "Let us see if the second horn is as good as the first."
 
   I would let him finish the last of the amphora.  I knew its strength and he did not. He became a little drunker.  He still had his wits about him but his tongue was loosened. He waved a hand around.  I took the gesture to mean he was talking about the whole island. "This is a poor land.  It is filled with the followers of the White Christ.  If the people were not so easily cowed and enslaved and the climate not so pleasant I might think about coming over the sea to your land."
 
   It was half a joke.  "I would not do that, Jarl.  Others have tried and lost men, ships and their lives."
 
   He laughed, "I heard of the fate of Magnus Klak and Rorik.  I knew them both from when I was younger." He shook his head, "I am not so drunk that I would threaten you; not the man who wields the sword touched by the Gods.  No I am not going to try to take your land.  Good luck to you, you got there first. Still there are others who do not like you."
 
   "You cannot please everyone.  So long as my people like me then I am content."
 
   "Ah, mine fear me! That is the difference."
 
   "And what do you hear of Mann?"
 
   "A nest of vipers.  Thank the Allfather you killed Kolbjorn the Slighter. He and his men had been using Mann to raid my lands.  He always retreated back to his island and his fort.  It would have cost me too many men to take it."
 
   "Who rules there now?"
 
   "I know not.  I heard rumours that there were many men vying for the right to rule the island although I cannot see why.  You lived there, did you not?"
 
   "We took it from the Saxons when Prince Butar was alive. My wife's brother ruled it for a while."
 
   "It is a poorer prospect than here.  At least they have so many children that there is a constant supply of slaves. Mann has none."
 
   Aiden and the steward returned.  Hakon poured the last of the wine into his horn and quaffed it. I stood.  "I am pleased that we are friends now and trade.  If you wish to trade with me then you needs must come to Úlfarrston but I counsel you to come in peace for the ruler there, Pasgen, has suffered raids from here before."
 
   "Thank you for the warning."
 
   As we walked back to my drekar I asked, "You only have two ships in harbour?"
 
   "Aye the rest are raiding." He held up a hand, "Do not fear it is not your land. They have gone to Strathclyde.  The pickings are poor but the warriors there are even worse than those who live on this island. We take their slaves and animals.  Their weapons are not worth melting down." He smiled, "Now the weapons of Cyninges-tūn are said to be the finest outside Frankia."
 
   I laughed, "And the price of a single weapon would buy a whole barrel of this wine."
 
   He clasped my arm. He had sobered up. He spoke quietly, "This is for my men.  They will know we are friends.  That makes you safe to travel my waters but, more importantly, it means I am your friend and I am safe too. They would not wish to make an enemy of you."
 
   As we sailed east and home my thoughts were not on the Jarl of Dyflin but on Magnus the Foresworn.  If Kolbjorn the Slighter came from Mann then his crew, and presumably Magnus, would have returned there. He was now close to my home and who knew what murderous intent was in his head. I had much to think on. I would speak with Kara and see if she had sensed any danger. 
 
   We unloaded the ships; all of us were pleased to be home. At this time of year my land always looked at its best.  While we landed the treasure and cargo from the ships I told Pasgen and his son what had happened.  Both were sad for Trygg was even more part of their world than mine. I did not envy Siggi telling Trygg's wife the news. As we prepared to head back to our home I had a few last words for Erik.  "We will be raiding again.  Probably in a month's time; the Saxons this time.  Will we be ready?"
 
   "Aye Jarl." He nodded towards Karl and Cnut.  Those two are interested in Haaken Siggison's new ship. I think Karl, especially, is ambitious.  He wonders who will captain the ship we captured."
 
   "That is you decision Erik.  He is your ship's boy.  He wishes to be a captain but only you know if he is good enough."
 
   "Oh he is good enough but…" he laughed, "I am truly becoming older, Jarl. He sailed it well enough on the way back here and I now have Cnut.  I see now how hard it must have been for those who trained me to let me go."
 
   "Do not worry Erik, there will be many volunteers to be ship's boys. Cnut Cnutson is good and you can find someone equally good. Of course when we raid the knarr will stay here.  Karl could come with us.  He might like the profits he would make.  Have you explained to him the cost a captain incurs?"
 
   "Not yet.  He may choose to remain as my assistant."
 
   I followed the carts as they carried our treasure, gold and wine back to our home.  The winter would be a good one. The harvest of oats, rye and barley looked good.  The sheep and the cattle had fared well.  If the Gods were kind and we had a clement winter we might even increase our numbers.
 
   Aiden rode ahead on a pony. Kara liked a warning that we were returning.  It was mainly so that she could prepare food. I walked with Haaken and Sigtrygg. "We raid again in a month.  Does that sit well with you?"
 
   "We have had much idle time Jarl.  For my own part I am ready. Where do we raid?"
 
   I looked at Sigtrygg Thrandson. "I thought to raid the Ribble and the Lune. They are close and you know them well."
 
   Sigtrygg nodded.  His family had lived there until the Northumbrians attacked them.  It had only been my intervention which had saved them.  The fact that it was now part or Mercia would not worry Sigtrygg; they were Saxons. "I like the notion. We can be there in a few hours.  We could even do it without drekar."
 
   I smiled, "Perhaps you are becoming a Galdramenn for that was in my mind. I would take half of the Ulfheonar and crew my ship with men from Cyninges-tūn.  You would take the other half of the Ulfheonar and other warriors."
 
   Haaken nodded, "Clever.  We approach from the sea and they see us fleeing inland where Sigtrygg is ready to sweep them up."
 
   "You are both reading my mind already. Aye I have a mind to make it a long raid. We would stay there until we had rid the land of Mercians and Northumbrians.  Northumbria will do nothing.  It is finished but Coenwulf will send warriors north and they will not have enough warriors be able to attack the men of Dyfed at the same time. When they come north we will already have headed back to our home for the winter."
 
   Haaken smiled, "The Welsh are paying us?" I nodded.  "And we get to capture slaves, treasure and animals?"
 
   "We do!"
 
   "Then by this time next year I shall have golden mail."
 
   Haaken did not shut up all the way home.  Sigtrygg was more thoughtful.  He was thinking of his father, Thrand, whose body lay in the land we would be raiding.  For Sigtrygg this would be personal and I would not like to be the Saxons who stood up to him.
 
   The whole of Cyninges-tūn turned out to greet us.  That was partly in honour of our success but also to mark the passing of the dead.  Trygg had been part of Cyninges-tūn.  His voyages had kept them supplied.  They would remember him and their cheers were as much for the dead as they were for us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   We left once we had our harvest in. Wolf Killer wanted to be with his family and he did not accompany us.  I understood that and there were more volunteers to fight than we had space for.  The men who had been to Galicia had come back as rich men.  All now had a fine helmet and sword.  Some even had a short byrnie. Success breeds success and we were also raiding the Saxons. They were our natural enemy.  I think another lure was the fact that we would only be away for weeks and not months. The Ribble and the Lune were just a good days' march from Úlfarrston.
 
   My shoulder had healed completely.  I told Bjorn of the success of his metal shoulder plates. "When this raid is over I have an idea for plates for your knees and legs.  You are not getting any younger, Jarl, and if your knees and joints are anything like mine you need all the protection you can get."
 
   He was right.  I was now the same age as Prince Butar had been when we had left for Mann.  I did not feel old but Prince Butar had appeared old to me. Perhaps I appeared old to those around me. When I saw my reflection in the clear waters in the early morning I caught sight of the flecks of grey which appeared in my beard.
 
   Kara's dreams as well as Aiden's had been trouble free and both deemed that the omens for a successful raid were good. Sigtrygg and his men marched south the day before we left on the drekar. He took Bjorn the Scout and I retained Snorri.  Our plan was simple. We would sail to the Ribble and begin our drive north.  Sigtrygg and his men would wait, like a line of beaters south of the Lune. Once we had achieved our first objective then Sigtrygg would head north and wait north of the Lune.  He and his men had the harder task for they had to move invisibly through the land.  If the game was alerted then they would flee south and our plans would have failed. We were trying to draw King Coenwulf's attention to the north of his land and away from Dyfed and Gwent. 
 
   We sailed south but kept well away from the coast. The drekar had every oar manned by two warriors. We did not need to use the oars but it was good to know that we could move quickly if we had to. Erik had two new ships' boys.  Leif had replaced Karl and I noticed a more confident Cnut Cnutson showing the newcomer how to scurry up the mast quickly. 
 
   Erik used his innate sense of the sea to decide when we would make the turn towards the coast. We lowered the sail and manned the oars so that we would be hidden. Cnut was at the masthead and he whistled to alert us to the coast.  He waved his arm south. Erik corrected his course slightly. As we approached I recognised the familiar shore.  We would wait by the beach until dark.  There were dunes and pine forests south of the river and few people lived there.  It was in the fertile land to the north that people prospered. We would then head north after dark and enter the river. There was a small fishing village at the end of the estuary, Lytham, and we would land there first.  There was no fort but the handful of boats could warn those who lived in Prestune, just a few miles upstream, of our arrival.
 
   As the afternoon turned to dusk we headed north. I watched the sky darkening to the east.  Cnut, this time, was at the prow. Leif was half way down the drekar to repeat signals. When he waved his arm to the right then I knew we had reached the river.  The motion of the drekar changed as the waters became choppier. The river and sea fought with each other for mastery of the estuary.  I went to the prow to see for myself what lay ahead. Across the water came the faint smell of wood smoke.  I caught the hint of a glow from a hut. As my eyes adjusted to the land I saw the fishing boats drawn up on the beach. I donned my helmet. Erik took us in gently.  While Cnut prepared to leap ashore I watched for any sign that we had been seen. The land appeared silent. It was low tide and Erik ran the bow of the drekar on to the sand.  Either by good luck or perhaps his skill it did not strike any of the fishing boats and we barely made a sound as we slid slowly across the sand. I followed Cnut ashore. He ran with a rope and tied it to the mooring post the fishermen used for their fishing boats. 
 
   I made my way up the slope to the village. I drew my sword as I went. My men began to follow.  The Ulfheonar were directly behind me.  There were just a handful; the rest were with Sigtrygg. Behind them came my warriors. We were more than enough for this small village.  I waved my sword to the left and the right. The line of men spread out. Up ahead a dog barked and was silenced by a shout from inside a hut. It was too late to worry now. The warriors who came with us  had no mail and they quickly surrounded the village.  I saw that there were just eight huts.  That matched the number of fishing boats we had seen.  There were eight families. 
 
   I was about to signal for the men to enter the huts when a man emerged from one of them.  He spied Siggi the Silent.  Before Siggi could react he had shouted the alarm.  Siggi ran him through but the damage was done. Men ran from the huts and were either slain or overcome. The fact that they saw the wolf skins helped us to subdue them. The women and the children were terrified by these red eyed monsters that pounced upon them. Within a few strikes of our swords it was over.
 
   "Find any animals and treasure.  Drive them to the drekar!"
 
   I watched as the villagers and animals were driven towards the sea. There were six women, two men and ten children.  The two sheep and the cow would be butchered before we boarded. It would make their transportation easier. The fact that we were on the beach made life much simpler and we soon had them aboard. There were few of them and they were overwhelmed by us. The rising tide lifted us off the sand and we headed east. The men were bound as were the older boys. Erik and his crew could watch them. The carcasses of the animals had been roughly chopped to make their storage easier and they were being packed into the two barrels we had brought.  Deck space was tight and it would only get worse.  As we headed up the narrow river I wondered if I should have brought a knarr too.
 
   Prestune was a larger place than Lytham and I knew not if it had had its defences improved in the last few years. It had been some time since we had raided. The Northumbrians had not defended it well but now that the King of Mercia ruled who knew? We were on the very fringes of Mercia here and I knew that we would have to go further south some time to irritate Coenwulf who would be far to the south in his fort of Tamworth now that winter was approaching.
 
   Cnut waved his arm to the north and Erik put the steering board over. The river was notoriously narrow here and the last thing we needed was to be grounded. Once again Haaken and I were the first ashore. This time we could not see the burgh. Snorri ghosted next to me and I waved him forward. We marched in a column four men wide along the river bank.  Most of the trees appeared to have been cleared for firewood and, as we soon discovered, palisades.
 
   We had not gone far when Snorri came towards us. He spoke quietly to me. "They have a wall now. The ditch is poorly made and there appear to be no traps. They have some fishing boats in the river but no one watches. They have but three sentries on the walls."
 
   I raised my sword and led the column forward. Sigtrygg would be to the north of the town waiting.  I trusted him.  He would be there for he had told me so. There were houses outside the walls which complicated matters. We would have to divide our forces and take those within the huts at the same time as we attacked the gate.
 
   We were just three hundred paces from the huts and the walls when I stopped. I turned to Asbjorn and Eystein, "Take ten men and see that no one escapes the huts.  Wait for us to attack the gate."
 
   They nodded. They selected their men and I waved the rest forward.  Snorri already has his bow ready. There was open ground for fifty paces around the fort. I led my men silently across it.  One of Snorri's arrows flew over my head and plucked a surprised sentry from the wall.  His companion hesitated and then shouted the alarm.  He too fell dead a moment later. By then we were at the gate.
 
   Haaken and I turned and put our backs to the wall.  We held my shield between us. First Ulf Olafsson and then Rolf Tryggson used the shield to throw themselves up on to the walls.  I hefted my shield on to my back and we went to the gate.  A short time later it opened.  Inside there was confusion.  I could hear shouts, questions and the one word which soon filled the air and made everyone within panic, "Vikings!"
 
   There were more men here and they had some warriors.  A Saxon with an axe appeared out of nowhere.  Siggi's spear struck him so hard it went through him and came out at the back. Then those in the burgh were fleeing.  They were heading north. I guessed that there was another gate there. One or two of those who fled tried to slow us down by facing us.  It was like trying to stop an avalanche with your hand! They were swept aside. The sky was lightening now and I saw the gate ahead.  Even as I watched it was thrown open and the survivors flooded north.  There was a collective wail as they ran into the wall of spears that was Sigtrygg and his men. He was there as he had promised and he was waiting.  By the time the sun finally appeared they had all surrendered and awaited their fate.
 
   I clasped Sigtrygg by the hand. "You have done well I wondered if you would make it in time."
 
   He waved a hand north. "This, Jarl, is the extent of Mercia.  North is a wasteland. No one lives there." He shook his head.  "My family died and yet the Saxons did not use the land."
 
   "Then we will! When we have finished our work for the King of Dyfed we will settle this land again.  It is good land."
 
   He brightened a little. "Aye, Jarl it is and this time we can defend it better."
 
   They were poor pickings but we did find some treasures.  There was a finely illustrated book of the White Christ in the church.  We also found two silver candlesticks. We drove the survivors to the drekar. We soon had a fire going, using the wood from one of the fishing boats we found and we cooked some of the animals we had just captured.
 
   Haaken was disappointed.  "That was hardly worth a verse let alone a saga."
 
   I nodded, "We change our plans. Sigtrygg says there is nothing north of here.  We head south for the Maeresea and the Dee. I had planned to go there at the end of this month but let us do it now.  Erik, take the captives back home.  You can have twenty men to row.  We will march back to Lytham and await you there.  Bring Karl and his new knarr. I should have brought it this time."
 
   None disputed my words. All were disappointed.  We had hoped to become rich and to gain glory and we had had neither. This was not Mercia; this was the frontier and the Saxons we had taken were poor. We lay on the bank and slept as Erik took the drekar west. We woke at noon and began the march back to the coast. We reached the village and discovered that there were fish drying on racks by the river.  We had missed them in the dark. We ate them and rested while we waited for the return of Erik.
 
   As the afternoon became evening I worried but Snorri said, "Do not forget, Jarl, you said to bring Karl.  He is a novice and Erik will be sailing slower than he might otherwise have done."
 
   Snorri was proved correct and we saw the wolf sail appear soon after.  We were rested and we boarded as soon as the drekar closed with the shore.  Erik shook his head, "Sorry Jarl, I did not wish to lose Karl."
 
   "He will be fine."  I waved to the young man who was on his small knarr.  He waved back but I could see concern and worry etched on his face.  He would not like to let down either his mentor or his jarl. 
 
   We backed out to sea and then headed down the coast. There were few rocks and we made good time as we headed for a river we knew well, the Maeresea. It was where I had captured Scanlan all those years ago.  It was close to where I had fought Ragnar Hairy Breeches.  Now it was Mercian and King Coenwulf kept a tight grip on his kingdom. Our raid would wake him up. As we had sailed south I had realised that I had been too cautious with my raid on Prestune.  It was too far away from Tamworth and the Mercian king to worry him.  Caestir was different.  It was on the border with Gwynedd. It guarded his land from the wild Welshmen of Wyddfa.  It was his granary. He would take notice this time. We sailed down the river in the dark.  For the first part it was wide but Erik, aware that Karl was following him, soon headed over to the bank.  One advantage we had having brought the knarr was that there were more men available to guard the ships whilst we were raiding.
 
   Our attacks in the north whilst giving us poor pickings had given us food and we had yet to broach our dried food. We ate well and slept until dawn. Caestir was just a day's march away.  I hoped that we could reach the town without alerting the countryside but it mattered little.  We were close enough to our ships to be able to race back if we met an overwhelming force. We landed and Snorri and Bjorn disappeared into the undergrowth to ensure that we were safe.
 
   "Erik, do not endanger yourself. If trouble comes then head for the safety of the river.  We will survive."
 
   "I will, Jarl, but I will be close when you do return, never fear."
 
   We headed south.  This was a woodland area, which teemed with game.  There were few farms and few people until the plains around Caestir.  We would make our way there. Snorri and Bjorn were in familiar country. We had raided here before and the burnt out circles showed where once people had lived but no more. By late afternoon we were close to Caestir. There were Roman roads in the area of the old legionary fortress.  They were not well maintained but they afforded us quick access in many directions. 
 
   We waited in a small clearing and prepared for our first foray into this Mercian land. Sigtrygg had been quiet since we had raided his former home. "You have something on your mind, Sigtrygg Thrandson?"
 
   He nodded.  He was honest and knew me well. "Aye, Jarl. I have had my father in my thoughts.  He speaks to me, much as your mother speaks with you." I understood such thoughts. "My father settled that land and he thought it a fine place to farm. It should be farmed now.  There should be our people living there.  My father drove the Saxons hence."
 
   "When we return to Cyninges-tūn we will ask if there are those who wish to travel south.  Some of Pasgen's people may wish to go. It is not far from their land."
 
   He was silent. He held his helmet in his hand. "I would go, Jarl."
 
   "You would leave the Ulfheonar?"
 
   "If you would let me then yes." He pointed to Eystein and Asbjorn standing nearby. "You have fine young warriors now to replace us older ones and it is time."
 
   "I understand Sigtrygg and you have my permission.  I make you Jarl of that land.  It will make our southern borders safer."
 
   He looked relieved, "I worried that I might have offended you."
 
   "I will miss you for you are my shield but this is how our lives change.  The Norns weave.  They showed you the empty land and put the thought in your head. It is all good.  Wolf Killer will be close to you and that is part of the Norns' plans."
 
   Snorri and Bjorn returned, "There are huts outside the walls of Caestir. They have guards on the walls and warriors within but most of the people and the animals lie outside the stone walls."
 
   "Have they improved the walls since we were last here?"
 
   Bjorn the Scout shook his head, "No Jarl.  The gate looks the same as when we last broke in.  It is merely repaired." He laughed, "And from a distance it looks like they have made a poor job of it."
 
   "Then we go this night and let King Coenwulf know that we are abroad."
 
   Following Snorri we ran over fields which had grown wheat but which were now stubble. We moved silently like a black shadow moving over the ground. We smelled the huts before we saw them.  The smells of their cooking fires drifted over to us. I waved Haaken to the right and Sigtrygg to the left as we drew closer to the homes. They would lead my Ulfheonar and I would lead the rest of my warriors. We passed the animal pens.  We were so quiet that the animals merely shuffled away from the periphery as we passed them. The huts suddenly loomed up out of the dark.  There were no sentries watching for us and we entered the huddle of huts. Behind me pairs of men disappeared into the huts as I moved forward.  The silence of the night was ended by a scream as the first of the villagers woke. I kept going, heading for the old Roman fort. Once it had been a mighty edifice but successive attacks by Saxons, Welsh and ourselves meant that it was now just a shell. Its stone structure made it appear strong but that was an illusion. Guards appeared on the walls and shouted the alarm.
 
   I held up my shield as I saw something flying from the walls towards me.  It was a spear. I turned the shield as the head hit and it bounced to the side. I ran to the gate.  Bjorn had been correct, it was poorly repaired. I turned and, keeping my shield above my head, shouted, "Fetch axes."
 
   There were the sounds of fighting and shouts from the village and from the southern gate which Haaken and Sigtrygg were now assaulting. Three warriors appeared at my side. They all had axes.
 
   "Leif, protect them with your shield. Sven and Lars, break it down with your axes!" I stood to protect the right side of the pair while Leif held his shield above their left. Stones and arrows rained down upon us but we were so close to the gate that we were protected by the fort itself. The two men with axes worked purposefully and aimed their blows at the gap between the two doors. They soon made a hole in the two doors and began to hack at the bar. The bar broke and I pushed the gate with my shield.  It creaked, cracked and then opened;  half a dozen warriors ran at us. I lifted my sword and charged them.  They had not expected a single warrior to do so. 
 
   They wore no mail and they held spears and small shields. If they thought their spears would keep me at bay they were wrong. I took the first spear on my shield and then stabbed upwards with Ragnar's Spirit.  The warrior was struggling to hold his shield up for he was slightly off balance. My sword ripped through him and I turned to drop his body from my blade.  A spear was punched at my head. I moved my head to one side but the spear glanced off the cheek plates of my helmet. I slashed sideways.  The edge of my blade sliced into the unprotected side of the man. A sword swung at my back as I finished him off.  Although it did not penetrate the armour it was a well struck blow and it hurt.  I swung my shield around and caught the warrior on the side of the head. He fell at my feet and I pierced his neck with my sword.
 
   My three warriors with axes had finished off the others and I looked around for more enemies. Ahead of me I saw Sigtrygg and Haaken as they drove the last of the defenders towards us.  We were soon engaged in a violent fight with the surrounded Saxons.  We were hard pressed and when the two horses burst out of the stables to the left of us we were taken by surprise.  The two riders raced out of the open gate. King Coenwulf would soon know that the wolves were in his sheep pens.
 
   With the last of the warriors disposed of we moved through the fort taking whatever we could. The weapons, although poor, could be melted down and each Saxon warrior had some treasure with him, no matter how small.
 
   "Siggi, see if you can find a cart. Asbjorn go with Eystein and secure the captives." I looked to the east.  The sky was already becoming lighter. Snorri and Bjorn scout the surrounding areas.  See if there are more treasures for us to find."
 
