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Prologue 
 
   Bjorn Bagsecgson was a fine blacksmith. His father had made my sword which had been touched by the gods. Ragnar's Spirit was the finest sword in the lands ruled by the Norse. It had now suffered another trial; a trial of blood and fire. When I had brought it back from our old home on Mann it had looked as though it could never be used again. The blade and the tang were all that remained of it. Redbeard and Torgil had tried to take it from me and they had failed. The sword chose its owner and it had chosen me. However their attempt at theft had resulted in a change in my sword. It now had a blood red dragon etched onto one side of the sword. A combination of the fire and Torgil's blood had been used by the gods to add something to an already magical weapon. Bjorn had left it there for it marked my sword as part of me. I was the Dragon Heart and now my sword had the heart of a dragon. However he made me a much better handle than the one which had burned off and fitted a blue stone in a silver setting for the pommel. The stone was a special one we had found in the land of Cymru. There was a connection to my family although we did not, as yet, know what that connection was. When all else was finished he carefully sharpened it. He held it up to catch the light and he shook his head in amazement.
 
   "My father made a fine sword; but the Gods made it a better one and now fire and blood have made it invincible. I feel privileged just to sharpen it." As he reverently wiped away the fine traces of metal and gently polished it he added, "The smiths of old oft times used their own blood to temper a blade. This one has now been tempered by Odin and by the blood of your enemies. This sword will never let you down, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "I know, Bjorn. I just hope that I do not let it down."
 
   He laughed, "That can never happen. You are the bond which holds our people together."
 
   As I rode back to my hall along the Water of Cyninges-tūn I wondered at his words. I did not want to be the only thing which protected my people. I was human, I could be killed. There would come a time when I would meet a warrior with a better sword or a stronger arm. If I fell then what would become of my people? I thought of all those who depended upon me, my daughter, my son, his wife, my Ulfheonar not to mention the farmers and sailors. It was an awesome responsibility and I had come closer to death in the last few weeks than in all the years before. Many men wanted my sword and it had drawn enemies like a moth to a flame. Although we had defeated all who tried to take it the stories were still told of the power of this weapon. Now that it had been through fire and blood it would be even more attractive to those who saw the sword as a way to get more power.
 
    Was this a sign that my time was coming to an end? Were the Gods and the spirits who watched over me telling me that it was time to look for the next leader of my people? Prince Butar had chosen me before he died. I should do the same. I decided to put my affairs in order. I would help my son to become a better leader than I was. He would be the Jarl I would choose. Others had better qualifications: Cnut and Haaken had proved themselves to be good leaders in the past and Sigtrygg Thrandson was the best warrior but Wolf Killer, my son, had my blood and that of his mother coursing through his veins. His sister was a volva and one day my son would learn how to speak with the spirits. Just as I had taken many years to gain the skill of speaking with those who had died before, so my son would acquire those skills. Now that the danger from my enemies had abated I would use the time to prepare my son.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Our world soon settled into its normal routine as summer faded and the leaves began to turn brown. Kara, my daughter, was already beginning to prepare the feast that would come when the trees were bare and winter approached. This year she also had my son's wife, Elfrida, to care for. She would soon be delivered of a child and my daughter was determined that the birth should be an easy one. My daughter and my son were the two halves of our world; one was the heart and one was the mind. My daughter, like her mother, was a volva and communicated with the dead and the spirit world. My son was, like me, a warrior and I knew that this winter would be spent in teaching him to become a better leader. I could