   Haaken took off his helmet and approached me.  I took off mine and shook my head free from the aventail. He pointed to the gate. "They did a piss poor job of repairing the fort."
 
   "I know." I smiled, "Let us make it even harder for them eh?  Let us fire this fort.  It will leave a message for Coenwulf."
 
   "Do we raid more?"
 
   I shook my head, "We were only asked to attract Coenwulf's attention.  The raid on Prestune might not have done so but this will. It will take time to take so many captives back to our drekar and I have no doubt that Coenwulf will send Eorls here to deal with us. If the two men ride hard then they can reach Tamworth by the end of the day.  We have three days to strip this land of anything worth having."
 
   "You will stay another two days then?"
 
   "It serves the King of Dyfed and it serves us. We take the captives to the slave markets of Dyflin and, in the spring, we will have much gold to spend." I pointed north.  "The wheat fields we passed have just been harvested.  We will find the grain and take that back too."
 
   Haaken nodded, "I will organise the rest of the Ulfheonar to lead small parties of warriors and hunt out the wheat."
 
   I went out to see the captives.  There were many of them. "When Siggi returns with carts have the captives fill them with the treasure.  As soon as the carts are full then the captives can pull them back to our ships. Haaken is looking for their wheat."
 
   Asbjorn nodded, "It is always as easy as this raiding the Saxons?  Even the men of Galicia put up more of a fight."
 
   "Sometimes they fight well if they are well led." I waved my arm to the east.  "I think they were poorly led.  The two who escaped must have been their leaders."
 
   I went to the river to wash the blood from my hands. As I returned through the village I saw that the huts were newly built. The ones who had lived here had only recently been evicted.  If I had been the eorl given the task of defending the Dee I would have made a stronger fortification. By the time I reached the fort again Asbjorn and Eystein had a line of captives loading the three carts Siggi had found. 
 
   Haaken waved. He and Olaf Leather Neck were returning."There is a granary close to the river on the sea side."
 
   "Have the captives pull one of the carts and they can pack it at the granary."
 
   "There is more than one cart will hold."
 
   "Then rearrange the goods in the other two.  We only found three carts."
 
   This was indeed a rich haul.  It seems we had come at the perfect time. The proximity of the granary to the river meant they were using that to transport the grain. Our people would eat well this winter while Mercia would have to tighten its belt.
 
   Snorri and Bjorn arrived in late afternoon. By then the carts had been loaded but there were still many sacks of grain in the granary."We found many farms but all fields which have already been harvested."
 
   "Any carts or animals?"
 
   "A couple." 
 
   "Then take the Ulfheonar and capture them. I will remain here with the rest of my warriors."
 
   As my wolf clad warriors departed I gathered the warriors around me.  "While we wait I want this fort and the huts destroying.  We will burn everything." I pointed to six warriors.  "You come with me and we will begin fires.  The rest watch the captives."
 
   We returned to the fort and I went through the buildings to make sure that nothing had been missed.  I found two good cooking pots which I sent back to the carts.  There were still glowing embers in the cooking fire. "Build up the fire and make torches. Leif Arneson, you come with me." I picked up a pot of seal oil which they had used for cooking.  We had more than enough of that at home. In fact this had probably been traded by our Norse cousins from the islands.
 
   I took the young warrior with me.  It was his first raid and he had acquitted himself well. When we reached the north gate I began to pile up the remains of the wooden gate.  I placed it beneath the gatehouse. "Go and find anything which will burn." I looked up and saw that the Romans had used wood when they had built the frame of the gate.  The fire beneath would burn whatever remained of the wood as well as weakening the cement and the stones.  I hoped to make the gate collapse so that it could not be repaired. We soon had a mound of wood which almost reached the top of the gate.  I poured half of the seal oil on the wood.
 
   "Go and fetch a brand.  You can have the honour of the first fire."
 
   The other warriors joined us; each held a burning brand in his hand. Leif thrust the torch into the wood and it soon caught.  We stepped back as the flames, slow at first, suddenly flared up when a gust of wind touched them. "Go into all the buildings and light fires.  Leif, we will go to the southern gate.  We will light it when the rest of the fort is on fire."
 
   By the time we left the fort fires were burning all around the ancient building.  I handed the last of the seal oil to Leif.  "Now burn the huts."
 
   In the time it had taken to burn the fort darkness had fallen and my Ulfheonar had returned with the carts, more slaves and some animals. I had intended to head back to our ships but it was too late. "Slaughter some of the animals and we will eat.  Then we make camp." I pointed to the fires, "We have plenty of fires to use eh?"
 
   The men were in good spirits.  We had lost none; we were eating well and we had plenty to take home. All was good. I divided my Ulfheonar so that they supervised the warriors who kept watch.  I did not think the captives would run but I would take no chances.
 
   My men insisted that I sleep without having to watch. I was tired and I did not argue.  Perhaps that was the reason I dreamed. It was one of those dreams which came in flashes as though lightning was striking and showed you a moment in time. I saw a fleet of drekar and I saw women weeping and crying. Finally I saw warriors on horses with long lances; their hooves drummed on the ground and I suddenly awoke.
 
   It was still dark and the night was silent.  Rolf Tryggson and Ulf Olafsson were on duty.  They looked concerned when I stood.  "What is it Jarl. Does your wound pain you?"
 
   "No my sleep did.  Have you heard anything?"
 
   Rolf laughed, "A while ago Ulf thought he heard thunder. The skies are clear."
 
   That decided me.  I shouted, "Awake! Ulfheonar we move!"
 
   Although everyone was surprised, not least of all my oathsworn all woke and prepared for battle. 
 
   "Snorri, lead the way and head for the drekar.  The Ulfheonar will be the rearguard.  Have the captives pull the carts." The Saxons were pushed and prodded to make them move. They had soon adopted the docile acceptance of captives.  They were now slaves.  I had seen it when I had been captured. The one or two who had fought against it had soon died.
 
   Sigtrygg said, "What worries you, Jarl?  It was quiet when I watched."
 
   I pointed to Ulf, "Ulf here heard thunder and I dreamed of horses. There is a clear sky."
 
   They were all convinced, "Get spears!" Haaken knew as well anyone the value of spears when horses were close by. Although horses will not willingly attack and charge men warriors had been known to break in the face of a line of charging, snorting horses.
 
   "Bjorn the Scout, keep a mile behind us and give us warning of any pursuit."
 
   We gave the carts a head start and then moved along the Roman Road.  It would become a greenway soon but we would make good time whilst we could. As we walked Haaken asked, "How could this be Saxon horses?  Tamworth is many miles hence."
 
   "Aye but there are burghs twixt Caestir and Tamworth. We know that the Mercians have horses. I tarried too long."
 
   "Do not berate yourself, Jarl. We have much to take home and to trade.  We cannot expect to escape without any risks being taken."
 
   As a damp and grey dawn broke from the east I calculated that we had travelled six miles or so.  We had caught the carts despite giving them a start. "We will wait here for Bjorn.  It will give the carts a chance to reach the Maeresea." I worked out that we were about half way from safety. The knoll which rose above the river would give us somewhere to defend if we had to. I still hoped that we would escape without being caught. 
 
   Bjorn ran up a short while later.  "There are horsemen, Jarl. I did not see them but I heard them."
 
   "Then stay with us for we are few enough in numbers. We move up the greenway but listen for the sound of horses."
 
   Bjorn laughed, "And the smell!"
 
   "Is that the horses or the Saxons?"
 
   We hurried up the greenway.  Haaken's humour had cheered the men. I had no idea how many men might have been sent but as the fleeing Saxons had seen our numbers I had to assume it was a force big enough to deal with us. The day was as light as it was going to get. The greenway was becoming slippery and slick. That might aid us.  When I heard the hooves in the distance I knew that we had run far enough. We were too far away from the knoll I had hoped to use but we were in a wooded area which might suit us.
 
   Eystein and Asbjorn still had axes.  "Cut down two trees, the rest of you spread out on either side.  Sigtrygg take one side and Haaken the other."
 
   I swung my shield around and hefted the spear.  It was a Saxon spear but it appeared to be well made. My two strong warriors soon had the trees down.  They were young and had many small branches. They filled the greenway and spilled into the woods forming a barrier.  We could have fled north to the ships but I wanted to deter them from following us.
 
   The horses sounded much closer now.  "Into the woods and hide."
 
   Only Eystein did not have a wolf cloak but the rest of us easily disappeared into the undergrowth. I waited with Haaken and half of my men. I heard the jingle of mail and spied the untidy column of Saxons. I saw that there were some warriors with mail but most had none. All had spears.  They reined in when they saw the barrier. Anticipating an ambush they faced outwards with their shields protecting them and their horses. When all remained silent the leader shouted, "Clear this away.  They must be close if they are trying to slow us down."
 
   "Aye Eorl Athelfrith." 
 
   Eight men dismounted and began to pull the trees away.  The branches of the trees had become entangled and the men did not work together.  It took time. The time would help the rest of my men reach our ships.  It also gave me the opportunity to estimate numbers.  I guessed that there were about thirty warriors. Eventually they managed to clear a path but it was only wide enough for one warrior at a time to come through. 
 
   I waited until the leader had reached my hidden position and there were eight men strung out behind him before I stepped out and thrust my spear through his leg and into his small horse.  The shock showed on his face as I appeared, apparently from nowhere.  Haaken and Sigtrygg stabbed the men next to them and soon nine men lay on the ground; all had a wound, some fatal. I lifted my spear and stabbed down at the eorl.  The spear was not as well made as I had thought and the head broke as it pierced his throat. My warriors despatched the rest.  The ones on the other side of the barrier threw their spears but they landed in the bushes and the trees; none found their mark.
 
   I shouted, "Fall back!"
 
   We turned and, effectively, disappeared.  I waved my sword and we headed through the woods towards the north.  It would take some time for them to recover and we had the measure of them now. After half a mile of hard running I held up my hand and stopped. "Into the woods again.  I have no spear and I will be the bait. We do the same."
 
   "Are you certain, Jarl?"
 
   "Aye Haaken.  There are few left with mail and I would make them think I was going berserk!"
 
   The horses' hooves drew closer as the Mercians raced to catch up with this band which had slain their eorl. I had chosen a bend in the greenway to stand and when the first riders appeared around the bend I stepped out and roared, "I am Jarl Dragon Heart! I am Ulfheonar!" I raised my shield and my sword.  The first horse skittered to the side and the second rider jerked on his reins.  The ones behind lowered their spears and they charged me. Before they reached me spears darted from both sides and struck home. I swung my sword at the heads of the two small horses.  The tip of the blade was so close to the two animals it almost tore across their eyes.  They reared and tried to pull away.  Their riders fell to the ground. I stepped forward and stabbed both of them as they lay winded.
 
   My Ulfheonar had the advantage that the horsemen could only come through the gap singly or in pairs. My men hurled their spears and then laid about them with their swords. Soon the survivors drew down the greenway to regroup. "Back to the drekar!"
 
   I saw that Olaf Leatherneck and Magnus Redbeard had both suffered wounds. Two of the Saxons had managed to strike them both across the face with their spears.  Although not life threatening both were bleeding profusely. This was where we would miss Aiden and his skills as a healer.
 
   "Siggi watch Olaf and Magnus.  Bjorn, watch our rear."
 
   We could smell the sea and the river as we began to descend.  The wind was from the north east and it told us that we did not have far to run. Bjorn caught up with us.  "They stayed with the dead Jarl, they have given up."
 
   Haaken said, "And now King Coenwulf will know who it was raided his lands. We have done what the King of Dyfed wanted but it may come back to haunt us."
 
   "You have a saga out of this Haaken; why complain?"
 
   "You are right and besides I have yet to meet a Saxon we cannot defeat."
 
   Snorri had supervised the loading of the knarr and the drekar.  My warriors awaited us and I saw the relief on their faces when we appeared. As soon as we were aboard I said, "Make for Dyflin; we have some slaves to sell."
 
   When the land was a smudge on the horizon Haaken said, "The men of Dyflin have many slaves of their own you now."
 
   "I know but there is a good market there and these Saxons are more saleable. They cannot run home as the Hibernians can.  Besides we have been paid already to raid.  This is extra."
 
   Haaken said, "The reason I say that is because some of the unmarried men have taken a fancy to some of the younger women." 
 
   I had noticed that there were more young women amongst our captives."They can have them for their share if they like." I shrugged, "Perhaps this is a good thing. I am of Saxon blood. It may make us all stronger."
 
   Haaken told the warriors of my decision.  I noticed that Sigtrygg was one who nodded and smiled.  I had thought that Sigtrygg would remain unmarried. He had never shown an interest in women before. Could it be that when we had visited his homeland it had spoken to him?  
 
   Hakon the Bald was not in Dyflin but his men were happy to sell the slaves for us. We had to wait but two days for the sale. We took the opportunity of exploring the town.  We had visited before but then we had come as raiders. I wanted to see if we could learn anything from them. There was nothing.  They even had to make do with dirt floors in their halls.  We had floors made from Old Olaf's slate. It showed me that our home was even more valuable that I had thought.
 
   When we left we were richer and my warriors would soon be looking for ways to spend their money. Most of it would end up with Bjorn my smith.  They would either have him make them weapons or brooches and bracelets for their wives and their women. There were eight women who remained with us.  Sigtrygg had taken one who was a little older than the others. He seemed pleased with his choice. The young women too looked to have decided that my young warriors were a better prospect than they might have expected as slaves.  My young men were warriors and they had shown kindness on the flight from Caestir.
 
   As for myself I had nothing I needed.  I was just pleased that the grain we brought back would ensure that we would not starve over the winter.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   When we reached our home and the treasure had been shared I sat with Sigtrygg and Aiden in my hall. Neither Sigtrygg nor myself had spoken of his plans and I would not tell others until a final decision had been made.
 
   We sat at my table and I opened an amphora of wine. "Sigtrygg wishes to take over the land to the south of us, Aiden, his homeland."
 
   Aiden did not seem surprised, "It is, as I recall, good land." He sipped his wine, "There are still many of your people who farm around here.  I am sure some of them would wish to travel with you," he smiled, "And you now have a woman."
 
   "I have not yet spoken to any, Jarl. It may be that I go with just Hilda. I will go in any case."
 
   "And when would you go?"
 
   He swallowed his drink as though fearful of giving me the answer. "I would go now before winter sets in properly."
 
   "It might be harder to build."
 
   "I know but I wish to have marked my land by lambing time so that all know that I am Jarl and that it is my country."
 
   "Then Jarl Sigtrygg I give my permission. Will you walk or sail?"
 
   "We still have those carts we took. I have some ponies and my other animals.  I have thralls too.   We will walk."
 
   I clasped him by the arm, "Then go and seek your people." I held him a moment longer. "You are still my Ulfheonar and my jarl. If I send word, you will come?"
 
   "I would come.  Even though I might have to fight an army to reach you, I would come.  Without you I would be as nothing.  I will ever be your oathsworn."
 
   After he had gone Aiden said, "This is a wise decision. We needed new blood.  It has been many years since Siggi and Trygg came from Orkneyjar with their families. Pasgen's people have come too but this will only result in good."
 
   "You dreamed?"
 
   "No but sometimes I do not need to dream.  There are times when Kara and I know something without knowing why."
 
   Haaken came in to the hall unannounced.  I could see that he was troubled.  "Sigtrygg is asking for people to go with him to a new land!"
 
   "I know, he asked my permission." Haaken seemed perplexed.  "Sit down and have some wine and then tell me what has upset you so."
 
   After he had drunk half a horn he said, "We have perilously few warriors as it is.  How will we replace the ones who go with him?"
 
   "You saw Dyflin?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "When we were in Dyflin did you think it a good place to live?"
 
   He shook his head and laughed, "I would not be happy with my pigs living there."
 
   "And Caestir?"
 
   "A midden!"
 
   "And what of our land?"
 
   "This is almost as good as Valhalla."
 
   "Then we will prosper.  We will grow and your sons and those of my Ulfheonar will grow to become warriors.  Cnut Cnutson may not be a warrior but he is a fine sailor.  Our young men took Saxon women.  They will soon bear children.  This is neither Dyflin nor Caestir and they will grow safely and well. This is wyrd. I do not think this is Sigtrygg's idea.  I think the Norns planted it there. I believe that they sowed the idea of raiding that land in my head too.  This was not of our doing.  We were obeying the Norns though we did not know it."
 
   Haaken brightened, "We could do nothing about this?"
 
   Aiden said, "We cannot fight the Norns.  We accept their will.  They have, generally, served us well."
 
   Sigtrygg left three days later. Six young warriors and their families accompanied him.  Only one older warrior who had been one of Sigtrygg's father's oathsworn  joined him. He was happy.
 
   As they were leaving I said, "If you need aught over the winter then send word to me.  You are still our family."
 
   They raised their arms in salute and headed south by the Water. It was only after they had gone that I realised how empty Cyninges-tūn looked.  There was just Kara with her women, Bjorn Bagsecgson and his family and myself who lived within the wooden walls.  Those who fished lived further down the water and even Bjorn's smiths were half a mile south of us. My people now farmed and lived away from my wooden walls.  There were just six Ulfheonar who lived in the warrior hall; the rest were married. Even they had farms which were kept by their thralls.  It was inevitable that even the likes of Bjorn and Snorri would marry and they, too, would move out.  It was going to happen and I could not stop it.
 
   A week after they had left us then the winter changed from gentle to harsh. The cold came overnight and we woke one morning to a hard and frost covered world. Kara and Aiden came to see me.  "Winter has come early."
 
   I nodded, "I hope it will not be a wolf winter again. The last time we lost many of those who farmed alone.  We have more of our people who live apart."
 
   Kara smiled, "It is the way of our people.  Remember Ragnar?  He lived alone high in the mountains. You lived apart."
 
   "You are right. Perhaps it is Sigtrygg's departure which makes me feel this way."
 
   "Do not fear, father, we are better prepared than in those dark times.  Our larders are full and our walls are solid.  There may be those who will suffer but it will not be us." She patted my hand and Aiden's, "We are still here and we are together." She pointed to the Water.  "And mother's spirit lies yonder."
 
   That first month it was harsh.  The winds blew from the east and chilled to the bone.  I rarely ventured outside but then, just as suddenly as it had come,  it eased.  Was this the earth waking early? Aiden told me that he had read of such occurrences in the past.  The priests of the White Christ recorded them.  He had been reading the book we had taken from the church in Prestune. Dyflin was not the market for such treasure. He had discovered it was not wholly filled with the stories of the White Christ, it also recorded the lives of the Saxon kings. He deduced that the monks who had written it had intended it to flatter King Coenwulf.
 
   "There must have been a monastery close by Prestune for one priest could not have written that alone."
 
   "Then when the cold has departed and it is the time of the lambs I will ask Sigtrygg to find this monastery.  It could be a place where we find even greater treasures."
 
   As Yule approached Eystein came to see me."Jarl I would go on the wolf hunt."
 
   I nodded, "Are you alone in this?"
 
   "No, Jarl, Snorri will come with me." He smiled, "Bjorn the Scout has sniffed out a woman for himself. Freya daughter of Erik the Shepherd now lives with him. But there are other warriors who wish to try to become Ulfheonar."
 
   "And the Ulfheonar approve?"
 
   "Haaken was happy that others wish to join us." He shook his head, "If I am anything to go by then we will be lucky to have two Ulfheonar from this hunt."
 
   "You will kill your wolf Eystein.  I know that.  I have seen you in battle and you have grown since that first time when the wolf leapt."
 
   "But this time I will not have Jarl Dragon Heart to protect me."
 
   "You do not need him."
 
   I chose not to go with them.  Instead I saddled a horse.  "Aiden, I will visit with Sven White Hair.  I neglected him before.  I need to speak with him."
 
   "I will come with you."
 
   "No, I will be safe. With my men hunting wolves the wolves will not be hunting men. This break in the weather is sign that I should stir myself and see old friends. If I am in danger then you and Kara will dream it."
 
   I headed north with my wolf cloak tightly wrapped around me. I wore my mail and carried both shield and spear.  I was not foolish enough to venture abroad unarmed. I intended to take the day to reach Thorkell's Stad. I stopped at each farm I passed to speak with those who lived there. It let them know I was still their Jarl.  It also enabled me to find out more of their lives for in the summer the men were always busy working. The winter kept them in their huts and farms. I saw many fine young men and women. We were growing.  The young men all cast envious glances at my sword and I knew that, despite Haaken's fears, we had more young men who would fight in our ranks.
 
   The consequence of my dalliance was that I reached Thorkell's Stad after dark.  I had to bang upon the gate for admittance. I was greeted by Arne Leifson who had been one of the young warriors who had joined Sven. "Where is Sven White Hair?"
 
   "He has been at his farm for the last week." He paused. "His wife died.  He went there with Einar and Ragnar.  We stayed here. There are just eight of us and our families here now."
 
   "And life is quiet?"
 
   As he led me into the settlement he nodded, "Too quiet. I miss the raids and Haaken's stories."
 
   I laughed, "Then tonight I will join you for food and I will try to be Haaken and tell you some tales. Tomorrow I will go to Sven.  He has had a hard time with his son going and now his wife dying."
 
   "I think his wife gave up life when her son did not return."
 
   That evening I told Arne and the others of our raids and our voyages to Galicia. I did not dress it up with flowery words as Haaken would have done.  I told them all.
 
   Arne shook his head, ruefully, when I had finished, "I can see why Sven's son and the others left.  Life is dull here."
 
   "You would all rather be warriors than farmers?"
 
   "I would not be parted from my family for a long time but when you tell of travelling to such places and fighting new foes then I feel my blood stirring."
 
   "Then you shall come with me next time I go raiding the Mercians."
 
   "And our families?"
 
   "There are other farmers here who do not wish to fight and to travel.  I will persuade them and there are others who would wish to settle here.  You came because I asked you.  I would not take away a man's hopes and dreams."
 
   They seemed satisfied.  I spent a restless night for I did not know how to achieve what I had promised. Part of me wondered if I should abandon this part of our land.  It was remote.  I could visit all my other stad in less than half a day but this took me a whole day to reach. I rose early and I was not refreshed.  Sven lived by the Water known as Derwent.  Pasgen had told me it meant water by the oak trees.  It was a pretty Water dotted with tiny islands.  It made a better choice for a settlement as the islands would provide a refuge in times of danger. It was still remote but I would not need to worry about it as much. It was half way between the Rye Dale and Thorkell's stad. Perhaps we should make this our northern border. It took me most of the morning to reach it. The ground was hard for it was cold but there was little snow and that which there was a hard layer.
 
   I saw the smoke coming from the hall as I descended the slopes of the high dale. I saw a patch of bright green close by the house.  It was the grave of his wife. I walked my horse for the last part.  I wore no mail, I had left it in the stad, but he had worked hard in the last two days. They spied me as I walked along the edge of the Water. 
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart, what brings you here?"
 
   "I am come, Sven, to say I am sorry for your loss.  I have lost my wife and know what it is like."
 
   Einar nodded, "We are all alone now."
 
   I took off my saddle and laid it down.  My horse drank deeply from the Water.
 
   "Come, Jarl, I am not being hospitable. We have some beer left."
 
   From the smell which drifted from the hall and the men's clothes they had been drowning their sorrows since his wife's death. Inside the hall were dirty and discarded pots and the remnants of food. I shook my head, "This is no place to entertain a guest, Sven White Hair." I took off my cloak and placed it outside. "I will sit and eat with you when it looks a fitting place for four warriors.  Now it is a place for pigs!"
 
   They seemed to see the hall for the first time.  I did not wait for them I filled a cooking pot with the discarded food and when it was full took it outside.  I found the pigs and emptied the left over scraps for them. The three had set to with a will and soon the hall looked clean.  It would take some time for the smell to go but at least it did not offend the eye. Einar rinsed the drinking horns in the Water and we emptied the last of the barrel of beer.
 
   "What would the three of you do now?"
 
   "Jarl?"
 
   "Do you wish to end your days here drinking yourselves into oblivion?"
 
   "No, we were …"
 
   "I know what you were doing but where are your thralls?  Who cares for your animals?"
 
   "They ran."
 
   "You were all drunk and had not secured them."
 
   They nodded, "The pigs would not go."
 
   I sighed. This was my fault. They were Ulfheonar and I should have visited more often.  I could have arrested this slide and now I wondered if it was too late. "I ask again, what would you do?"
 
   "We are no farmers. We are warriors."
 
   I went to the weapons which had been discarded in the corner.  I took out a sword and ran my thumb along it. "Would a warrior have an edge so dull? You were warriors and now you are three drunks who feel sorry for themselves. If you are no farmers then give the pigs to someone who is a real farmer and come with me.  If you cannot watch Thorkell's Stad then you can train my young warriors. You three were amongst the finest warriors who stood in a shield wall with me."
 
   For the first time I saw a spark of life in their eyes. "You would give us that chance?"
 
   "I would."
 
   "And what of Thorkell's Stad?"
 
   "Perhaps we abandon it.  Arne could do worse than to settle here." I knew, in my heart that if my warriors left Thorkell's Stad they would return with me to my home. Thorkell had been happy to rule his own land.  These three were followers and not leaders.
 
   "Then we will train your warriors!"
 
   There were few items from the hall that Sven wished to keep.  He had buried all the precious things with his wife. We took the pigs to his neighbour who was delighted with the gift. All that they took  were the weapons of war which they would need. It took until nightfall to finish.  There was nothing left to drink and perilously little left to eat. I shook my head , "You are poor hosts! I hope I am able to offer better provisions at Cyninges-tūn."
 
   "We will go there directly?"
 
   "No, first we must return to Thorkell's Stad.  We must speak with Arne."
 
   As we headed north the next day I felt a freshening breeze from the north.  That usually brought snow. I did not want to be stuck here if the weather changed. We could not go too fast for the horses of my old Ulfheonar were laden with their weapons. They had, at least, sharpened the swords and seaxes. I could tell that their professional pride had been hurt by my harsh but necessary words.
 
   By the time Thorkell's Stad came into view the snow storm had begun. We rode, blinded by the whirling white pieces of ice. All of us were too old for this and were grateful to be in a warm hall with, most importantly, hot food and plenty of beer!
 
   After we had eaten I gathered the men around me.  "My three Ulfheonar return with me to Cyninges-tūn." Arne nodded.  "Arne, you have a choice.  You can stay here as Jarl or you are free to settle elsewhere or even return to Cyninges-tūn with me. Whichever you choose; it is your decision."
 
   "I am honoured by your confidence but I think we need to talk about this with each other.  It is not something to be done lightly."
 
   "Very well." I had hoped to leave the next day before the pass south became impassable. That would not happen now. I resigned myself to spending a few more days up here.  I owed it to my warriors, and I was not going to be missed in Cyninges-tūn. 
 
   The storm raged all night.  Next day we awoke to a blanket of white. Arne was concerned and I saw him putting on his cloak early the next morning. "Is there a problem, Arne?"
 
   "Aye, Magnar Forkbeard and his son, Thorir Magnarsson, are overdue.  They went fishing yesterday morning and I expected them back before dark last night. Your arrival drove it from my mind."
 
   "I will come with you."
 
   I did not think we could do much for if they were lost at sea then we would not know but it spoke well of Arne that he would venture out on such a poor day.  We took just our swords, our cloaks and a length of rope. Others offered to come but there was little point in more of us being uncomfortable. The river close to the stad was too narrow for them to land. We marched along the river westward looking for signs of wreckage or bodies. When we saw neither we took a little hope. The turf part of the Roman Wall still stood and we were able to walk along its top. As the river widened we saw white caps on the waves.  It was a strong wind from the north west.  That wind was always the harbinger of snow and foul weather.
 
   Suddenly Arne's sharp eyes picked out something.  "Look, there! Is that an upturned boat?"
 
   I shielded my eyes against the snow.  He was right.  We raced to the shore.  We could now see the boat and two figures were clinging to it. The wind was blowing it towards us but the tide and the river were taking it out to sea. I spied a lone tree. "Quick; I will tie the rope to the tree and then I will wade in the water.  It will give them a chance."
 
   He shook his head.  "You can hold the rope steady in the shallows I will swim out.  I am younger."
 
   I was not insulted.  He was right. He took off his cloak and his sword while I tied the rope around the tree.  I took my cloak off too and felt the vicious wind biting. I now regretted not bringing more people. Arne was shivering already and he was not yet in the water. I tied the rope around his waist and he headed into the water.  I pointed to the west.  "The river will drift the boat westwards.  Walk north west, into the wind."
 
   He began to walk into the river.  The waves were not high but the flurries of snow combined with the wind on the water made them like needles in the flesh. I stepped into the river.  I would have to be his anchor and help him to pull.  The shock of the cold made me start. As it crept up my body to my waist I felt myself going numb. Arne was strong and soon he was just thirty paces from the boat.  He began to shout. If they were not alive then was there any point in risking Arne? I saw both heads rising.  They were alive.  He pushed on.  
 
   It would be a race to see if he could reach the half wrecked boat before it was swept beyond his reach and out to sea. He was going to be a little short of the fishing boat and I walked west too to give him more rope.  He was swimming now for the river had deepened.  One of the figures slid down the boat and he held tightly on to it with one hand.  He reached out with the other for Arne.  It was hard to see what was happening because of the snow but I saw the two figures flailing to make contact. One figure, it looked to be the son, was reaching out for Arne while clinging on to the upturned boat.  I almost cheered when I saw them clasp wrists. There was no time to waste.  I began to haul on the rope.  I was so cold that it was hard to make my arms move.  I  had lost all feeling in my legs. The current was too strong. I could not pull. I had no strength in my arms. The boat was a dead weight.  Had I been closer I would have shouted to them to abandon the boat but I was too far away.
 
   I ducked under the rope so that it was behind my back. I received a soaking for my trouble. Then I took a step back. And then another. The rope wrapped around me helped. Miraculously I found that I was walking backwards and pulling the boat albeit slowly. I took another few steps and found that the river was now just up to my knees.  We were winning but would they still be alive when I landed my catch? When I stepped on to dry land the wind whipped around my already freezing legs. I gritted my teeth and walked backwards. When I reached the tree I began to walk around it, wrapping the rope as I did so. If the rope wrapped around me had helped then a tree would be even better.  It meant I could take a little breather every now and then as the tree stopped tightened rope slipping.  
 
   Arne was now able to stand.  I could see that the one holding his hand was the son, Thorir; he had no beard.  When he stood I was able to pull faster.  We were almost done. Arne grabbed the arm of Magnar and he and Thorir pulled and dragged the body out of the river and on to the land. I let go of the rope and ran towards them.  I threw Arne's cloak at him and put mine on Thorir. There was little point in warming a corpse. Thorir threw it off and put it on his father. "He lives!"
 
   "We must get back to the fort or we shall all die out here."
 
   Thorir pointed west, "There is a drekar in the estuary and it is heading east.  It is ready for war.  It is a Viking raider!"
 
   The Norns were spinning once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Between us we carried the unconscious form of Magnar. It was hard to move quickly for we were so cold.  I do not think I had ever been as cold in my life. Neither the wind nor the snow had abated but, luckily, it was now blowing us towards the fort and warmth.  Sven and the others had taken my criticism to heart and they stood sentry themselves.  When they saw us coming they opened the huge gates and helped us to carry the two fishermen into the fort.
 
    As we headed for the hall and the roaring fire within I shouted, "Sound the horn! There may be danger.  Sven, get those from without the fort inside."
 
   Sven knew me well enough not to question me. I helped Arne put the two men as close to the fire as we could get.  My legs actually hurt as the fire warmed me but I would have no time for such luxuries. Einar and Ragnar awaited my instructions. "The two fishermen said that they saw a dragon ship. It was heading this way and it was ready for war.  It may not be coming here or it might actually come in peace but let us assume the worst. I need every man and boy arming. We need water preparing in case they have fire and, as we do not know how long they will take to come, I want hot food preparing." They stood waiting for more.  "That is all for now! Go." As they opened the door to go out I heard the sound of the horn summoning all who were within earshot.
 
   I knelt next to Magnar and put my ear to his mouth.  He was breathing but only just. I took my wolf skin from Magnar.  "This is wet.  Find dry blankets."  I saw that Thorir, too was blue.  "Get your wet things off and your father too. Arne, cover them both with blankets and then change your clothes.  I will begin to organise the defence until you are ready. Make sure that everyone on the walls has warm clothes.  The cold, the snow and the ice will be as much an enemy as any Viking raider."
 
   I took off my clothes in the corner of the hall they had given me.  This was no time for modesty. I put on my leather byrnie and my mail.  Neither was warm but they were better than the sodden clothes which seemed to suck the heat from my body. I began to warm up a little when I was dressed for war. 
 
   Sven arrived back.  I pointed north. "There is a drekar out there.  It might have peace on its mind but I fear it is war."   The storm and the delay in my leaving make me think I was supposed to be here.  This felt like the work of the Weird Sisters.  Suppose I had returned to my home, what might have resulted?  "How many men have we?"
 
   "Eleven warriors, twelve with you."
 
   I shook my head, "Men! How many men?"
 
   "Twelve warriors and eight other men but some are old."
 
   "I care not.  Ragnar fought when he was the oldest man in the whole village.  An old man can cause a wound.  I want them all armed and on the walls.  How many boys?"
 
   "Seven."
 
   "Then they will go on the wall.  If they can use a hunting bow then give them one; if not then a slingshot."
 
   He paused at the door, "I am pleased that my last fight will be by your side Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I would not give up but I knew that he was probably right.  A drekar would have a crew of at least forty and we had but twelve warriors.  We were going to die.  And it would be a fight that no one would remember.  Some warrior might wield the sword which was touched by the Gods but he would not say how we died.  He would just boast of the magical weapon which was a legend among Vikings.  That last stand would be forgotten; along with us. Despite those thoughts I was determined that we would die hard and die well. 
 
   Armed and ready I donned my sodden cloak.  It was heavy but I had fought in it for so many years it felt like a weapon. Besides it had stopped blows before and perhaps it would do so again.  I carried my helmet and my shield.  As I stepped out of the door, the wind whipped into my face.  I suddenly realised the snow had stopped.  I did not know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. I passed terrified looking women.  I smiled and spoke to each one.  "Fear not.  Keep hot food ready for the men. We will prevail." The words did not matter.  It was my smile and my tone of voice.  It made them think that I was confident. It seemed to work for they began to smile themselves.  Inside I felt the lie.
 
   My three Ulfheonar were at the gate house already.  They were armed and wearing their wolf cloaks around the shoulders.  I wondered how many years it had been since they had worn them. Each fingered their wolf amulet. It was a habit all of my Ulfheonar had. "Can you see anything?"
 
   Einar said, "One of the warriors thought he saw a dragon ship on the river." He shrugged, "He has young eyes, I saw nothing."
 
   "Thorir saw it.  It is out there.  We can only hope that it suffers the same fate as the fishing boat. It is a stormy night.  Perhaps it will sink. If it does I doubt that the crew will be in the best of condition.  Perhaps when they see four Ulfheonar they may think better of it." I was giving them hope when I felt none.
 
   Gradually the walls filled with warriors, farmers, blacksmiths, fishermen, shepherds and boys. It was hardly the army I would have chosen but it was the one the Norns had given me. I walked around the narrow rampart to speak with each of them in turn. Some of them asked to touch Ragnar's Spirit. It strengthened those whose resolve was weakening. For the older ones it was a sign that they thought that this would be their last fight. The boys stood shaking in the cold, holding their bows or their slings. I said the same to each of them, "Do not waste an arrow or a stone.  A wounded warrior is almost as good as a dead warrior.  You will be the one who stops them coming close.  You can save your family."
 
   It was not a lie but it was unlikely that they would be able to stop the advancing warriors. They could slow them, they could irritate and annoy them but they were too few in number and too inexperienced to do serious damage. It would be down to the men and the swords on the wooden walls. I needed more information about these attackers. When I reached Arne I asked, "Any sign of them?"
 
   Arne shook his head and pointed east.  "It will soon be dawn and then we shall know."
 
   I noticed that some of the men were shaking.  It was the cold and not fear. "I will speak with Thorir again. Keep a good watch and shout if you see aught."
 
   As I passed the cooking pots I smelled soup.  I spoke to the women, "Take some for the men on the walls."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   Thorir was looking a little better. The colour had returned to his cheeks.  His father still remained in another world but he too had a better colour.  "How is he?"
 
   "His breathing is better."
 
   "Good.  Get some soup for the two of you.  But first tell me about this drekar and how you came to be there."
 
   "We had had a good catch and were on our way back to shore when the squall blew up." He pointed north. "We were close to the land of the men of Strathclyde and my father said we should run for safety.  There are rocks close to the coast and we were heading south west when the canvas split." He shook his head.  "It was a good sail! It should not have split."
 
   Wyrd. I knew that the Norns had been weaving again.
 
   "The sea was taking us away from the land and it took longer to fit the new sail than it should have.  We were cold and our fingers fumbled. By the time we had managed to replace it the snow and the clouds had hidden the land. I think we sailed in the wrong direction for a while. Then the snow abated for a few moments and we saw a smudge of dark.  Father said it was the land and we headed towards it. The snow began again and we sailed blindly once more. When we saw the land again we thought we were saved and that is when we saw the dragon ship."
 
   "How big was it?"
 
   "I have seen your ship. Jarl, and this one looked a little smaller.  I only saw it briefly but I think there were either thirteen of fourteen oars. The prow had a red dragon.  There were shields along the side."
 
   It was a warship, "And the sail?"
 
   "The sail?"
 
   "Was it plain? Coloured?  Did it have markings?"
 
   "It looked plain." I nodded and gestured for him to continue with his tale, "My father said that it was an enemy.  He said it was not one of your ships and that we should get home and warn Sven and Arne. We saw the land and the estuary which was to the north of us.  We had to turn with the wind for it was coming across the side of our boat.  Our catch meant we rode low in the water and the sea had been filling us up. When we entered the river the choppy waters began to swamp the boat even faster. There are dangerous sands on the southern side of the river and we headed for the middle so that we could avoid them. The water came in faster than we could bail.  When we tried to turn for shore disaster struck and a sudden gust overturned us.  The mast caught my father a blow to the head. I dragged him on to the upturned boat and climbed up with him. He seemed to drift in and out of consciousness.  Then you came."
 
   "You did well and you saved your father's life."
 
   "Perhaps the dragon ship also found danger."
 
   I would not lie to him.  He might have to fight for his life soon. I shook my head, "It is in the river now.  They will come here but thanks to your warning we have a chance. Get some soup for your father and yourself."
 
   I joined Arne and Sven.  "I think that the ship was just raiding.  From what Thorir said I believe they brought the ship here.  It followed them when they ran for safety."
 
   "Then they are not enemies?"
 
   "They are raiders." I looked at Sven, "You have been a raider, and you know how they work.  They will look for chances to make a profit."
 
   "Aye." He looked at Arne, "You may raid with a target in mind, but you are looking for places where people live and where you can find slaves, food, and treasure."
 
   Just then Magnus shouted, "Jarl, I see movement.  There towards the river!"
 
   I peered into the snow which still came into our faces. There was a dark line moving towards us. "Spread the word they are coming.  No one releases an arrow or a stone without my permission.  I want everyone hidden beneath the ramparts. We use surprise as our first weapon."
 
   I knew that it was asking much to have these who were unused to war to wait but I wanted the raiders to believe that we were not guarding our walls.  They might have seen the upturned fishing boat and assume that we had no warning. I counted on the fact that they would be tired and they would be cold already. They would be hurrying to kill those asleep within the walls as quickly as possible. If we could kill some of them first it might weaken their resolve. 
 
   I saw them then. There was a line of warriors. I estimated forty. We were outnumbered. Only one, as far as I could see, wore mail. All, however, had shields and many had spears. They moved purposefully and quickly. They had the wind behind them and would not hear us when we spoke. I still kept silent. Arne, Sven and myself were in the tower over the gate and could see without being seen; our mail, helmets and wolf skin worked well. I glanced along the wall and saw the rest of our defenders crouched below the wall.  I smiled.  They would be out of the wind and warmer that way.  At least they had something warm inside their bellies. The fear for their families would also give them heat; anger.
 
   When the Vikings were forty paces from the walls they halted.  I saw the leader spying out the land.  He would see the bridge leading to the gate and realise there had to be a ditch.  Nature had aided us here.  The sides and the bottoms of the ditch were covered in a thick layer of snow. They would not know that there were traps in the bottom.  The sides, too, would be slippery. The Jarl who led them waved forward ten of his men and they ran towards the bridge.  He was not cooperating.  I had hoped that he would advance along a line. We would have killed and wounded more that way.
 
   When they were ten paces from the bridge I shouted, "Now! Make them pay!"
 
   Those with bows, half of the men and half of the boys, loosed arrows.  The five boys with slings whirled them and the stones cracked into the ten men advancing. More fell than I could have hoped and would take no further part in this raid.
 
   The line of shields came up and I heard shouts from their leader. They formed a wedge. It was what I had feared. The mailed warrior stood at the point and the shields locked.  They began to advance.  "Slingers, aim for the heads.  Archers aim for legs and those with bare arms." Those to my left would be able to hit the spear arms of those who advanced. It was but a forlorn hope.
 
   I turned to Sven, "The Ulfheonar will go to the gate." He nodded, "Arne you take charge on the walls. Do not let them climb up.  When they try to raise their men up on their shields then use your spears. Keep them from climbing over the ramparts and we will have a chance of victory."
 
   "Aye Jarl," he grinned, "It seems I need not seek adventure, adventure has come to me!"
 
   I laughed, "This will be a tale worthy of Haaken!"
 
   When I descended the rickety ladder I found the other three waiting for me. Ragnar said, "This will be a good end, Jarl."
 
   "Do not be so willing to go to Valhalla, old friend.  The battle is not over yet." He nodded.  "There are too few of us for a wedge.  But we can fill the gate. We let them waste their energy breaking it down and then we charge them.  Push them into the ditch.  We become the gate."
 
   Surprisingly all three were grinning. They began banging their shields with their spears and chanted, "Ulfheonar!" over and over.  I took my spear and joined them.  The wind would carry our voices away but they would hear our chanting and they would wonder.
 
   I looked up as Arne began to shout out his orders. I saw slingers and archers throwing and releasing as fast as they could.  I heard cries coming from the other side of the wall as their stones and arrows found flesh. And then we heard the first blows of axe on wood. This was not a hastily repaired gate such as the one at Caestir; Arne and his men had done a good job of making a sturdy gate. However every entrance has a weakness.  If it is to open and close easily then there has to be a gap, no matter how small, between the two gates.  The axe found it. Wood began to splinter from the bar keeping the gates closed.   It was a matter of time now. I brought my spear down and locked shields with Einar.  I took the place of honour on the right.  I was Jarl. No one guarded my right.
 
   When the bar broke we knew before the raiders did and it meant we were ready.  As soon as the gate sprang open we leapt forward at the wedge. I held my spear at waist height and I punched it upwards into the belly of a surprised warrior. Their leader had allowed others to break through and the four of us all scored hits on men without mail. We knocked them back to the bridge and stones and arrows began to rain upon the attackers.
 
   I took a blow from a spear on my shield and, lifting my spear above my head jabbed down. The warrior was not fast enough to block my blow and the spear found his neck. As he fell his body dragged the spear from my hands and I drew my sword.  I raised it above my head and yelled, "Ragnar's Spirit!" The men before us recoiled at the ferocity of our attack and at the quality of our weapons and armour. We stepped on to the bridge. Perhaps the Norns mocked me for at that moment an axe was thrown.  I saw it coming but only at the last moment.  It struck my helmet with such force that I fell to the ground, stunned. I kept hold both of my shield and my sword. As I lay there a warrior leapt forward and raised his spear to impale me. I swung wildly with Ragnar's Spirit and my blade went through his leg.  He toppled into the ditch.
 
   Then I heard Sven roar, "Ulfheonar!" and the three of them charged the raiders.  Such was their fury that they drove back the wedge.
 
   I struggled to my feet, "Arne, bring the warriors here, to me!"
 
   Before I could race to the aid of my oathsworn two men ran at me.  It was a mistake for I had a cold anger within me. I fended off one spear and struck down with my sword.  The second warrior's spear slid along my mail before catching a ring on the side.  As he tried to free it my blade sliced into the side of his head. His corpse slumped at my feet and I punched the second warrior from the bridge and into the ditch.  He screamed as he was impaled on a stake hidden by the snow.
 
   I watched as Sven White Hair hurled himself at the Viking leader.  He punched so hard with his spear that the head sheared into the warrior's side, tearing through the mail. A sword hacked into the top of Sven's arm as he reached for his sword but he just roared with rage and head butted the man to the ground before taking out his sword and despatching him. The Viking chief stabbed Sven in the stomach.  Sven was still not finished for he had the warrior's rage upon him and he smashed his shield into the face of the chief. His heroics ended when an axe, from the side,  took his head.  Einar and Ragnar had not been idle and they both hacked and chopped with their swords.  They were killing machines.  They were doing what they had been trained to do since youth.  They did not have to think about it.  Their muscles knew what to do. They too had the rage upon them and were impervious and oblivious to wounds and blows. They carved a path deep into the enemy line.
 
   I ran towards the warriors who now completely surrounded them. I brought my sword down to hack into the neck of a warrior while punching another out of the way.  Arne and the others could finish those I did not.  I had to get to my two Ulfheonar. Even as I ran my sword through a warrior I saw Einar's body pierced by a spear.  He swung his sword horizontally and took two heads with his last mighty blow.  An axe took off his arm and still he roared his defiance. Ragnar, bleeding from every part of his body ran to his friend's aid. He slew his killer with one blow and was then felled by the Viking chief whose sword slit his throat.
 
   My three Ulfheonar lay dead and I pounced upon the Viking chief. I swung my sword so hard that it split his shield asunder and he reeled backwards.  He stabbed upwards at me but his sword slid along the mail links of my byrnie. I brought my shield around to catch his jaw in an uppercut. He fell backwards and, before he could recover, I took his head in one blow.  Swinging my shield around to my back I picked up the skull by its hair and held it aloft. "This is the result of raiding the land of Jarl Dragon Heart!"
 
   Behind me my handful of warriors roared a challenge and ran at the survivors. They fled. I hurled the head after them.
 
   I pointed to the men and boys from the stad, "You finish off the wounded here.  Arne, bring your warriors and we will end this!"
 
   Arne and four warriors followed me.  The trail was easy to see in the lightening dawn. We soon despatched two wounded men and found another one who had died of his wounds.  Ahead we could see them running.  There was a trail of red blood in the white snow.  My three Ulfheonar had died well. I saw that they would reach their ship before we would catch them but we did not stop. I wanted them humiliating.  I wanted them to see that just five warriors chased them, unafraid.
 
   We arrived at the bank as the drekar drifted out in to the middle of the river. Barely six oars moved. They would return from whence they came and tell a tale of horror. At the stern the steersman stared incredulously at us.
 
   I sank to my knees in the snow. I had lost three warriors but they had found themselves. They would be in Valhalla now with Butar, Olaf and the others who had gone before them. Arne put his hand on my shoulder, "Jarl, look!" I raised my head and saw there, on the bank the half wrecked fishing boat of Magnar. It would never sail again; the mast was gone and it was holed. "That would make a fine grave for Sven and his warriors."
 
   "You are right!"
 
   The five of us carried it back to the battlefield. It was dawn when we arrived. The three bodies had been laid out and the raiders stripped and searched. We took off our helmets and I took off my armour.  We dug a hole in the snow and the earth until it was deep enough for the boat. When we had placed the boat in the hole I said,  "Arne, take the armour from my Ulfheonar.  They will not need it where they are going and they would have liked you and your men to have it." I pointed to the dead Viking.  "Have his armour too."
 
   They nodded.  We laid the three of them together, with the hands together holding their swords.  I placed their wolf cloaks over their bodies and, finally, the golden wolf amulet across the cloak. They had no family to leave it to.  They would take their treasure with them. The men of the village brought stones and we laid them over their bodies and then piled the soil back on top. 
 
   Arne nodded, "When it is lambing time we will lay turf and flowers here.  We will remember them."
 
   I took out Ragnar's Spirit and pointed it to the skies. "Allfather these three heroes come to join you at your table.  They died with honour and their tales will fill you with pride. They died oathsworn and they are Ulfheonar!"
 
   The enemy bodies were piled on brushwood and burned.  They would join the earth and crops would grow. Our own dead, five of them, were buried with honour too, not far from the boat grave. We said words over them too.  That was Arne's duty for he knew them.  We turned and headed back to the stad. The women had prepared food and we ate, in silence, in the hall.  Sven had redeemed himself and his life had had purpose at the end. He and his comrades had not drunk themselves into a forgettable death.  I was pleased that I had come.  If I had not come north then Thorkell's Stad would have been destroyed and my Ulfheonar would still lie drunk in Sven's hall by the oaks.
 
   When we had finished eating I knew that I would not be able to sleep despite the fact that I had been awake for a whole day.  Arne and I sat by the fire and drank beer.
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart, you asked me before this happened what I would do."
 
   "And you have decided?"
 
   He nodded, "Before the attack I would have returned to Cyninges-tūn.  I would have gone to sea and raided with you." He pointed to the north and the graves. "The Ulfheonar have shown me that I can find honour and I can find glory here. They died for the people who dwell here. Raiders will come again and you will not be here all the time.  I will take on that responsibility.  I have seen boys become men and stand a watch on the walls.  They will grow and become warriors. Others will come and they will become my warriors.  We now have mail and we have an example. The memory of Sven, Einar and Ragnar will inspire us."
 
   "I am pleased that you are my Jarl of the North."
 
   He smiled, "I would do it even without a title.  Thank you for the honour you bestow upon me, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I was about to leave, two days later, when a party of riders struggled up from the south.  They were covered in snow.  It was Snorri, Bjorn, Eystein and Asbjorn. Once inside the gate they shook the snow from them. 
 
   "Kara and Aiden were worried.  They had a dream three nights ago that you were in danger. The pass was closed and it took us until today to get here."
 
   I nodded, "It is good to know that they dream still.  We were in danger.  Sven White Hair, Ragnar Siggison and Einar Svensson died when Vikings attacked." I pointed beyond the gate.  "They are buried yonder but they died well."
 
   "Where did the Vikings come from? Dyflin?"
 
   I shook my head, "There was no treachery.  From the treasures and the runes on their weapons I would say they were Norse. They may even have been neighbours of Harald One Eye. We killed their chief and they fled. Arne is Jarl here now."
 
   They all knew Arne.  He had grown up with them and they were pleased for him. They patted him black and blue.
 
   "Is the pass open now?"
 
   "Barely." Bjorn pointed to the north east.  "More storm clouds are gathering.  Unless we are to spend the winter here I would suggest that we leave immediately."
 
   "Saddle my horse." I clasped Arne's arm.  "We have fought side by side and we share the bond that all such warriors have.  If you have need of me then send for me. Use your boys to keep me advised of any happenings here. Even the smallest information might prove valuable."
 
   "I will.  I have learned much."
 
   "And when Magnar and his son are well," I handed him a small pouch of coins, "here is recompense for their boat.  Had they not warned us…"
 
   "Wyrd."
 
   We headed south with the wind and the impending snow threatening our backs.  We rode hard. When we reached the pass it was still open, but only just.  As we dropped down to the valley of the Grassy Mere beneath Úlfarrberg a blizzard blew.  The snow rolled from the north and cascaded down the slopes of Úlfarrberg.  I heard the wolves howling and it was only then I noticed that Eystein was wearing a wolf cloak.  He was a modest man and had not boasted of the kill.  He would be a good Ulfheonar.
 
   I just said, "Welcome to my oathsworn Eystein. Was it worth the wait?"
 
   He glanced up at Úlfarrberg and nodded, "Aye Jarl.  Now I can look Asbjorn in the eye. I know what it is to look at a wolf's gaping jaws, feel his hot breath and kill him. I now understand why the Ulfheonar are feared as they are. I was right to wait until I had killed my wolf."
 
   "Aye you were."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Two other warriors had tried to kill a wolf but both had failed. One had a long scar, the marks of a claw, running down his face.  He was proud of his new name, Erik Wolf Claw. Poor Audun had no visible wound to see.  He had been knocked down the mountain by a large leaping male and only Eystein's bow had saved his life. Both took heart from Eystein the Rock's success.  It had taken him a year but he was now totally accepted.
 
   I too had changed.  My visit with Sven and the others had shown me that I was in danger of becoming like they were and living in the past. I was not old.  Prince Butar had remarried my mother when he was older than I was. He had fathered a child too.  I wondered where my sister was now. She had married a warrior and left us. Perhaps she wanted to forget our mother's death. I too had left the land of Mann but I could still visit my mother's grave. I knew not where she lived or even if she lived.
 
   I would find a woman.  I was not meant to live alone.  Aiden and Kara were company but even with them I felt that I was alone. It is easy to be by yourself; to sit with your own thoughts.  You are always right for there is no one to gainsay you. You choose what to do or not to do and that is not always the right thing. Sometimes someone needed to tell you that you were wrong.  Erika had never been afraid of that. And, perhaps, I would become a father again. May be the next time I would get it right. I could not undo the mistakes I had made with Wolf Killer.
 
   The snows did not last long. It was just nature reminding us that she ruled and we only survived if she chose. I visited with Erik and Siggi.  I knew that it would have been hard for them all in the small community which lived by the river. They had lost men.  We warriors were used to that but for them it was a rare occurrence. In addition I wished to speak with Erik about those Ulfheonar who had died.  He had served with them and he deserved to know of their death.
 
   The first thing I noticed was how much Karl had grown over the winter. He had been a youth and now he was a man with the beginnings of a man's beard. Perhaps the responsibility of captaining a knarr had helped him to grow. I also noticed that Siggi had gone grey.  He looked almost like Sven White Hair. That may have been his cousin's death. Trygg's wife broke down and cried when I entered their hall. I walked up to her and put my arms around her.
 
   She sobbed and through the sobs said, "I know you did all that a man can do Jarl Dragon Heart and I am grateful but I miss my husband and my sons."
 
   "I know and if I could bring them back from wherever they are I would do so." I held her at arm's length and thought about my own talk with myself. "You are still a young woman.  There are warriors out there who would make a fine husband."
 
   She shook her head, "It is too soon, Jarl."
 
   "It is not." I told them how Sven White Hair's son had left and how Sven's wife had died.  "It is a lesson.  We need to live.  The Gods expect it. When there is death we carry on.  That is what makes our people strong and helps us to survive. Think on it."
 
   As I enjoyed some ale with my captains I asked, "Have you heard aught of Sigtrygg?  How did he fare in the winter?"
 
   "He has sent messages. They survive and they did not suffer as much as we did."
 
   I was relieved. "I intend to take ships to Italy later this year." I looked at Siggi.  "If any do not wish to come then I will understand."
 
   Siggi's jaw tightened, "I will come but my crew will be armed as warriors.  These sharks will find us an unpleasant morsel to swallow."
 
   We all laughed, "King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys wishes us to fight alongside him this year. I know not when."
 
   Siggi asked, "Do we delay our voyage until we know?"
 
   "No.  We will call in at the Sabrina on our way south. I will tell him of our voyage and that we will fight when time allows. We sail soon in any case.  The drekar which attacked Thorkell's Stad showed that the seas are navigable, even in winter.  Prepare your ships."
 
   When I returned to Cyninges-tūn I summoned my Ulfheonar. "This year when we raid I am going to offer an oar to any who follow our jarls."
 
   Haaken frowned, "They may not be the best warriors.  We are Ulfheonar and we sail with the best."
 
   "Not any longer, Haaken. The young men from Thorkell's Stad left because they wanted adventure. That led, ultimately, to the deaths of Sven, Einar and Ragnar. I would have young men have the chance to sail and to raid with us.  It might get it out of their blood but, if not then they become better warriors who will sail with us again."
 
   Snorri nodded, "That makes sense.  We only take one drekar and it will not be a large number of warriors we take."
 
   Haaken shrugged, "I hope you are right."
 
   I smiled, "If you wish to stay in Cyninges-tūn and make your wife pregnant again we will understand won't we?"
 
   Everyone laughed and Haaken shook his head from side to side.  "I did not say I did not want to go! I am coming! Never doubt that!"
 
   "Good then you can ride to Wolf Killer's and ask if any of his men wish to sail with us.  Snorri go to Thorkell's Stad. Bjorn, go to Ketil at Brougham and then swing down and speak with Ulf and Windar. Asbjorn and Eystein, ride to Sigtrygg.  I doubt that he will wish to spare men but I would not offend him. Any who wish to raid should return with you.  We make up numbers from Cyninges-tūn."
 
   While they were away I spent time with Aiden and Scanlan deciding what we had to trade and how we could make the most profit. "Do I come with you this time, Jarl?"
 
   "Aye, Aiden.  Your languages will be needed in Italy. And this time we need more potions, bandages, and needles.  We cannot afford to lose any men to wounds."
 
   By the time my Ulfheonar returned we had the goods already in Úlfarrston ready to be loaded. We had lost a whole cargo when Trygg's ship had been captured. This time we would spread the goods around in our three ships.  Coen Ap Pasgen would carry his own cargo. We invested in seaxes for the crews of the three ships.  Mail would be redundant but they were all given a leather byrnie. Most important of all was the store of arrows and bows we would take aboard each knarr. They had proved the best way of keeping an enemy at a distance.
 
   Karl's new ship, the smallest of the three, was also the one which looked different from the others.  It was Galician and the sail made it look odd.  It only needed a crew of three but we persuaded Karl that he needed four. There were many young men in both Cyninges-tūn and Úlfarrston who were willing to sail for adventure and profit. He would need all the help he could get on this first voyage alone.
 
   We had fewer warriors from our jarls than Haaken had expected. Sigtrygg sent none.  There were four from Wolf Killer and but one from each of the others. The majority came from Cyninges-tūn.  As we headed down to our ships Haaken asked me about the paucity of numbers. 
 
   "Arne and Ketil are both new to the task.  Any of Windar's or Ulf's men would go to Ketil for he is their kinsman and both Wolf Killer and Sigtrygg know that we have poked the bear that is Coenwulf.  If he wakes then they will be the ones to feel his claws." I smiled, "Is this not the result that you wanted?  Men from Cyninges-tūn?"
 
   He frowned and Aiden laughed, "The Norns do not do things the easy way. Their webs are complex. It is not for mortals to try to outwit them.  That is why the Jarl is so successful. He does not fight that which is beyond his control."
 
   As soon as we arrived Aiden and Siggi set to the loading of the cargo. Coen Ap Pasgen approached me as I watched. "Jarl Dragon Heart I have to tell you that my father is unwell. The winter fever has not left him yet."
 
   "Shall I send Aiden or Kara to minister to him?"
 
   He shook his head, "He will recover but I shall only come as far as Dyfed. We have supplies enough of wine and I fear to be away from home for too long."
 
   "But you said your father will recover."
 
   He nodded, "He is getting better but… my mother died after she began to recover from the winter fever too."
 
   "Then stay here and send another captain."
 
   "No, I will come for this will be my last voyage." He pointed to the young man who was helping to load his knarr. "My cousin Gwynfor Ap Gwynfor has said he wishes to learn to be a captain.  He will take over."
 
   I nodded, "But you must arm your men.  Dyflin is no longer a threat but I have heard that Mann attracts traitors like Magnus the Foresworn.  You will have no drekar for protection."
 
   "We have arms.  We will not suffer the same fate as Trygg."
 
   Our route south was a little longer but safer and much easier.  The passage between Hibernia and Mann was free from danger both human and natural for we could now sail close to the coast of our new trading partners. The extra crew on the knarr also mean that we could sail at night. We had a lantern at the stern of our drekar and the knarr followed like ducklings behind a mother. It made the passage easier. 
 
   When we reached the Sabrina and the stronghold of King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys it was a hive of activity. The King's cousin, Llewellyn came to speak with me. "The King is visiting his brother kings further north to form an alliance against Coenwulf.  I know that he was grateful for your efforts at the harvest time.  Our spies told us that King Coenwulf sent many men to Caestir to reinforce it. We had no raids this winter and we are now stronger."
 
   "Good." I waved my arm towards my ships. "We have brought the weapons and helmets your king asked for."
 
   "And your warriors?"
 
   "When will your king need us?"
 
   "There is still snow on the mountains and the seed is not yet in the ground. I would think closer to midsummer."
 
   "Then your king thinks to attack?"
 
   He came closer to me, "He trusts you Viking and so do I. We need breathing space.  There is no point waiting for the Mercians to raid and to attack.  We need Saxon land. If we fight on Saxon land then our people do not suffer. The Sabrina is the border but it can be crossed.  The King would have them bleed before they cross it."
 
   It made sense. "Then we will return before midsummer. We sail south to trade first."
 
   Llewellyn frowned, "I think he wished you to wait for him."
 
   "I will fight for gold as your cousin asked but I will not stop either trading or raiding. We are our own men."
 
   "I will tell him."
 
   We bade farewell to Coen Ap Pasgen who returned north and we headed south to skirt Corn Am Walum and sailed for Frankia. We had sailed this route a few times before and were now confident enough to sail south west. The hours of darkness were a problem but Aiden had devised a way of minimising the risk.  All of our ships had a burning torch at the bow and the stern. Aiden would ensure that all of them were in a straight line. So long as all followed the light ahead then we, generally, sailed in a straight line. The dangers were in fire and in the torches being doused. This voyage the Gods were kind and the weather was clement. We saw the coast of Frankia and knew that we had survived the empty seas.
 
   The Duke of Vasconia had spent the winter making his defences stronger but his face showed the pressure of enemies to the north, south and east. As he entertained us he confided in me, "I will be honest Jarl, I could do with men like yours to fight for me. The Emperor has many warriors and he wishes to reclaim my Dukedom. The Arabs are also keen to raid." He waved his arm around his hall.   "This is the only secure castle in my land. "
 
   "I am sorry Duke, this is too far from my lands but if I hear of any Vikings who wish to fight for you then I will bring them on my next voyage."
 
   "You sail east?"
 
   "Italy.  Our voyage last year was curtailed and I am anxious to maintain our links. I like my new allies!"
 
   "And we like you. Pray call in on your return.  We are bereft of news now.  I would know how the rest of the world fares."
 
   With cargo exchanged we headed south.  As we sailed along the coast of Galicia and the land of the Arab every ship was in a state of high tension. Trygg and his dead crew were a stark reminder of our fate if we were caught. Here we had more enemies than friends. We managed to have an uneventful voyage through the Blue Sea.  Between them Aiden and Erik brought us safely to the Amalfi coast. It was busy and we struggled to find berths. Aiden and I were looking forward to our trading.  Amalfi used more gold than mere barter and we had both goods and gold.  It promised to be a successful time.
 
   This time no Prefect Maurus came to greet us; in fact we were left alone. It felt as though we were a plague ship.  There were no warriors to threaten us but neither was there a friendly smile.  Had we been too long away?  We had said we would visit a year past but the Galician adventure had stopped us.
 
   "Erik and Haaken, take command of the vessels.  Aiden and I will go and discover why no one has come to greet us."
 
   As we walked towards the white stone buildings which housed merchants and officials of the port Aiden said, "The last time we were here they were talking of breaking ties with the Empire and becoming part of the Papal confederation of republics."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And they may worry that we might go to Miklagård.  You made no secret of our journeys there. They may worry that we are Byzantine spies."
 
   "But we are not."
 
   "Remember that Arab trader, Ibrahim Al-Salad?"
 
   "Aye, he gave us good prices."
 
   "We will speak with him. He struck me as a shrewd businessman and if an Arab can survive here…"
 
   As we approached his door I saw him spit at us and dart back inside, slamming it behind him. Every other door was also closed. When we reached the Arab's door Aiden knocked hard.  There was no reply. I had no time for this.  Trygg had died bringing trade goods here.  I was not going to be stopped by a shut door. I put my shoulder to it and barged in. The room was lit by an oil light and the frightened Arab stood, with his servant, at the back of the room. Aiden had spoken Greek to him the last time and he spoke and then translated for me.
 
   "Ask him why we appear to be shunned by the people of Amalfi when we were welcomed the last time we visited."
 
   At first the Arab appeared to be afraid to speak but Aiden, I know not how, persuaded him to open up.
 
   "You would have been welcomed but word came from the Pope that you were barbarians and not followers of Christ.  He forbade Prefect Maurus from trading with you. As you know Amalfi is seeking closer ties with the Pope."
 
   "But you are not Christian?  You are able to trade here."
 
   In answer Ibrahim Al-Salad took out a cross from around his neck. "I took the cross and feigned conversion.  What I do in private they cannot know. You might have done the same."
 
   "Why should I follow the White Christ? I am never foresworn. It is because we are barbarians that we cannot trade?"
 
   "It might have been but a message came from King Alfonso who said you had raided and destroyed one of his towns and that you were a murderer and a killer. The Pope has declared you an outlaw and an enemy of all Christians.  There is a price upon your head."
 
   The Holy Book we had taken could not be sold here then! "Why did they not stop us when we were first seen? The harbour could have been closed."
 
   He was silent and looked shiftily around. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. "This is a trap is it not?"
 
   He nodded, "We were told to pretend that you were still welcome.  The Prefect sent to Gaeta for ships. They will be here by nightfall and you will be trapped in the harbour." He paused, "You will be executed and your men sold to the slavers of Barbary."
 
   Aiden said, "We should run!"
 
   "No Aiden we should not.  I can see a way to make a profit and still escape."
 
   "We will be trapped here!"
 
   "It is a narrow harbour and the spaces they left for us were closest to the port. They thought to trap us here but I can see how to turn the trap upon them. They can block us in even without the ships from Gaeta. Besides if we flee they will catch us at sea. Ask him if the ships which come have oars." When he nodded I said, "We could escape but not the knarr. No, we will not walk into their trap we shall run."
 
   Suddenly the Arab gabbled out many words. "The ships will have a small tower at the stern and they will be filled with many archers. You will be cut down. You do not stand a chance, Viking."
 
   I nodded.  He had not needed to volunteer that information but it helped. It confirmed my decision.  Perhaps if he was willing to offer information he might offer other help too.   "Ask him if he is willing to trade with us."
 
   The merchant was dumfounded when Aiden asked him.  "You would stay and trade even though you know it is a trap?"
 
   "A trap is only a trap if you do not expect it.  We have the advantage that we know what the prefect will do.  Will you trade? It can be like your hidden religion; a secret."
 
   He nodded, "What have you to trade, Viking?"
 
   "Iron and copper ore, much of it."
 
   His eyes lit up.  Here they were valuable cargo. "And what would you have in return?"
 
   "Spices and gold."
 
   I watched his greedy eyes as he calculated his profit.  He would be able to tell the Prefect that he did exactly as was asked and delayed our departure.  He nodded and clasped my hand.  "We have a deal."  
 
   "Good; have your men bring the gold and spices to my knarr and they can unload my ships. I would suggest that you tell your Prefect that you took our iron and copper without payment."
 
   He nodded.  As we headed back to the ships, down a deserted waterfront,  Aiden asked, "Our men could unload the iron and the copper."
 
   "No, for this way it will look as though our Arab friend just took the metals. Our men will need to rest and besides we need supplies for the journey home. We are short of beer and food. Go with the men into the town and buy food whilst I speak with my Ulfheonar."
 
   "You have a plan then, Jarl?"
 
   "If I had not then I would have run when you suggested it."
 
   My captains stood talking with Haaken as I approached, "Haaken, captains, get the Ulfheonar aboard the 'Heart' .  Bemused they did as I said while Aiden took the rest of the warriors off. I spoke quickly once they were gathered, "We are declared murderers and there are ships coming here to take us."
 
   "Then.."
 
   "Peace Haaken, and listen for once! Because I know of the trap we will escape.  We are having the iron and copper removed. In its place will be gold and spices.  They will not take up much space in your holds.  I want them spread out amongst you all. Aiden is in the town buying supplies." I pointed to the sun which was dipping towards the west. "Soon it will be dark. I think that the ships from Gaeta will be here soon after dark and that Aiden and my men will be delayed in the town. You see yonder where the entrance of the harbour is narrow?" They all nodded. There are three ships there.  When it is dark we will capture those ships.  All eyes will be on the drekar. When it is nightfall we will light fires on the harbour wall and you will all eat.  They will not worry about the three ships at the harbour. I have discovered that the  ships come to take us will have many archers.  Their attention will be on our ships and not those of Amalfi.  When we approach the Amalfi ships we will do so silently and board them.  The Ulfheonar can deal with archers can we not?"
 
   The grins told me all that I needed to know. Cnut Cnutson shouted, "Jarl Dragon Heart, men approach bearing boxes."
 
   "That is the Arab. Let them empty our holds and we will fill them with the gold and the spices."
 
   After my captains had departed Haaken said, "I should learn to keep my mouth shut, Jarl.  I should have realised you had this planned."
 
   "I may have it planned but we have to make the plan work.  However the alternative was to be caught at sea and I fear that we would have lost our knarr and all their crews. We might have been able to fight off one of their warships but not the knarr. This way we have a fighting chance. Be ready to move as soon as it is dark. I am guessing that the end ship may have warriors aboard and that they will have the task of closing the harbour with their boat should we try to escape early." I pointed to the city walls where there were more soldiers already gathering. "Leave your shields here. I do not want to alarm the sentries. Beside the shields will get in the way. Wear neither mail nor helmets. I want it to look as though we suspect nothing.  Then, when night falls we drift off in ones and twos. I will go with Snorri and Bjorn. We make our way along the harbour to the three ships at the end.  Do not all follow the same route.  You are Ulfheonar; we disappear."
 
   When the ships had been loaded and Erik had checked that we had not been robbed we watched the sun go down and waited for Aiden and our men to appear. Cnut called from the masthead, "Two ships out to sea.  They are heading here."
 
   "How long before they reach us?"
 
   "Two turns of the sand?"
 
   I nodded.  Just then I saw Aiden and the other warriors returning.  They were laden with barrels, amphorae and wooden crates.  There were live animals in the crates. Aiden was grinning. "I must take these warriors with me when I go trading every time. We managed incredibly good deals." He smiled, "You were right.  They tried to delay us. The men did well to avoid the painted ladies!"
 
   I quickly explained to the warriors what we would do and then, as night began to fall left the ship with my two scouts. We acted out a little scene making those on the walls think we were looking for somewhere to drink.  We headed down the harbour. We did so casually.  As we passed the other ships I saw the fear on the faces of their crew. When we reached the end of the harbour wall there was a stone tower with a light on top to guide in ships.  Rocks had been used to protect the wall from the sea and we went amongst the rocks, ostensibly to seek crabs and other shellfish. It meant we were hidden from both the town and the ships.
 
   As we descended I checked out the last ship.  I counted four soldiers and a crew of five. They would not cause us trouble. Because of our position we disappeared from view once the sun went down and we hid amongst the rocks. I gathered my men, hidden by the wall. Any sound we made was masked by the surf on the sea wall. 
 
   "Haaken take half of the men and take the second ship.  I will take the rest. No one escapes." I pointed out to sea.  The two ships from Gaeta were less than half a mile away. They were travelling slowly to avoid hitting either the rocks or the sea wall. I had but six men with me but they were all killers. We had been down amongst the rocks so long that the crew and the soldiers had lost interest in us. They were watching the two Gaetan vessels which were in line astern approaching the harbour entrance. 
 
   Snorri and Bjorn pulled back the two sailors who were sitting on the side of the ship and slit their throats as they wrestled them to the ground. We slipped over the side of the vessel.  Asbjorn, Eystein and I went for the three soldiers who were standing at the stern playing dice. I rammed my seax up between the soldier's ribs.  He hissed and died.  I held his body so that it did not fall to the deck.  I lowered it slowly. When I turned I saw that all the crew and soldiers were dead.
 
   "Untie us and prepare to loose the sail."
 
   I ran down the centre of the ship and saw Haaken waving.  They had secured that ship too. The two Gaetan ships were now heading across the small harbour to my drekar. I could see the two crudely built towers at the stern and the sides of the ship. They were filled with warriors. There were twenty archers on each boat.
 
   When I reached the stern we were already floating away from the harbour wall. I took the steering board while Snorri, a former ship's boy, saw to the sail. We were smaller than the Gaetan ship and we seemed to ghost across the water, barely moving. I heard someone on board one of the ships shouting something and Aiden replying. I could rely on Aiden to delay them.  When we were twenty paces from the ship I put the steering board over and ran to the side. Snorri and Bjorn had partly severed two of the ropes holding the sail and they cut through them fully. They swung themselves over the side towards the larger vessel. I stood on the top strake and leapt on to the Gaetan ship.  I drew my sword and roared, "Ulfheonar!"
 
   My warriors behind took up the shout and then the crew of my drekar.  The effect was instantaneous.  The archers turned.  I slashed horizontally with Ragnar's Spirit and the edge of my sword hacked into the arms and chests of two archers.  I pivoted and sliced backhand. Another archer fell to the deck clutching at his entrails.  I ran to the stern.  The helmsman saw this wild barbarian running at him and threw himself overboard. I slashed the ropes holding the steering board and shouted over the side, "Have our knarr cast off and make for the sea.  We will follow!"
 
   I turned just as two soldiers ran at me with pikes. I had no shield but I knocked one away with my sword and, stepping forward, grabbed the haft of the second with my left hand. I rammed Ragnar's Spirit through the first pike man and pulled the second pike so that I could head butt the warrior wielding it. He was dazed and I clubbed him about the head with the pommel of my sword until his bloody face was unrecognisable as that of a man. I roared again, "Ragnar's Spirit!" His blood spattered over my face and armour and, as I turned to face the three archers who remained, I ran at them screaming my war cry. The ones who remained ran to the side and jumped overboard.
 
   I could see that we were now drifting away from our drekar. I yelled, "Back to 'The Heart'!"
 
    The ship was now a charnel house.  I went to the stern and grabbed the lighted oil bowl.  I threw it to the deck where the flames caught the tinder dry wood and the deck began to burn.  I ran to the side, cut through one of the ropes holding the sail, and hurled myself over the side towards my ship. I saw my drekar just paces below me and I let go. The wind was knocked from me as I crashed into the mast fish.  Aiden ran to help me to my feet. He shook his head, "Mad! Jarl Dragon Heart, you are a berserker!"
 
   I smiled and then winced.  I had cracked a rib or two. "The others?"
 
   "You were the last aboard."
 
   There was a sudden flash of heat as the flames took the sail of the Gaetan ship. The flames danced up the canvas and tarred rope. The two ships had become entangled with each other and both would soon be wrecks. I did not believe we had escaped until I saw the two towers with flames at the top receding behind us.  I suspected that I would no longer be welcome in the Blue Sea.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   We hove to for repairs half a day from Amalfi.  The Gaetan archers had loosed arrows at all of our ships and there was some damage.  This was the easiest place to repair, before the Pillars of Hercules. The damage was not serious.  It also enabled Aiden to go around the ships and see to the various wounds.  Again they were not life threatening but if left unattended could have become so.
 
   Haaken was the happiest of any of us.  "I have a saga here which will rival all but the story of the sword touched by the gods. When you ran down that ship roaring your war cry even the archers aboard the ship we had captured threw themselves over the side." He laughed, "I knew it was you and I thought about joining them! With a blood covered face you are a terrifying sight, Jarl."
 
   "Thank you." I looked astern to the thin smudge that was the land of Italy. "However it seems we cannot trade with Italy and when the word spreads of what we have done then Miklagård will be closed to us too."
 
   Snorri said, "But what will we miss?"
 
   "Spices? Knowledge?"
 
   "Spices we can get from Al-Andalus. We have raided there.  If we cannot trade then we raid.  Our knarr can trade with Dyflin and Orkneyjar. It makes our life easier.  We do not need to nursemaid our knarr.  And as for knowledge…there are many monasteries and they are closer to home.  Perhaps Sigtrygg has found the one near him eh, Jarl?"
 
   "You are right.  The jug is half full!"
 
   It was fortunate that we did repair our ships for we left the Blue Sea to find a gale which would have wrecked us had we not been so lightly laden and so well prepared. After two days being buffeted and tossed in mountain peaks and bottomless troughs we found ourselves spread out across a sea which now looked like a piece of glass in a church of the White Christ. It took some time to gather us all together and, once more, repair our ships and head for Bourde. Our new ally was now as welcome as Úlfarrston. This time we would need to spend a few days healing our ships and trading.
 
   The Duke frowned when he heard our story. "I worry that the Pope is taking such an interest in secular matters. He should concern himself with God and leave politics and war to soldiers like us."
 
   "Do you mind that we are not Christians, Duke?"
 
   "For myself I care not but each time you come I have my bishops and clerics talking about your evil ways and how you will despoil our women."
 
   "But my men behave themselves when they are here."
 
   "I know. I believe you judge a man by what he does and not what he wears around his neck." He pointed to the wolf charm around Haaken's neck. "That for instance, what does that betoken?  May I see it?"
 
   Haaken took it off and handed it over. 
 
   "I gave one to each of my oathsworn, my Ulfheonar.  It is both a reward from me and a sign that they are wolf warriors."
 
   His eyes widened, "This is gold!"
 
   I laughed, "You would have me give my men a lump of iron to wear around their necks?"
 
   He handed it back to Haaken and shook his head. "I reward my men with land."
 
   "If they want land they take it.  I do not own it."
 
   "But you are their ruler."
 
   I shook my head, "I am their jarl and they follow me but they are free to follow another if they choose."
 
   "You are barbarians but in many ways you are more civilised than many Christians."
 
   After we had emptied another amphora of wine he asked, "Now that Amalfi is closed to you will you still trade?"
 
   "I will ask you; do you still want our weapons, iron and copper?"
 
   "Of course!"
 
   "Then we will still trade!"
 
   I was aware, as we headed north west that we had not been away as long as I had expected.  Perhaps King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys might not require our services. After we had tied up I spoke with my captains. "You can sail north together if you wish.  There is no need for you to stay here. If you sail close to Dyflin then you should avoid the Vikings of Mann."
 
   Before they could speak one of the Welsh seamen who was working on his ship said, "Begging your pardon Jarl but I heard that the Vikings of Mann have been raiding Frankia; close to the land of the Bretons. We saw six drekar a month back and they were heading east.  One of my cousins heard, when he was in London that they raided one of their towns, Caen."
 
   I gave him a silver coin.  "Thank you for the information." Turning to my men I said, "Then you should have an easy voyage."
 
   Siggi, who now led them nodded and said, "When we have provisioned we will sail home."
 
   "May the Allfather be with you."
 
   I took Haaken and Aiden with me when I went to speak with the king. He was with his cousin, Llewellyn and we were admitted immediately. His smile told me of his welcome but his words chilled me. "I am pleased that you are back but you have come back to great danger. King Coenwulf has gathered a mighty army and he is heading from Gleawecastre."
 
   "Then we have arrived just in time."
 
   He shook his head, "He has captured my family and holds them north of Gleawecastre in Hartpury.  If I oppose him he will have them killed. He has given me a week to agree to his terms. They are not favourable. We lose land on this side of the Sabrina.  I fear it would only be a matter of time before he took more."
 
   "Then send warriors to rescue them?"
 
   Llewellyn spoke, "We have fearless warriors who can fight the Saxons.  They can face the shield wall but they cannot disappear.  The King needs wolf warriors." He sighed and spoke the words which the King has obviously told him to speak. "The King would have you rescue his family."
 
   I nodded, without saying anything. "He will reward you with much gold."
 
   "How far is it from here to Gleawecastre and from there to Hartpury?"
 
   "From here it is almost sixty miles all told but if you were to sail up the river then it would be as little as fourteen miles but the Mercians will be travelling down the road which runs parallel with the river.  It will be dangerous."
 
   "Have you a guide?"
 
   "Aye, Dai ap Ewyas comes from close by there."
 
   "Then when we had seen your gold we will do it."
 
   The King seemed both surprised and pleased that we were doing as he wished. He called one of his officials over and spoke quietly to him. He then turned to me, "I will be in your debt if you do this thing for me."
 
   I pointed to Aiden, "My wizard here was taken once, as were my children. I was captured when I was but a child.  I know what it feels like."
 
   King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys gave me a sharp look, "You think I should fetch them?"
 
   I shook my head, "With all due respect this is something which needs a small group of warriors who can hide in plain sight. I do not think that there are any other than my men who would stand a chance of doing this."
 
   When his official returned he had a chest with him and a forester. "Here is your gold and here is Dai ap Ewyas, your guide." 
 
   I opened the chest. It was enough. I closed the lid and handed it to Haaken. I looked at the forester, "You know what we ask of you?" He nodded.  "And you are happy to come with us?"
 
   "I am."
 
   "Have you a weapon?"
 
   "A bow."
 
   "Perfect. Haaken take the chest and Dai to the ship and have Erik prepare to sail as soon as we arrive." When they had gone I asked. "Tell me whom I should expect to find there in Hartpury."
 
   "My wife, Nesta.  My two sons, Griffith and Rhodri, and the servant who accompanied them, Brigid." He hesitated, "She too is my daughter but…."
 
   "But your wife is not her mother." He shook his head.  Such things happened but I could not understand how the arrangement might work.
 
   "Do you not wish to know the size of the Mercian force?"
 
   "Unless someone escaped then you cannot know that.  The Mercians sent a messenger did they not, telling you that they held them?"
 
   "They did."
 
   "And they said where they were holding them?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "Then this is a trap to catch those you would send to rescue them."
 
   "They said that they would kill them if I attempted to rescue them."
 
   "Of course they did.  And the negotiations will be in a few days." He nodded. "Then have your armies ready for he will strike the day before the negotiations are due to start.  Prepare defences and just hold your ground."
 
   "How do you know this?"
 
   "I fought this King Coenwulf of Mercia before in London.  He has a mind like an animal trap.  I will leave. If we have not returned in seven days then we lie dead in Mercia."
 
   We hurried to my ship which was all ready for our arrival.  I waved to Siggi.  He and the knarr would be gone in a short time and the jetty would be empty once more. As soon as I stepped aboard we began to move.  "Snorri, take your sharp eyes and go to the prow." I walked to the steering board. "Erik, we will need to hide in plain sight. I am going to leave the warriors with you and just take the Ulfheonar."
 
   "I will manage."
 
   "Dai, I want you to get us as close to Hartpury as we can but this drekar must be able to turn around. Do you know of a place where we can do this?"
 
   "There is a spot where the river narrows. It is but ten Roman miles from the hall."
 
   "Good. And this hall, is it a burgh?"
 
   "No, it belonged to Caradog the lord of the land until the Mercians came and killed him and his family."
 
   Aiden said, "You escaped."
 
   He looked at Aiden in surprise, "I was there, yes.  How did you know?"
 
   "Because, my friend, he is a wizard and sees such things. Go to the prow and watch with my warrior.  When we are close return here and tell Erik." I pointed to the mast. "We need the mast down."
 
   Erik nodded, "Here Jarl, you steer and I will help take the mast down.  It will be quicker."
 
   I took the steering board and watched Snorri closely. He would guide me.  At the moment the river was wide but when it narrowed then he and Dai would become the eyes of the drekar. Haaken said, "What is the plan, Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   "They will be waiting for the King to send men to rescue his family. He has chosen a hall which has no defences to tempt the King.  He will, however, be expecting the rescuers to come by road, along the river.  There will be an ambush. We will use the river to get as close as we can and we will not use the road. I am only taking the Ulfheonar and Aiden when we land for I wish to move silently."
 
   Haaken nodded, "A Galdramenn is always useful."
 
   Night had fallen by the time the mast was on the mast fish. Erik resumed his navigation and we moved as slowly as we could.  There was little point in rushing for we did not want to run aground. I donned my armour.  My men had already done so. I regretted now not sharpening my blade on the whetstone I carried.  It was too late now for who knew if there were Mercian spies along the river.  Although we would be hard to see in the dark, cloudy night, we could be heard.  It was another reason for the slow oar rate.  My men were barely making a splash with their oars as our dragon ship slowly slipped up the Sabrina.
 
   Snorri's arm waved to the right and Erik put the steering board over. A few moments later he came down the central walkway. "There are men to our left.  I smell their smoke and I hear their laughter."
 
   "Mercians!"
 
   "Aye, Jarl, that was my thought."
 
   "How far does Dai say we have yet to travel?"
 
   "He thinks a few more miles but he has not travelled this way before.  He went by land."
 
   "Then rejoin him and use your own judgement.  Aiden, go with him and you can be messenger. We cannot afford to alert our enemies."
 
   That was our one advantage.  They would not expect a Viking drekar to sail behind their lines. The vegetation by the river would hide us from their view and, at night time, they would have no reason to go to the river.
 
   It was, however, nerve wracking for all of us.  The wide river began to narrow and I saw Erik looking anxiously at the two banks wondering if he would be able to turn his precious ship around. To occupy myself I applied the red beetle juice to my eyes.  We would need all the terror that we could muster if we were to succeed. That done I looked astern.  It was as though we were sailing in the bowels of the earth for there was nothing to separate the land from the sky and the river.  Everywhere was black. It was as if the Gods were giving us a chance to complete this impossible task.
 
   Aiden returned, "Dai says that this is close enough.  There is a bend in the river and a small beach where we can land. He says it is but five or six miles from here."
 
   Erik breathed an audible sigh of relief.  I had already identified the four warriors who would guard Dai.  Until we found the hall he had to be protected. The rest would remain on board with Erik. "You will need to hide the drekar.  I know not when we will return. It should be by dawn but we all know that things can go wrong."
 
   "I will be here, fear not."
 
   We dropped over the side.  I sent Snorri and Bjorn ahead, not to scout out the hall, that was Dai's job, but to see if there were enemies. There was thick undergrowth close by the little bend in the river and the shingle beach. I turned to ensure that the four warriors were closely watching Dai; they were.  It was a mark of honour that I had chosen them for the task. Snorri and Bjorn came back. 
 
   Snorri spoke quietly, "We saw no one ahead but I could smell Saxons."
 
   "Then when Dai scouts go with him. You make sure you are ahead of him at all times.  I do not want to walk into a trap."
 
   The seven of them set off and we followed in pairs. Dai had found a trail. As a forester he would know this better than the roads. The Mercians would keep to the roads. It boded well for us.
 
   We had travelled, roughly two miles when Bjorn appeared from the darkness. "Jarl, there are Mercians half a mile yonder." He pointed to the north.  "They are camped by the road. They have two sentries out. Snorri is waiting with the others."
 
   "How many men are there?"
 
   "Just fifteen or so including the sentries."
 
   We hurried to Snorri. "We must be close to the hall." Dai nodded. "We cannot afford to have these warriors attack us while we are trying to rescue the King's family. Dai you stay here with these four warriors. We will rid ourselves of these Mercians before we rescue the family." The five nodded and we slipped off through the dark following the shadows of Snorri and Bjorn.  I hefted my shield around my back to free my left hand and I took out my seax.  This was sharp. We were Ulfheonar and we could move silently. Snorri was right; we could smell the Saxons. We dropped to knee as he waved with his left hand.  He and Bjorn moved forward.  There was the slightest of rustles from the leaves and then the two of them dragged the slain Saxons back towards us. 
 
   I waved our men forward.  The warriors were lying in an untidy circle. Each of my men approached a sleeping Saxon. If someone had been watching they would have sworn that my men had rehearsed the killing but they had not. It was just that they had fought together so much that they thought as one.  The would be ambushers all died.  My men took their weapons and moved back towards me.  I led them back to Dai.
 
   Snorri said, as we deposited the weapons in a pile, "There were more of the men of Mercia on the other side of the road."
 
   "I guessed as much but we will outnumber them. Is it far from here, Dai?"
 
   "A short way.  On the road it would be no more than a mile."
 
   I nodded, "You four stay here and guard these weapons.  When the alarm is given there will be fifteen warriors coming towards the hall.  When they do I want you four to take these weapons and run back to the ship. You need not be silent.  I want them to follow you.  If they follow you then they cannot interfere with what we are about. If they start to catch you then discard the weapons."
 
   Olaf the Fast said, "They are Saxons; the day I cannot outrun a Saxon is when I will sit before the fire and tell tall tales!"
 
   I was confident that they would do as I asked and we moved swiftly through the woods.  The attack had taken time and I now doubted that we would be able to reach the drekar by dawn.  It would be more likely to be noon and that meant we would be in danger from Mercians hunting us.  We would cross that bridge when we came to it. First we had to rescue the family.
 
   I knew we were nearing the hall when we smelled smoke and our three scouts dropped to the ground. We could not afford any noise now and we used hand signals. Dai had a bow and I signed for him to guard our backs. Then we moved forward. The land around the hall had been cleared and there was a ditch but it was for drainage and not defence.  From the position of the hall I suspected that it was now used for hunting. It was a round house as opposed to a long house like ours.  That meant it had one entrance.  It was a huge dwelling.  I guessed it would hold up to thirty people. I hoped it did not for that would be too many warriors for us to handle.
 
   Snorri pointed.  There were two Mercians sleeping outside the door to prevent anyone getting in. Bjorn tapped me on the shoulder and I saw that there were horse lines and another four warriors were watching the horses.  I waved for Haaken and five men to deal with the horse guards.  The ten horses might mean the difference between success and failure. As they hurried off I signalled for Snorri and Bjorn to use their bows. When their arrows silenced the sentries I saw Dai nod his approval.
 
   Haaken and his men returned.  He nodded. Before we approached the hall we looked around to make sure there were no more guards. It was as well that we did.  A sentry came from the far woods.  He had been to relieve himself.  Before I could give a command Dai's arrow struck him in the centre of his face and he fell backwards.  Although he barely made a sound we could take no chances and we ran forward to reach the door before the alarm was sounded.
 
   I was the first one inside the hut.  I stepped over the bodies and thrust open the door.  As I stepped into the hall I swung my shield around. There were sleeping bodies all around the inside.  The light from the fire in the middle illuminated some.  We had to make sure that we did not kill the two young princes. I had no idea of their age.  They could be youths or boys; I had no idea. I guessed that they would be close to the two women. I spied one woman alone as far away from anyone as she could get. Her back was to the wall and she had her back to the hut.  Her eyes bored into me. I put a finger to my lips and stepped into the hut seeking foes.
 
   At my feet slept a Saxon.  He had a beard and I saw his weapons at his side. I swung my sword overhand and hacked through his neck. Behind me my men spread themselves out and began to slaughter the sleeping Saxons. Inevitably one woke up and shouted the alarm. There were more of them than I had expected but we had armour and were awake; they were not. Even as I fended off the blow from the axe and skewered the wielder I was looking around for the Queen and her princes. I saw a woman in the far corner huddled alone in her cloak. I heard a scream and saw a woman grab two youths who looked to be about twelve summers old. They had to be the Kings' family. In the recesses of my mind I took in that the woman on her own was the King's illegitimate daughter.  She would be saved too.
 
   I ran at the two Saxons who were trying to get to the Queen. I brought my sword down on the back of one of them and split him open to the backbone. The other warrior heard the scream as I killed his companion and turned to face me. My sword was behind me and so I smashed him in the face with my shield. He crumpled at my feet and I sank my sword into his chest. I saw the terror on the faces of the Queen and her boys.  "I am sent by your husband! I am here to save you. Asbjorn, Eystein! Guard the Queen and the princes."
 
   My two warriors hacked their way to me and stood guard before them. Coenwulf's men had now awoken properly and were beginning to organise themselves. I ran towards the woman who was still alone and cowering against the wall.  I had been tasked with saving them all and I would do so. 
 
   As I ran I heard her cry, "Look out!"
 
    I managed to turn in time and blocked the spear which would have struck my side. The warrior was a large man and he put his arms around my neck as we fell to the ground. I let go of my shield for it was useless now. His face was in mine and he was snarling like a dog.  His huge hands closed about my neck.  His body lay on my sword and I could not move it but my left arm was free.  As I felt myself choking I pulled my left hand free and felt the hilt of a weapon in the warrior's belt.  I pulled it out and thrust it into his side.  He grunted and squeezed even harder.  I felt myself blacking out. I pulled out the knife and stabbed him again and again.  My hand became slippery with blood and I struggled to hold on to the hilt. When his hands loosened a little I pushed hard with my right hand and rolled him off me.  As he lay beneath me I ripped his own knife across his throat.
 
   I rose and continued towards the frightened woman. She shouted again, "Look out! Behind you!"
 
   I turned and saw a spear hurtling towards me. I managed to dive out of the way and then I heard a scream as it struck the woman. I swung my sword across the throat of the spearman and he fell dead.  I ran to the woman. The spear had nicked her knee. She had taken the blow which was meant for me.  Her knee was bleeding profusely. I tore the hem from the dead Saxon's kyrtle and tied it tightly above the knee to halt the bleeding. I hoisted her above my left shoulder and turned. The guards all lay dead. I saw that Harald Long Legs was wounded as was Siggi the Silent but we appeared to have lost no one.
 
   "Asbjorn, take the Queen and princes from here. Haaken burn this place and let us get back to the drekar."
 
   The woman I carried said, "I can walk."
 
   "Not fast enough.  I will carry you for you are no weight."I shouted, "Aiden, come and tend this woman!" 
 
   He ran next to me and helped me to carry her.  Once outside I lay her on the ground while Aiden tended to her knee. Dai met us and said, "I heard a cry from the west.  I think the other guards are alerted."
 
   "I expected that. Asbjorn get them on horses." I looked at Aiden. "Well?"
 
   "I have stopped the bleeding but I will need to look at it again on board the drekar."
 
    I carried the King's illegitimate daughter, Brigid, to a horse and put her on the back. "Can you ride?" 
 
   She shook her head. "I know not how."
 
   I nodded, "Then I will mount behind you. Get them on horses! Haaken, Snorri cover the rear."
 
   "Aye Jarl Dragon Heart!"
 
   As the Queen was mounted on the horse next to me she spat out, "You can leave that whore here if you wish! I have no desire to take her back with us!"
 
   I turned and stared at her, "I was charged with rescuing four captives.  I will do as I swore I would do. You just follow orders!"
 
   "I am the Queen!"
 
   "You are a captive and you will not be a queen until I return you to your husband so do exactly as I say!" She looked to me to be almost assaulted by my words. She nodded.  "We ride but at the speed of the Ulfheonar!"
 
   Dai was mounted and he and Snorri led us towards the river.  To our left the dawn was breaking. We would soon be in even greater danger if we could not escape the warriors who would pursue us once King Coenwulf found that his bargaining chip had been stolen. 
 
   As we rode Brigid said, "Thank you for saving my life."
 
   "You saved mine twice and I am grateful."
 
   "What is a Viking doing saving a Welsh Queen?"
 
   "Your father pays well!"
 
   "My father feels guilty that his wife treats me like a slave.  If she had her way then I would have been left to the Mercians."
 
   She began to cry and turned her head to nestle into my chest.  It would not have been comfortable for I wore armour. "You are safe now.  Trust me I will let nothing bad happen to you."
 
   "Nothing worse can happen to me." She raised her head, "Those Mercians took their turn with me and the Queen and her sons laughed while they did so."
 
   "They are dead now."
 
   "They did not suffer enough."
 
   There was nothing to say to that. Suddenly Snorri shouted, "Saxons!"
 
   "Take the reins and whatever you do keep on the trail. Even if I leave you keep on the trail.   My ship is ahead!" She nodded. "Aiden watch for the woman!"
 
   "Aye Jarl!"
 
   I dug my heels into the horse and drew my sword. I could hear the sounds of battle ahead. I suspected that some of my warriors had not made it to the drekar. I saw Sven the Slight on the ground and a Mercian was raising his axe above his head. I leaned out and swung my sword at his back.  The speed of the horse and my blade sliced him in two but the blow threw me from the horse.  "Ride to my ship!" I bounced along the ground and rolled.  My shield took the worst of the fall and I jumped to my feet and stood over Sven.  He was wounded but alive.  "Get to your feet, Sven.  Follow Aiden and that horse with the woman. Protect them."
 
   "Aye Jarl." I just managed to swing my shield around as three warriors ran at me.  I took the blow from a sword on my shield and stepped forward to ram my sword into the second warrior who charged at me.  The third warrior's sword struck my mail but the metal plates stopped it penetrating and I shoulder charged him. The three had expected me to be on the defensive and now one lay dead, one was winded and the third was surprised when I charged him, swinging Ragnar's Spirit over my shoulder. I hacked him across the shoulder.  The spurting blood told me that he was dead. I spun around and brought the edge of my shield down on the throat of the third warrior.  I broke his neck.
 
   Looking around I saw that the last of the Mercians had died. Oleg Svensson lay dead. "Bjorn, pick up Oleg and bring him with us.  We will not leave him here."
 
   "Aye Jarl." Bjorn hefted the corpse onto his shoulder and I joined the rest of the Ulfheonar as we ran the last half a mile to the drekar. 
 
   I was relieved to see that the King's family had made it safely.  Aiden was helping them on board. Dawn had truly broken and it would be a fine day. "Erik, we will need the mast and the sail!"
 
   "Aye Jarl!"
 
   I waited until all were aboard before I slapped the horses away and clambered aboard.  Every warrior began banging his shield and chanted, "Dragon Heart! Dragon Heart! Dragon Heart! Dragon Heart!"
 
   I raised my sword in the air and shouted, "Ragnar's Spirit! Ulfheonar!" We had succeeded.  The Gods favoured me still!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Cnut Cnutson shouted down from the mast head, "Jarl, there are riders to the north!"
 
   I looked to the northern bank  of the Sabrina.  The trees and undergrowth hid the numbers but I saw the tip of a banner. We had been spotted. 
 
   "Snorri get every man who has a bow on the steer board side.  Everyone else take an oar."
 
   Aiden was dealing with the wounded.  I sat next to Haaken and took his oar. I noticed that the two princes were standing and watching.  I snapped, "And you two can row too!"
 
   One shouted, "We are princes! We do not row!"
 
   "If I have not come to fetch you from the Mercians then you would not in a position to row! Row!" My voice brooked no argument and the two joined my warriors. Perhaps it was my fierce appearance or my voice which demanded obedience. 
 
   One turned to me and said, "My father will have the skin from your bones for this!"
 
   Olaf Leather Neck who was seated next to him said, "Behave yourself or I will take what passes for your balls and make you eat them!"
 
   Olaf Leather Neck had no front teeth and he was frightening to look at.  When he glowered at him I thought that the prince would burst into tears. I saw Snorri and the archers release their arrows and I concentrated upon rowing down the Sabrina.  The river was with us and so was the wind. I knew that if we could just make the next bend we stood a chance of outrunning the horsemen. It was many years since I had rowed and there is a rhythm you get into. All thoughts of tiredness went as we rowed with a purpose.
 
   Haaken began the chant.
 
   The storm was wild and the Gods did roam
 
   The enemy closed on the Prince's home
 
   Two warriors stood on a lonely tower
 
   Watching, waiting for hour on hour.
 
   The storm came hard and Odin spoke
 
   With a lightning bolt the sword he smote
 
   Ragnar's Spirit burned hot that night
 
   It glowed, a beacon shiny and bright
 
   The two they stood against the foe
 
   They were alone, nowhere to go
 
   They fought in blood on a darkened hill
 
   Dragon Heart and Cnut will save us still
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar
 
   I saw Cnut Cnutson stiffen with pride as we sang about his father.  What a contrast he was compared with the pampered princes. The power of the river and our efforts soon enabled us  to outdistance the horsemen.  I watched Aiden as he worked on the wounded. Brigid had sat stoically as he had cleaned and stitched her wound. As my men were healed they returned to the benches to row.  Snorri and the archers released fewer arrows.  We had out distanced the horsemen but there were still watchers on the water.
 
   As we neared the King's stronghold Cnut shouted, "I can see the Mercian army.  There are hundreds of them. There are many banners."
 
   I kept rowing. That was worrying.  The Welsh did not have such large numbers.  I hoped the King would not think to attack the Mercians. His strength lay in archers.  He should hide behind his walls and let Coenwulf's men bleed on them. It was how we had defeated them in London when I had fought for Wessex. As I glanced into the Queen's eyes I wondered if Dyfed would be our ally once her husband heard how I had treated his sons. I could not change who I was and how I behaved.  I had been shaped and wrought just like Ragnar's Spirit. The Allfather was my smith and he had forged the blade that was me. Perhaps we would land his family and sail home without his gold.
 
   A short while later we saw the anchorage. I saw that my knarr and most of the other vessels had departed as we edged into the jetty.  We would almost be alone by the water. The King and his cousin were there waiting for us. I daresay the sight of my wolf sail had been a welcome one. We had not had to row the last couple of miles and the two princes had retreated to their mother where they rubbed their reddened palms. If rowing a mile or two had hurt their hands then they would never be warriors.  A warrior needed hands as hard as rocks. The two leapt over the side as soon as we were secured to the land.  Llewellyn helped the Queen ashore.  I saw the three turn and point at me. Their gratitude at their rescue was overwhelming!
 
   I turned to my crew, "You have all done well.  I will see if the King still wishes to hire us as warriors. Be ready to either fight or row.  I will see the King." I looked down at Aiden and Brigid. "Is she able to be moved from here, Aiden?"
 
   I saw them exchange a look and Aiden shook his head, "I would not have the wound reopened.  I can rig a canvas shelter and she can stay here." He looked at her. I could tell that they had exchanged words before this. "If that is all right with you."
 
   The King's daughter nodded, "I would stay aboard. And I would like to thank you Jarl for saving my life.  I, at least, am grateful."
 
   "You stay as long as you wish.  I will go and speak with your father."
 
   Her face tightened as I used the word.  I do not think he had treated her well. I left my helmet and shield behind as I stepped ashore.  "Haaken, you had better come with me."
 
   We strode after the royal party who were climbing up the path which led to the stronghold. "We should just go home, Jarl."
 
   "What, Haaken?  It is not like you to turn down the chance to fight and earn gold."
 
   "Let us just say that the King's family have, generally, disappointed me."
 
   "I know what you mean.  I would have taken the princes across my knee if they had been mine."
 
   "If they had been yours, Jarl, you would not have needed to.  Besides they are not children. We have warriors on board who are little older than they are." He was right.  We brought our children up better.
 
   There was now a more urgent mood in the stronghold. The proximity of the Mercians had made the Welsh scurry around like ants whose nest had been disturbed. We made our way to the King's hall. There was no sign of the Queen and the princes when we were admitted. The King smiled, "Thank you, Jarl. You have done exactly as you said you would."
 
   "I told you, King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys, I am never foresworn. Your daughter, Brigid, remains on my drekar until she is ready to be moved."
 
   He waved a dismissive hand, "She is my daughter no longer.  My wife and my sons have spoken to me. She gave herself to those Saxons."
 
   I took a deep breath. "She was taken by the Saxons and your sons did nothing to help her."
 
   "Why should they have risked themselves?  She was a servant."
 
   "She was their sister."
 
   "Her mother was a slave. She is not their sister. She is a walking accident sent by God to punish me.  I have done with her." 
 
   I felt Haaken's hand tighten on my shoulder. I gave the briefest of nods.  "And have you done with us too? "
 
   He looked surprised, "Done with you? Why, no.  I still need your warriors to fight for me.  You said you would."
 
   "And you said that you needed me to bring back your family.  We will fight for you but it will cost you gold." If he thought the one payment was enough then he was wrong.
 
   I wondered if he would object but he just nodded. He waved his hand and his steward disappeared. "How do you think we should fight them?"
 
   "From behind these walls.  We have seen their banners and they are a mighty host. They have horsemen.  Your archers are your strength.  Make them bleed to death.  If your archers thin out the ones who do not wear mail then we and your mailed warriors can deal with them when they reach the walls."
 
   "There is little honour in hiding behind walls and sending arrows towards your enemies."
 
   "There is less honour in having your family enslaved and your warriors slaughtered and that would be the result if you faced them in the field."
 
   I saw Llewellyn nodding.  "He is right cousin. If we had an army of Vikings then we could face them beard to beard but we have already lost many of our best warriors."
 
   I had not known this.  "You have fought them recently?"
 
   "While you were away the King's young brother, Gwynfor Ap Rhys, could not wait for your return and he took our best warriors to attack the Mercians.  He thought to catch them unawares and he took all our best mounted and mailed warriors. They were caught on the wrong side of the Sabrina and slaughtered.  That was when they captured the Queen.  They crossed the Sabrina and found the royal party who had been on a pilgrimage to Buellt.  Their guards were all killed. It was a disaster." 
 
   The King shrugged, "My little brother was headstrong but he had a noble death.  You as a Viking should understand that."
 
   "There is an honourable death and there is a pointless death.  This seems to me pointless as nothing was gained and much was lost. Had he died defending the land then it would have been an honourable death."
 
   "But your men fight here for gold; where is the honour in that?"
 
   "There is none but your gold makes us richer and means that we do not have to hire our blades out as much. When we have fought King Coenwulf then we return home."
 
   "You will not stay?"
 
   "Our home is many leagues to the north.  We fight until the Mercians retreat and then we go home." I could see that I had not pleased the King with my words. "If that is not satisfactory then we shall leave you your gold and return home."
 
   Llewellyn shook his head and the King smiled, "No. I understand your words Jarl Dragon Heart. You fight until the Mercians retreat."
 
   "And now I shall go and fetch my men. We will be fighting ere long and I need to have my drekar made safe."
 
   The chest of coins took two of us to carry. "If the best warriors of this land are dead then we will struggle to hold this town.  The Mercians are cunning enemies."
 
   "I know, Haaken, and we will need to be even more cunning."
 
   Once we reached the drekar we secured the chest in the hold.  Haaken marched the Ulfheonar and all but six of my warriors back to the stronghold.  They took the weapons we had captured as well as our own weapons. I addressed the warriors, the crew, Aiden, and Erik. "We are to fight for the King. I suspect that this will become too dangerous for you to stay. Take the drekar west along the coast and find somewhere to wait.  I will send a rider when we are ready for you."
 
   "And if no rider comes?"
 
   "Then, Aiden, you take the gold and give it to the families of the dead and tell Wolf Killer he rules my land."
 
   Aiden nodded.
 
   The King's daughter looked up at me, "And what of me, Jarl?  Am I to be taken and used by your men? You have not spoken of me and yet I am here in plain sight."
 
   "I have not yet spoken to you for I wished to speak with you privately." I shook my head, "I am neither your father, nor his wife and I am certainly not your half brothers." I led her to the side away from the others who were preparing the drekar for sea. "Your father has finished with you.  I can take you either to my land or to your mother. I was paid to save you and I have done so but I will not leave you in further peril."
 
   "My mother died.  I have no home.  Here I was a slave.  I will be just as well off as a slave in your land."
 
   I was beginning to tire of this. "Do you not hear my words?  I have said that I am not like your family.  My sister is a volva and has a house of women.  There you can be free and do as you choose. You will not be harmed by any of my men! Do you understand?"
 
   When she began to weep I realised I had been shouting.  She looked at me through tear filled eyes.  "I am sorry, Jarl Dragon Heart I thought… I thought you were as other men and…"
 
   "And I am sorry that I shouted.  It is some time since I spoke with a woman such as you.  I am more used to speaking with my men and they are accustomed to my outbursts." I put my hand on her shoulder and stroked her hair, "Fear not; Aiden and my men will protect you.  They are my oathsworn.  I must go for I have a battle to fight."
 
   She suddenly kissed me on my cheek, "You are a good man.  I am sorry that I misjudged you." Her sudden smile made her face glow and she looked much younger in an instant.
 
   "You will be safe."
 
   I hurried up the ramp to the stronghold.  As I reached the gate I saw the drekar heading west along the coast and, to the east, I saw the banners of Mercia advancing steadily towards us.  Coenwulf had come.
 
   The walls of the stronghold had a stone base but were made of wood.  The ditch was adequate but no more. This was not a stronghold which was intended to stand as a rock.  It was a refuge only and it had to now face a tidal wave of warriors. The Welsh had withdrawn their bridges after the last of those without had entered.  A thin line of refugees headed west to safety. Apart from the Royal family there were few women and children left. It was warriors who remained. King Coenwulf could have avoided attacking King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys if he had chosen. He could have headed directly west across the hills and cut him off.  He was coming to defeat the Welsh King and conquer the land of Gwent.  Equally King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys could have withdrawn west but that would have meant giving up control of the mouth of the Sabrina. Both kings wanted this valuable piece of land. The battle would be here.
 
   My warriors awaited me.  They would not take orders from any Welshman. I nodded to Haaken who followed me to the gatehouse. There were two small towers on each side and they were filled with archers already.  Llewellyn was there too.  He looked around as I arrived. He said quietly, "I am pleased you are here.  Had the King's brother not wasted our finest warriors then I would not have needed you.  The men who died were the men of Gwent and they were doughty and cunning fighters."
 
   Haaken asked, "Then how did King Coenwulf slaughter them?"
 
   "The King's brother charged the Mercian shield wall and the Mercians surrounded them with horsemen. They trapped them and assailed them from all sides."
 
   "We need to make them hurt so much that they withdraw."
 
   "That is easier said than done."
 
   "It depends upon Coenwulf's strategy.  He has many men.  He may choose to send his weaker warriors first.  If he does then when we slaughter them it will dishearten the rest.  If, on the other hand, he sends his best warriors first then we may struggle for they will have mail and your archers will not be able to kill as many. This battle will depend much upon the cunning of King Coenwulf. I will place my men here, at the gatehouse. This is the place they will attack. I can see where they are needed then. Where will the King be?"
 
   "He will consult with his advisers."
 
   Haaken said, incredulously, "He will not be on the walls?"
 
   "He is not a warrior king; that would have been his brother."
 
   "Then who commands?"
 
   "I do."
 
   I nodded.  That was better news for this Llewellyn looked to know his business.  I had seen his men look at him with pride in their faces.  He was a warrior and a leader.  "Then hurt them in their first attack."
 
   We watched as the enemy ranks swelled. They halted out of bow range. They had horsemen but we did not see them which made me think that they had gone to the west to prevent our escape. It is what I had done many times. Lines of spearmen stood before smaller lines of mailed warriors.  I saw King Coenwulf, his banners and his eorls standing on a piece of high ground to the east of us. They definitely outnumbered us but it was never easy to assault a fort; especially one defended by archers.  The men of Gwent were renowned for their skill in archery. However as I looked along the walls I saw that only a handful of Welshmen had mail. Some did not even own a helmet.  If the Mercians broke through the shower of arrows which would assail them and breach the walls then it would be a bloodbath.
 
   I saw the banner of Mercia wave and a gap appeared in the Mercian ranks.  I saw men pushing a ram. They had not wasted their time while they had been gathering their forces. The ram had eight wheels on and there was a wooden roof to protect the men pushing it. This was a well made war machine.  I would be interested to see how they manoeuvred it over the ditch.
 
   "What do we do about that, Jarl?"
 
   "Nothing, at the moment.  I cannot see how they can bridge the ditch."
 
   Snorri's sharp eyes came up with the answer. It was the same trick they had used in Wessex.  They had men carrying bound logs. There were three of them. They were heavy and it took four men to carry them. This time, however, they had warriors with large shields protecting them as they hurried alongside the ram. Gradually they overtook the lumbering wooden machine but they kept a steady pace so that they were protected by their shields.
 
   I pointed to them. "I would have your archers slay those men.  They are making a bridge to enable the ram to strike your gate.  Perhaps you can use fire or heated sand if you have it."
 
   Llewellyn shook his head, "We have sand aplenty but it is not within the fort. I will get fire."
 
   He shouted to his archers on the towers and they loosed their arrows.  Their first flights were the most successful for the men with the shields were not tight enough to the men carrying the bridges and three men fell. They had to halt while three replacement warriors ran up.  Two of those were hit before the make shift bridges were manned once more and they could progress. The archers shifted their aim to the men with the shields. One was so keen to protect his charge that he moved the shield too far and an arrow plunged into his head.  As he fell three more arrows struck the man carrying the bridge. The others dropped that bridge and ran back.  We had eliminated one of the bridges but two more remained. The other two had learned their lesson and there was no gap for arrows.
 
   The last two bridges were now moving very slowly for they were close together and were giving each other mutual protection. "Asbjorn, can you hit them with your spear?"
 
   "I could give it a try. Is my target the man with the shield or the man carrying the bridge?"
 
   "The man with the shield."
 
   He stood.  There were a few Saxon archers behind the ram but the range was too great and when the  arrows they released fell perilously close to their own advancing men they stopped. The bridges were just twenty paces from the ditch and fifteen from the walls. Asbjorn chose his moment and hurled his spear. There was not much of a gap but he found it.  An arrow might not have succeeded but the heavy head of the spear struck one of the men with the shields in the cheek. It went through his head and he fell to the floor.  As soon as he did then the archers sent their arrows at the exposed warrior. When he fell the bridge tipped and another of the carriers was slain.  They dropped their load and ran.  Three were struck in the back. 
 
   The men carrying the last bridge took advantage of the archers' attack on their comrades and ran to the ditch.  They dropped it in position. Llewellyn shouted, "Kill them!"
 
   Six of the eight men died but the bridge was across the ditch. It was barely wide enough for the ram but if they were careful then it could cross and we had nothing else left to stop it. Ominously the ram began its journey towards the gate.  The archers could do nothing about the ram. Our spears could not harm it either. Only fire would work. We had one thing in our favour; the bridge they had made was not directly in line with the gate house.  It was some paces to the right.  They would have to come at an angle.
 
   Eystein suddenly said, "I have an idea, Jarl."
 
   I waved an arm, "Make it happen."
 
   He turned to the nearest warriors, "Siggi, Snorri, come with me."
 
   I wondered what my latest Ulfheonar had in mind.  Until the fire was ready we had nothing to attack the ram. It took some time for the men pushing the machine to reach the bridge.  They had to move slowly for the bridge was not securely in place and the crudely fashioned wheels were running along the edges of the log bridge.  They would have to edge slowly over the temporary structure. The men with the lighted torches arrived and Llewellyn ordered them thrown. Three of them landed on the sloped roof of the machine.  Still the ram came on and the torches had no effect. They had soaked the roof in water.  It would never burn.
 
   Just then my three Ulfheonar struggled up the ladders. They were each carrying a large jute sack.  I wrinkled my nose at the smell. "It is horse dung, Jarl.  Sawdust would have been better but this will have to do."
 
   "What will you do with it?"
 
   "Watch." He picked up the sack and threw it, not at the ram but some paces before it. He repeated the same with the other two.  He was a strong man and he managed to throw them in a line so that the wheels of the ram would have to cross them.
 
   "How does that help?"
 
   "The ram is heavy and will press into the horse dung.  They will find it hard to push.  When the first wheels do get over the sacks they will tear it and it will become slippery  underfoot. The only way to avoid them will be if one braves our arrows to remove them." He pointed. "They are too close for our archers to miss if they try to do so."
 
   "If this works then you shall have an extra share of gold."
 
   We watched as the front wheels rolled towards the dung filled sacks. They rose and then fell back.  The men pushing kept trying to cross the obstacle. They rolled back and forth.  As they did so they weakened the edge of the ditch and I held my breath as the back of the logs moved a little.  The logs slipped down the far side of the ditch by a hand span. The ram now had to contend with the dung sacks and an uphill roll. The men inside must have been exhausted. One of Llewellyn's archers suddenly loosed an arrow at a leg.  There was a scream of pain. The wounded man must have lurched and it proved to be the tipping point.  The ram began to lean as the back of the bridge sank deeper into the ditch.  The men inside had no purchase for their feet and, when the sacks of dung split they found themselves slipping on the horse manure. The logs slid at an angle into the ditch. Suddenly the ram tipped on its side.  The archers had been waiting for this and the men inside were slaughtered as they were exposed. The cheer from inside the stronghold was as though they had won. The back of the logs slid all the way down and the ram was now on its back.
 
   Llewellyn clapped Eystein on the back, "Well done warrior! That has stopped them!"
 
   I shook my head, "No, it has given them a bridge.  See the ram and the log have filled the ditch. They can come over whenever they like. They will just use axes to break down your gate.  It is a single gate and you have no secondary defence. We have delayed their attack.  They cannot use the ram to break down the walls but it will allow them to cross the ditch and close with us." I pointed to the mailed warriors. "They will come tonight." 
 
   "You are so certain?"
 
   "I have fought Coenwulf before now. He will send men over tonight. He does not waste his warriors.  Your walls are high but not high enough.  They can scale them with ladders."
 
   "Is there no hope then?"
 
   "So long as a warrior stands with a shield and sword there is always hope.  The odds are now in their favour."
 
   "But they have lost men and we have suffered no casualties."
 
   I pointed at the bodies.  "These were strong men but they were not his warriors.  They were like cattle.  It was their strength he needed.  His attacking power is undiminished. See those men with mail and axes? They will come tonight. Your arrows will bounce off their shields and they will hack your gate to pieces.  When they come through then we will meet them with spears and swords but King Coenwulf can reinforce them any time he likes.  Your archers will need night eyes to spot them in the dark."
 
   He nodded, "I will walk the walls and then speak with the King." He smiled, "You do not try to win friends with words of hope, do you?"
 
   "I told you, I speak the truth."
 
   When he had gone Haaken joined me, "What can we do, Jarl?  Do we sneak out and fight them when they approach?"
 
   "If we had more Ulfheonar then I would say yes.  But the new warriors do not have the skill and I would not waste them for this. We have few enough as it is. Besides they will have men watching the ram and watching for such a trick. However I like Eystein's plan.  Is there any more dung?"
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   "Then fetch it and Snorri, go and find pig fat and oil.  We will make life hard for them."
 
   When my men had gone I descended the ladder.  The Mercians showed no sign of a sudden movement and I needed to see what other resources we had.  Surprisingly it was close to the stone  church which was under construction  that I found my inspiration.  There were some large stones which were waiting to be lifted into place.  There were eight of them and each one was the length of an arm on all four sides.  They would take some shifting.  
 
   Llewellyn came from the hall and his face was not happy. "I told the King and he said we should put our faith in God."
 
   I smiled, "Then, for once, I agree with him. Have your men carry these eight stones and place them behind the gate as a second wall.  Lay three across and tight to the gate then another three on top and the last two behind.  When the Mercians break through they will get a shock."
 
   "But they are intended for the Church!"
 
   "Did I not hear that your God moves in mysterious ways.  Perhaps this is wyrd that they have not yet been used."
 
   "It is worth a try."
 
   I returned to the gatehouse where my men awaited me. "Do we make the gate way slippery now, Jarl?"
 
   "No, wait until dark.  Let them think we are bereft of ideas."
 
   When the Welsh defenders began to haul the stones into place Haaken laughed.  "Now I see why you are so cheerful.  You see a way out."
 
   "Let us just say that I see a chink of light, nothing more."
 
   I went down with Llewellyn to inspect the stone blocks. Even if the Mercians did manage to knock them over, and that was unlikely, they would still be a barrier and the  huge numbers of Mercians would mean nothing for they would have to negotiate a stone barrier.
 
   As night began to fall Llewellyn had the men fed and we watched from the walls for any sign of  movement from the Mercians. They sat in small groups just watching our walls. If I had not known better I would have thought that they were waiting for us to leave the safety of the stronghold and meet them in the field. King Coenwulf was a wily old warrior.  He was trying to play tricks with our minds. As we waited I studied the entrance. The men who had built this stronghold had used Roman cobbles from the nearby Roman fort to make a better entrance.  That would help us now for the stones would become slick.  I saw that the ram had fallen kindly for the Mercians and they would be able to move quite quickly across it; the wooden machine was firmly jammed in the ditch.
 
   The ramparts were quite pungent with the sacks of dung waiting to be thrown. I would leave the throwing to Eystein and Asbjorn. They had shown me that they had their eye in. There was precious little oil and I would use the pig fat first. It had been warmed and was in a liquid state.  As it cooled it would become more solid and the oil would help to grease it. I did not think for one moment that it would stop the warriors who would attack us.  They would be the best that King Coenwulf had but the slippery nature underfoot would induce mistakes and make it hard to keep their footing. I had had every javelin and throwing spear we could find so that we could add to the barrage of arrows the attackers would have to endure. It would be a slow and deadly journey for the Mercians.
 
   As soon as it was dark I had Eystein throw the sacks of dung. They were thrown so that when the warriors stepped from the ram they would find the sacks.  We poured the liquefied fat onto the cobbles.  I waited a short time and then used the oil to complete the trap.
 
   When the Mercians began to rain fire arrows at the walls I was surprised. We had plenty of water and they had few archers.  Many were woefully short and hissed in the water filled ditches. Others struck the walls but men leaned over and pulled them out before they could catch fire.  Had they aimed at the thatched roofs of the halls and buildings they might have had more success but they were releasing blind.
 
   The failure must have spurred them on for we heard the sound of metal jangling in the dark. Their men were advancing. We readied ourselves but said nothing. It would plant the seeds of doubt in the mind of the attackers.  Were we awake?  Had we something planned? Not knowing was always hard.
 
   We both saw them and heard their feet as they stepped on to the ram. The archers chose their targets and aimed for flesh.  Those warriors with open helmets and who were slow to raise their shields fell to their deaths in the ditch. The better warriors kept their shields high.  That was what I wanted. As they stepped from the ram they tried to move quickly.  The first warrior across slipped on the dung and fell flat on his face. Rolf Tryggson hurled a spear. We were just fifteen paces from them and the warrior was pinned to the ground. Although his body covered the dung it was awkward for the others to get by. Another two died before the body could be moved. 
 
   Someone in the Mercian ranks shouted orders, "Form a wedge and wait for my command!"
 
   It was easier said than done for some had to form the wedge using the ram as a bridge and it was at an angle. Another died as he slightly overbalanced and Ulf hurled a javelin into him. They were patient.  The wedge had some forty warriors in it.  The formation was not a true wedge as it was only as wide as the ram but it afforded protection to the men for there were shields protecting them on all sides.
 
    The archers who faced the right side of the advancing warriors began to shower them with arrows but the mail and the shields protected them. If we had not prepared our traps I would have been worried but as soon as they stepped on the pig fat and oil the leading warriors, all six of them, lost their footing.  Arrows would find it difficult to penetrate mail but my Ulfheonar were powerful warriors with spears. The leading Mercian was pinned to the ground by two spears; others lay writhing on the ground. The whole wedge was in danger of grinding to a halt. Even the arrows loosed by the Welsh were striking flesh.  
 
   King Coenwulf lost patience.  He launched his line of warriors. We could see nothing for it was too dark but we heard the war cries from in front as the Mercian warriors raced forward.
 
   "Llewellyn, prepare your men. They will attack along the whole of the wall."
 
   It was what I had feared. He had overwhelming numbers and our archers could not see the advancing warriors. I drew Ragnar's Spirit.  The gatehouse was well defended but further down was not. "Haaken, stay here.  Snorri, Ulf, come with me."
 
     Llewellyn was to the left of the gatehouse.  I went to the right.  Some of my warriors were here bolstering the courage of the Welsh who fought with spear and shield only. I saw a mixture of fear and respect as I joined them.  I must have looked terrifying.  It was some time since I had trimmed my beard and with the red eyes, black armour and wolf skin I looked like nothing they had ever seen before.
 
   It seemed oddly quiet at this end of the wall.  I could hear the wedge slowly dying by the gate but there was a dull roar as the other Mercians advanced. The Welsh looked afraid and this time it was not me.  It was the unknown of warriors they could not see; numbers they could not know.
 
   "When they come they have to climb the wall.  Believe me it is hard to wield a weapon and climb. When you see them your spears will knock them to the ground. Stop them from attaining the ramparts and we will win.  Men will long sing of this day when the men of Dyfed and Gwent defeated the mighty Mercians!"
 
   They cheered.
 
   Snorri shouted, "Jarl! I see them!"
 
   I saw them too as they approached the ditch.  Some had not seen it and plunged into its water.  Others tried to leap it. I saw one warrior crash with a leg sticking out at an unnatural angle. The timid and the less brave survived.  They entered the ditch slowly and they climbed the steep side cautiously over the bodies of their wounded and dying comrades. They still outnumbered us but these were not the reckless ones and that gave us an advantage.  The ones at the front threw their spears.
 
   "Shields!"
 
   One Welshman was too slow and he pitched over the wall transfixed by a spear.  Three struck my shield and two were thrown with such force that they stuck in the wood. I reached around and pulled them out.  I hurled one at an exultant Mercian and he fell back trying to tear the spear from his stomach.  The men with the ladders appeared.
 
   "Stand firm!"
 
   I took the second spear and threw it towards one of the ladder carriers. It struck his thigh and, as he fell into the ditch, the ladder broke in two. The number of Mercians was such that we could not kill or wound all who approached.  This would come down to close fighting. "Snorri and Ulf spread yourselves out. These warriors will need support.  May the Allfather be with you!"
 
   Snorri banged his shield, "Ulfheonar!"
 
   I was proud to lead such men.  They made me a better warrior! The Welsh were doing better than I might have hoped.  They jabbed with their spears and kept the enemy from the wall. As more men appeared so did their archers and they began to pluck warriors from the wall.  When they did so it afforded the ones on the ladders the opportunity to scale the top. A warrior made it and his sword slashed across the middle of a Welshman who fell to his death below us.  Before the Mercian could strike the next man I brought Ragnar's Spirit around in a wide arc and it bit into his side.  It jarred against his spine and he followed the Welshman he had just slain. More Mercians were now on the wall. I had a sudden vision of that first fight when I lived with Ragnar.  Haaken and I had had to fight alone with Ragnar and yet we had won.
 
   "Ragnar!" I ran down the narrow walkway.  I ignored the drop to my left.  I had my shield on that side and I raised my sword above my head. A Mercian saw me and swung his axe at me, two handed.  It was a mighty blow and it smashed into my shield.  I was moving forward else it might have sent me over the wall. I brought my sword over my head and it hacked deeply into his neck and chest.  My shield punched him to the side. I kept running , towards the gatehouse.  I could see that the Ulfheonar were being set upon by large numbers of warriors. 
 
   Behind me I heard, "I am with you Jarl!" It was Snorri.  My back was covered. Two warriors managed to stand side by side and they had locked shields.  Their swords faced me. I did not stop.  I kept running.  One sword tore down my mail.  I punched its owner with the edge of my sword and he fell over into the ditch.  The other was knocked to the ground.  I heard a loud crack which told me he was dead. 
 
   I saw Haaken and he shouted, "Jarl! The gate! They have breached it!"
 
   The ladder was close to me.  I ducked beneath a wild axe swing and stabbed up into the armpit of a Mercian and then I descended the ladder. Haaken was right.  The gate had been broken.  There were four frightened looking Welshmen standing there with their spears.
 
   "Stand behind me and keep all from me!"
 
   I saw that the blocks had held.  A mailed warrior struggled to climb over them.  My blade darted up and found his unguarded neck.  He fell back and knocked some of his comrades to the ground. Then Snorri was next to me and there were two Ulfheonar who would face whatever came through the gate.
 
   I heard a Saxon voice, "All together! Heave!"
 
   The wedge of warriors all pushed together and the top two stones tumbled forward.  Such was the force that three Mercians came over with the stones. I brought my sword across the back of the neck of one mailed warrior and took his head.  Snorri stabbed a second. As the third tried to stand I smashed the boss of my shield into his face and as he opened his arms to regain his balance I slew him.
 
   Two spears appeared above my head as a Mercian tried to clamber over his dead comrades. They rammed into his face and he fell back. There was a gap between the tops of the blocks and the bottom of the gate house but it was narrow.  If the Mercians wanted to enter they would have to widen the gap.  Beyond the gap I could see the faces of the Mercians as they debated their dilemma.  Haaken and the men on the gatehouse were hurling missiles down at them.  I saw bodies of dead Mercians thrown too. 
 
   The Mercians brought their shields together . They were going to charge the single stone at the top of the makeshift wall. "Snorri, lock shields and brace yourself!"
 
   We put out shields together and, kneeling upon the fallen stones held them against the remaining top stone.  If the Mercians could knock it over all that they had to do would be to pull their dead comrades away and they might be able to breach our defences. The Mercians threw their bodies at the stone.  They had just one man at the fore and the others were pushing.  Even as they crashed into the stone I saw a warrior at the rear fall, transfixed by a spear. The leading Mercian was just the width of the stone away.  The Welshmen behind were jabbing their spears forward. I took my chance and pushed Ragnar's Spirit into the eye piece of the Saxon helmet.  He screamed as the blade entered his eye and I pushed even harder.  I felt the pressure from the stone lessen and I rammed my hand forward, twisting as I went. A Mercian spear came at me. I turned my head slightly and the edge rasped along my helmet.  The warrior I had stabbed was dead and I pulled out the gore covered blade.  The dead man was stuck in place.  The Mercians behind had a dead body, a stone and Snorri and me to push.  They could not do it.
 
   Suddenly I saw a bright light flash beyond the gate and two Mercians at the back of the wedge burst into flames. The pressure lessened as the Mercians fell back from the stones to watch the two warriors burning. I pushed the dead Mercian away.  "Snorri, over the wall! This is our chance."
 
   We rolled over the wall. Had we not been defending the wall then the Mercians could have done the same. As we landed the Mercians turned to face us. Behind them the ram had begun to burn and prevented more warriors joining those who faced us. I stabbed forward with my sword and the blow was blocked by a shield.  My opponent tried to swing overhand with his sword and he caught the top of the gatehouse.  I punched him in the stomach with the boss of my shield.  He gasped and I stabbed again. My sword hit his mail and I kept pushing. I heard a crack as it began to break the mail links and I pushed harder. A spear came over my shoulder making the warrior move his head out of the way. It allowed me to step forward and push harder. The sword broke through the mail and into the warrior.  I roared, "Ulfheonar!" and used the weight of my shield and my body to push the dying man backwards. Snorri had slain a second Mercian and I could see just four warriors before us.  They were holding their shields above their heads for my men were hurling objects from the gatehouse and they were clattering on their shields.
 
   The corpse I was pushing struck the leading Mercian hard and I was able to withdraw my sword and then swing it horizontally. Two of the Mercians at the rear fell backwards into the inferno of the burning ram in the ditch. Their screams made the last two turn and that was their last mistake. I plunged my sword into the throat of one while Snorri took the head of the second. There were no more Mercians before the gate! We had beaten off the attack.
 
   The six of us climbed wearily back over the stones into the fort.  I faced the four Welshmen who no longer looked fearful.  I nodded.  "You fought well and we are grateful."
 
   One said, "It was an honour to fight with two such warriors who feared nothing. When we saw you facing so many and not flinching it gave us courage."
 
   Llewellyn came down the ladder.  He was grinning.  "We have thrown them from the walls.  They fall back."
 
   I nodded, "Unless I miss my guess they will not attack again this night." I pointed to the fire.  "That is better than any gate.  Whoever came up with the idea saved us."
 
   "It was your man, Haaken. He sent for warmed pig fat and threw it down.  When he threw the torch it ignited the oil and pig fat soaked ground and the ram caught fire."
 
   "Put some of your men to watch down here.  These four warriors saved you too.  They are good men all."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   As dawn began to rise it was obvious that the Mercian attack had failed. The clouds which had aided the Mercians by making as black a night as I had seen were blown away by winds from the east and the day promised to be fair. We saw the defeated army as they trudged back to Mercia. It became obvious that, just as Gwynfor Ap Rhys had lost the best warriors of Dyfed, so the finest Mercian warriors had fallen at the gate.  Their blackened, burned and butchered bodies bore testament to that. They were the ones wearing mail and wielding the best weapons.  They were the shock force which King Coenwulf had hoped would defeat even the mighty Vikings of Cyninges-tūn. We cleared the stones and I sent Snorri and Bjorn to confirm the departure of the enemy. My Ulfheonar took the opportunity to loot the bodies of those that we had slain. The Welsh might be able to reclaim the mail but my men took jewels, amulets and weapons.  We had held the gate and it was our right.
 
   The King and his sons appeared when it became obvious that we had won. We were still clearing the entrance and he spoke with Llewellyn. I had taken off my helmet and wolf cloak. I had done with fighting for a while.  The King approached me and clasped me. "Thank you, Jarl Dragon Heart.  You have saved us."
 
   I nodded, "You have good men here but you need to make this a stronger place."
 
   "I agree and I will leave Llewellyn to do so when I return to my home in the west."
 
   This had been too dangerous for him.  I would speak with Llewellyn before we left.  He was a good warrior and deserved a better king. "We too will leave."
 
   He hesitated and put his arm around my shoulder, "The servant, Brigid…."
 
   "Your daughter wishes to travel with us. That is not a problem is it?" I narrowed my eyes as I spoke.
 
   "My wife…"
 
   "Your wife is your problem.  Your daughter is no longer. She wishes a new life where she is not treated so badly."
 
   I could see that he was troubled, "You do not understand her mother was a slave and…"
 
   "And my mother was a slave too but the man who looked after her was a Viking and he cared for her. The world thinks of us as barbarians. We are not.  Think on that King Arthfael Hen ap Rhys and if you wish some advice, father to father, then make your sons toil as warriors.  It will make men of them.  They should look to the likes of Llewellyn for inspiration."
 
   His shoulders dropped, "I will…" He shook himself, "You will trade again?"
 
   "I will send for my ship.  If you give Aiden a list of the goods you need then we will send them."
 
   "You will not come again?"
 
   "I do not need to.  My knarr will be able to sail safely from my home without my drekar.  We will do as the world expects.  We will raid."
 
   We clasped hands and he departed.  At noon Snorri and Bjorn returned.  "The Mercians are heading home.  We saw their horsemen.  They are the rearguard." Snorri laughed, "I think King Coenwulf fears that we might follow!"
 
   "Siggi, Ragnar, go west and find the drekar.  It is time to go home."
 
   We had not suffered any deaths but the piles of dead Welshman showed that they had fought hard. As Llewellyn viewed their corpses and shook his head I said, "Get them helmets and better shields." I pointed to the heads of many of the dead which showed terrible wounds. "Had they had helmets they might have lived and if you cannot get mail then use hide armour. Your archers are good but they cannot win a war for you without protection.  You need men to stop the enemy getting to your archers."
 
   "You are a good man to fight alongside, Jarl Dragon Heart.  We have learned much."
 
   "And now you command this part of the King's kingdom. You can make a difference."
 
   The sight of my drekar with the setting sun behind it made me feel happier.  We could go home.  We had been lucky but I tired of fighting for others. It was time to go home and for my men to be with their families and enjoy the fruits of their labours. We loaded the drekar with our treasure.
 
   "Erik, is it safe to sail this night?"
 
   "Aye Jarl, the tide and the river are with us. The skies are clear now and the wind from the east."
 
   "Then we sail.  Let us go home."
 
   Aiden was at the stern and I saw a cloak covered figure by my chest. Aiden came to me, "It is the woman, Brigid.  She worried about you until Ragnar brought the news that the Mercians were defeated and you were safe." I nodded.  "She is a good woman, Jarl.  It was not just the Mercians who treated her so badly. Her mother was slave."
 
   "I know, the King told me."
 
   "She came from Ynys Mon.  She was also the daughter of a slave from Hibernia.  She has hair a little like mine."
 
   "Wyrd."
 
   "Aye. When Brigid was born the King was already married to Nesta. Nesta had Brigid's mother whipped. She said she had stolen something.  She had not.  The slave died. The Queen encouraged her sons to abuse Brigid. I know not how she survived.  She has steel within her."
 
   "Then we will take her to Kara.  My daughter can work her magic on her and heal her from within."
 
   Aiden gave me a curious look and said nothing but he nodded. I curled up close by the slave and, wrapping myself in my wolf cloak, fell asleep. My dream, that night, was of my mother.  I saw my father beating her and heard her crying in the night. I saw her as we were taken by Harald One Eye with her arms wrapped around me and a defiant look upon her face. And I saw her with love in her eyes as she and Prince Butar were married.
 
   When I woke I looked up and saw that the day had dawned and Brigid was standing above me with a horn of ale. "You slept a long time, my lord." She hesitated, "And you were speaking in your sleep."
 
   I stood and stretched, "I was dreaming." I took the horn and looked to the east.  There was the coast of Wales, a smudge on the horizon.  Erik was keeping us well out to sea. I drank the ale in one. "You are still happy to be sailing into the unknown with a band of barbarians?"
 
   She laughed.  It was the first time she had done so and she suddenly looked much younger.  I had only seen a sad and serious face before. "There are some barbarians who wear fine clothes." She pointed to her heart, "It is in here that makes a barbarian."
 
   I handed her the horn and went to the prow to make water. What did my dream mean?  Perhaps it meant nothing and was just a dream.  There was nothing in the dream which I did not know already.  It had just been memories but I knew that, because of my mother, dreams meant something.  I would speak with Kara.  I needed my sweat hut and I needed my Water. I walked down the drekar and my men called out greetings.
 
   I paused when I reached Eystein, "I think that we misnamed you.  Perhaps you should be Eystein the Clever and not Eystein the Rock."
 
   He shook his head, "I am happy to be your Rock, Jarl.  It is ever the honour to fight for you and look," he took out the gold and silver he had taken from the Mercians.  "Now I am rich enough to marry and build a farm!"
 
   All of my warriors were now rich. Those who had come from other jarls would return and make those who had not ventured forth, jealous. A raid with Jarl Dragon Heart could set a man up for life.  There would be no shortage of takers the next time that I raided. I wondered when that would be.  It was not that I was weary of fighting but I wanted to spend some time in my land.  I needed the Water and the mountains to put back the strength into my bones and my heart that this voyage and these raids had taken from me.
 
   We passed between Ynys Mon and Hibernia.  I joined Aiden and Brigid. Aiden said, "Your two homes. This is where your mother came from." He pointed to Wyddfa in the distance.  "That is a holy mountain."
 
   She shook her head, "My mother was converted to Christianity.  She was told that such things are blasphemous. Mountains cannot be holy."
 
   Aiden said, "And yet a piece of wood which was used to kill a man by crucifying him can be?"
 
   I saw her look to the east and reconsider her ideas.
 
   I smiled, "You will have much time to consider what is holy when you see my land for it is as near to perfection that you can get on this earth. There you will be safe."
 
   She appeared lost in her thoughts as we headed north. I had always found it hard to read women.  Erika had known me far better than I had known her.  Kara was still a mystery to me.  Men and warriors were easier to understand.  Haaken, for example; I knew that he was already composing the story he would tell when we feasted.  Ulf Olafsson would be deciding how to spend his gold and how many arm rings he would buy. Ragnar would be thinking of the sword he would commission Bjorn to make for him. And me?  I would use some of my gold to improve my drekar. Bolli would benefit. I would have my helmet and mail repaired. My needs were small.
 
   The knarr were in the estuary as we reached Úlfarrston.  Despite our delay along the Sabrina they would not have beaten us home by much.  The cargo they had carried would have barely reached Cyninges-tūn. As soon as I stepped ashore I knew that bad news awaited me.  Coen Ap Pasgen came along the jetty to greet me. His face showed pain.
 
   "I have bad news Jarl Dragon Heart; my father has died."
 
   "I am sorry I was not here at the end I would have liked to say farewell for he was ever a faithful friend to my people."
 
   "He loved you like a son, Jarl, but he knew no one at the end. Your daughter came to minister to him and she eased his passing but I said my farewells. He is with my mother now."
 
   "And you are headman?"
 
   "I am and I will sail no more but I wanted you to know that nothing changes.  I am my father and we are still your staunchest allies."
 
   I looked at him.  He looked older somehow, "But I suspect that you will do some things differently." He nodded, "Like better defences."
 
   He laughed, "You are become like Aiden, Jarl.  Aye, unlike my father I have sailed with you and seen the world.  It is a dangerous place.  I have also seen towns which are grander.  We will use some of our gold to buy your stone.  We will have solid walls."
 
   "Then your father will be happy for you have learned and you will be a better leader.  All fathers hope that their sons will be better than they were."
 
   The drekar had been emptied and we loaded the cargo on to carts.  Brigid showed surprise when she was offered a seat on one. "If you allow, Jarl, I would like to walk with you and your men and see this new land with you."
 
   As we walked the fourteen miles to our home I told her  how we had come here and our life before, on Mann.  I told her of Erika and how her spirit lived in the Water.  I pointed to Olaf and explained how his spirit protected us.  I knew that I was making her question her own beliefs but she had to know with whom she lived. I did not mind having a woman of the White Christ living among us.  We had had two nuns of the White Christ who had been much loved by Kara and our people. A woman could be a Christian but it would not do for a man.  How could a warrior turn the other cheek? A man's job was to fight for his family and his people.  He could not do that and be a Christian.
 
   When we reached the Water her eyes lit and her face beamed.  The sun was setting and the golden reflection of Olaf shone on the still Water. "You are right, Jarl, this is heaven. I can see why you made your home here."
 
   Kara and my people awaited us when we entered the gates. They had seen our approach and food and ale were waiting.  Kara did not seem surprised to see Brigid. She hugged her as I told her that she had chosen to live with us.  I did not explain why.  That would have been rude with Brigid there.  I would tell Kara in private.
 
   "Come Brigid, we will find you a sleeping place in my hall." She looked at the rags which Brigid wore.  Until then I had not noticed them.  Kara shook her head at me, "And then we will find you better clothes! Men!"
 
   The first thing I did was to go to the Water, strip off and bathe.  The blood, sweat and grime of many weeks away were washed away and with them came peace. I lay on the water and felt the spirit of my wife. It was good. When I had dried and returned to my hall to dress I felt like a new man. 
 
   Aiden and Bjorn Bagsecgson came to see me.  Both looked serious. "Trouble?"
 
   Bjorn Bagsecgson nodded, "Word came from Sigtrygg while you were away.  His farms were attacked."
 
   "Saxons?"
 
   "No Jarl Dragon Heart, they were Vikings and they were led by Magnus the Foresworn."
 
   My kindness had come back to haunt me.  I should have killed him when I had the chance. Any chance of peace we might have had disappeared with the sound of his name.
 
   When I spoke at greater length I discovered that only a few of Sigtrygg's people had been slain and my Ulfheonar warrior had not suffered too many losses.
 
   "It is as well he did not send warriors with me then."
 
   "Aye, Jarl, it is wyrd."
 
   "Then we must find where this viper nests and rid the world of him.
 
   That night as I ate with Kara and Aiden I reflected, sadly, that my life was not destined to be peaceful.  I was silent as I ate. Kara sighed and came to sit next to me.  "Why the silence, father?"
 
   "I had thought to have peace and I come home and find that my past comes to haunt me again. Will we never have peace?"
 
   "You are a Viking warrior; do you really expect peace?  Would you be able to live with peace? Is there danger and war here now or have you peace?"
 
   "I have peace for this moment aye.  But it will not last."
 
   "Then enjoy it while it does." She stood and kissed me on the head before returning to the other end of the table.  "I have spoken with Aiden. I know of the manner of the meeting with Brigid."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And we both know of your dream; the dream of your mother."
 
   "How?" They both laughed and I felt foolish. "Do I have no secrets?"
 
   Kara shook her head. "This was not a chance meeting. The Norns planned for you to save Brigid. She is part of your future."
 
   "That is foolish."
 
   "Remember my brother when he met Elfrida?  That was the Norns. Be happy."
 
   "But your mother!"
 
   "My mother is as happy as any as is your mother."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   She looked at me with those huge eyes of hers which were like deep pools. "Because the Spirits speak with me.  Angharad was right in one thing; my powers have grown and I have learned to use them.  I do not need to dream for the spirits to speak with me. Do not fight it father; it was meant to be.  It is wyrd. Brigid was sent to you. You had a hole in your heart. I know that this rift between my brother and me pains you.  We can do little about that.  This Brigid is a good woman and she was sent by the spirits to heal you. She will give you the solace my mother did." She smiled, "This is a good thing, father.  You know better than to fight the Norns."
 
   Aiden nodded, "And I have seen, in her eyes, that she admires you, Jarl.  There is much in common between you. Surely you must have felt something."
 
   I looked from one to the other. "I did but…"
 
   "Then do not fight it. This was meant to be.  This is wyrd."
 
   I nodded, "You are right, this is wyrd." I was the plaything of the Gods, the Norns, and the Spirits. My life would change again.
 
   
  
 

The End 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Glossary
 
   Afon Hafron- River Severn in Welsh
 
   Bardanes Tourkos- Rebel Byzantine General
 
   Bebbanburgh- Bamburgh Castle, Northumbria
 
   Beck- a stream
 
   Blót – a blood sacrifice made by a jarl
 
   Blue Sea- The Mediterranean
 
   Bourde- Bordeaux
 
   Byrnie- a mail shirt reaching down to the knees
 
   Caerlleon- Welsh for Chester
 
   Caestir - Chester (old English)
 
   Casnewydd –Newport, Wales
 
   Cephas- Greek for Simon Peter (St. Peter)
 
   Chape- the tip of a scabbard
 
   Charlemagne- Holy Roman Emperor at the end of the 8th and beginning of the 9th centuries
 
   Celchyth- Chelsea
 
   Cherestanc- Garstang (Lancashire)
 
   Corn Walum- Cornwall
 
   Cymri- Welsh
 
   Cymru- Wales 
 
   Cyninges-tūn – Coniston.  It means the estate of the king (Cumbria)
 
   Drekar- a Dragon ship (a Viking warship)
 
   Duboglassio –Douglas, Isle of Man
 
   Dyflin- Old Norse for Dublin
 
   Ein-mánuðr- middle of March to the middle of April
 
   Faro Bregancio- Corunna (Spain)
 
   Fey- having second sight
 
   Firkin- a barrel containing eight gallons (usually beer)
 
   Fret-a sea mist
 
   Frankia- France and part of Germany
 
   Garth- Dragon Heart 
 
   Gaill- Irish for foreigners
 
   Galdramenn- wizard
 
   Glaesum –amber 
 
   Gleawecastre- Gloucester
 
   Gói- the end of February to the middle of March
 
   Grenewic- Greenwich
 
   Haughs- small hills in Norse (As in Tarn Hows)
 
   Heels- when a ship leans to one side under the pressure of the wind
 
   Hel - Queen of Niflheim, the Norse underworld.
 
   Here Wic- Harwich
 
   Hetaereiarch – Byzantine general
 
   Hjáp - Shap- Cumbria (Norse for stone circle)
 
   Hoggs or Hogging- when the pressure of the wind causes the stern or the bow to droop
 
   Hrams-a – Ramsey, Isle of Man
 
   Icaunis- British river god
 
   Itouna- River Eden Cumbria
 
   Jarl- Norse earl or lord
 
   Joro-goddess of the earth 
 
   Knarr- a merchant ship or a coastal vessel
 
   Kyrtle-woven top
 
   Leathes Water- Thirlmere
 
   Legacaestir- Anglo Saxon for Chester
 
   Lochlannach – Irish for Northerners (Vikings)
 
   Lothuwistoft- Lowestoft
 
   Lundenwic - London
 
   Mammceaster- Manchester
 
   Manau/Mann – The Isle of Man(n) (Saxon)
 
   Marcia Hispanic- Spanish Marches (the land around Barcelona)
 
   Mast fish- two large racks on a ship for the mast
 
   Melita- Malta
 
   Midden- a place where they dumped human waste
 
   Miklagård - Constantinople
 
   Nikephoros- Emperor of Byzantium 802-811
 
   Njoror- God of the sea 
 
   Nithing- A man without honour (Saxon) 
 
   Odin - The "All Father" God of war, also associated with wisdom, poetry, and magic (The Ruler of the gods).
 
   On Corn Walum –Cornwall
 
   Olissipo- Lisbon 
 
   Orkneyjar-Orkney
 
   Pillars of Hercules- Straits of Gibraltar
 
   Ran- Goddess of the sea
 
   Roof rock- slate
 
   Rinaz –The Rhine
 
   Sabrina- Latin and Celtic for the River Severn.  Also the name of a female Celtic deity
 
   St. Cybi- Holyhead
 
   Syllingar Insula- Scilly Isles
 
   Scree- loose rocks in a glacial valley
 
   Seax – short sword
 
   Sheerstrake- the uppermost strake in the hull
 
   Sheet- a rope fastened to the lower corner of a sail
 
   Shroud- a rope from the masthead to the hull amidships
 
   Skeggox – an axe with a shorter beard on one side of the blade
 
   South Folk- Suffolk
 
   Stad- Norse settlement
 
   Stays- ropes running from the mast-head to the bow
 
   Strake- the wood on the side of a drekar
 
   Suthriganaworc - Southwark (London)
 
   Syllingar- Scilly Isles
 
   Tarn- small lake (Norse)
 
   Temese- River Thames (also called the Tamese)
 
   The Norns- The three sisters who weave webs of intrigue for men
 
   Thing-Norse for a parliament or a debate (Tynwald)
 
   Thor’s day- Thursday
 
   Threttanessa- a drekar with 13 oars on each side.
 
   Thrall- slave
 
   Trenail- a round wooden peg used to secure strakes
 
   Tynwald- the Parliament on the Isle of Man
 
   Úlfarrberg- Helvellyn
 
   Úlfarrland- Cumbria
 
   Úlfarr- Wolf Warrior
 
   Úlfarrston- Ulverston
 
   Ullr-Norse God of Hunting 
 
   Ulfheonar-an elite Norse warrior who wore a wolf skin over his armour
 
   Volva- a witch or healing woman in Norse culture
 
   Waeclinga Straet- Watling Street (A5) Windlesore-Windsor
 
   Waite- a Viking word for farm
 
   Woden’s day- Wednesday
 
   Wulfhere-Old English for Wolf Army
 
   Wyddfa-Snowdon 
 
   Wyrd- Fate
 
   Yard- a timber from which the sail is suspended
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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 of their existence would have rotted long ago, save for a few post holes.  The Norse began to raid well before 790.  There was a rise in the populations of Norway and Denmark and Britain was not well prepared for defence against such random attacks.
 
   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 beyond the lands of Norway and Denmark.  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 ship, ‘The Heart of the Dragon’ is based on the Gokstad ship which was found in 1880 in Norway.  It is 23.24 metres long and 5.25 metres wide at its widest point.  It was made entirely of oak except for the pine decking. There are 16 strakes on each side and from the base to the gunwale is 2.02 metres giving it a high freeboard. The keel is cut from a piece of oak 17.6 metres long. There are 19 ribs. The pine mast was 13 metres high.  The ship could carry 70 men although there were just sixteen oars on each side.  This meant that half the crew could rest while the other half rowed. Sea battles could be brutal.
 
   The Vikings raided far and wide. They raided and subsequently conquered much of Western France and made serious inroads into Spain.  They even travelled up the Rhone River as well as raiding North Africa. The sailors and warriors we call Vikings were very adaptable and could, indeed, carry their long ships over hills to travel from one river to the next. The Viking ships are quite remarkable.  Replicas of the smaller ones have managed speeds of 8-10 knots. The sea going ferries, which ply the Bay of Biscay, travel at 14-16 knots. The journey the ‘Heart of the Dragon’ makes from Santander to the Isles of Scilly in a day and a half would have been possible with the oars and a favourable wind and, of course, the cooperation of the Goddess of the sea, Ran! The journey from the Rhine to Istanbul is 1188 nautical miles.  If the ‘Heart of the Dragon’ had had favourable winds and travelled nonstop she might have made the journey in 6 days! Sailing during the day only and with some adverse winds means that 18 or 20 days would be more realistic.
 
   Seguin I Lupo was Duke of Vasconia and he briefly rebelled against the Holy Roman Emperor. This was around the time my novel was set.  After a few years he was deposed, killed and the Dukedom absorbed back into the Empire. The wine trade at his capital, Bourde (Bordeaux) had been established by the Romans and would continue to draw trade to this region. The Asturias Kingdom was expanding west at this time too and gradually absorbed Galicia.
 
   Nikephoros was Emperor from 802-811.  Bardanes Tourkos did revolt although he did not attempt a coup in the palace as I used in my book.  He was later defeated, blinded, and sent to a monastery. Nikephoros did well until he went to war with Krum, the Khan of Bulgaria. He died in battle and Krum made a drinking vessel from his skull!
 
   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 pendant. This was seen as a sort of bond between leader and warrior. It also marked them out in battle as oathsworn. 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. Viking kings were rare it was not until the end of the ninth century that national identity began to emerge.
 
   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 76 cm long and in the eighth century they were shorter still.  The first sword Dragon Heart used, Ragnar’s, was a new design, and was 75 cm 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.
 
   The blood eagle was performed by cutting the skin of the victim by the spine, breaking the ribs so they resembled blood-stained wings, and pulling the lungs out through the wounds in the victim's back. 
 
   I have used the word saga, even though it is generally only used for Icelandic stories.  It is just to make it easier for my readers.  If you are an Icelandic expert then I apologise. I have plenty of foreign words which, I know, taxes some of my readers. As I keep saying it is about the characters and the stories.
 
   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. Honey was used as an antiseptic in both ancient and modern times. Yarrow was a widely used herb.  It had a variety of uses in ancient times.  It was frequently mixed with other herbs as well as being used with honey to treat wounds. Its Latin name is Achillea millefolium. Achilles was reported to have carried the herb with him in battle to treat wounds. Its traditional names include arrowroot, bad man's plaything, bloodwort, carpenter's weed, death flower, devil's nettle, eerie, field hops, gearwe, hundred leaved grass, knight's milefoil, knyghten, milefolium, milfoil, millefoil, noble yarrow, nosebleed, old man's mustard, old man's pepper, sanguinary, seven year's love, snake's grass, soldier, soldier's woundwort, stanchweed, thousand seal, woundwort, yarroway, yew. I suspect Tolkien used it in the Lord of the Rings books as Kingsfoil, another ubiquitous and often overlooked herb in Middle Earth.
 
   The Vikings were not sentimental about their children.  A son would expect nothing from his father once he became a man. He had more chance of reward from his jarl than his father.  Leaders gave gifts to their followers. It was expected.  Therefore the more successful you were as a leader the more loyal followers you might have.
 
   The word lake is a French/Norman word.  The Norse called lakes either waters or meres.  They sometimes used the old English term, tarn. The Irish and the Scots call them Lough/lochs. There is only one actual lake in the Lake District.  All the rest are waters, meres, or tarns.
 
   The Bangor I refer to (there were many) 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. Most of the names such as Silkbeard, Hairy-Breeches etc are genuine Viking names. I have merely transported them all into one book. I also amended some of 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. This was the time of power for Mercia and East Anglia.  Coenwulf ruled East Anglia and his son Cynhelm, Mercia.  Wessex had yet to rise.
 
   Bothvar Bjarki was a famous berserker and the Klak brothers did exist.  I did not make either name up! Guthrum was also a Dane who lived in East Anglia. Seguin I Lupo was Duke of Vasconia which broke away from the Empire briefly at the start of the ninth century.
 
   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 word 'testify' comes from Anglo-Saxon. A man would clutch his testicles and swear that the evidence he was giving was the truth. If it was not then he would lose his testicles. There was more truth in the Anglo Saxon courts than there is these days! 
 
   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 Mann 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 treasure 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.  
 
   There was a famous witch who lived on one of the islands of Scilly.  According to Norse legend Olaf Tryggvasson, who became King Olaf 1 of Norway, visited her.  She told him that if he converted to Christianity then he would become king of Norway. 
 
   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 use Roman forts in all of my books.  Although we now see ruins when they were abandoned the only things which would have been damaged would have been the gates.  Anything of value would have been buried in case they wished to return.  By ‘of value’ I do not mean coins but things such as nails and weapons. Many of these objects have been discovered. A large number of the forts were abandoned in a hurry. Hardknott fort, for example, was built in the 120s but abandoned twenty or so years later.  When the Antonine Wall was abandoned in the 180s Hardknott was reoccupied until Roman soldiers finally withdrew from northern Britain. I think that, until the late Saxon period and early Norman period, there would have been many forts which would have looked habitable.  The Vikings and the Saxons did not build in stone.  It was only when the castle builders, the Normans, arrived that stone would be robbed from Roman forts and those defences destroyed by an invader who was in the minority. The Vikings also liked to move their homes every few years; this was, perhaps, only a few miles, but it explains how difficult it is to find the remains of early Viking settlements.
 
   The place names are accurate and the mountain above Coniston is called the Old Man.  The river is not navigable up to Windermere but I have allowed my warriors to carry their drekar as the Vikings did in the land of the Rus when travelling to Miklagård. The ninth century saw the beginning of the reign of the Viking.  They raided Spain, the Rhone, Africa, and even Constantinople. They believed they could beat anyone!
 
   There was a King Egbert who did indeed triumph over King Coenwulf. He founded the power base upon which Alfred the Great built. It was also at this time that the Danes came to take over East Anglia and Yorkshire. The land became, over the next 50 years, Danelaw. Its expansion was only halted by Alfred and was finally destroyed when King Harold defeated his brother and King Harald Hadrada at Stamford Bridge in 1066.  Until Alfred the Danes were used as hired swords.  They fought for gold.
 
   I have made up Elfrida and his marriage to her but the kings of that time had many liaisons with many women.  Some kings sired up to twenty illegitimate children and many legitimate ones. The practice continued into the late middle ages. Wives were frequently taken for political reasons. The inspiration for the abduction comes from the story of the Welsh Princess Nest (Nesta) who, in the 12th century had two children by King Henry 1st and was then married to one of his friends.  She was abducted by a Welsh knight who lived with her until her husband recaptured her and killed her abductor.
 
   Harald Klak became King of Denmark in 826 but I made up his brother.
 
   I used the following books for research
 
   British Museum - ‘Vikings- Life and Legends’
 
   ‘Saxon, Norman and Viking’ by Terence Wise (Osprey)
 
   Ian Heath - ‘The Vikings’. (Osprey)
 
   Ian Heath- ‘Byzantine Armies 668-1118 (Osprey)
 
   David Nicholle- ‘Romano-Byzantine  Armies 4th-9th Century (Osprey)
 
   Stephen Turnbull- ‘The Walls of Constantinople AD 324-1453’ (Osprey)
 
   Keith Durham- ‘Viking Longship’ (Osprey)
 
   Griff Hosker July 2015
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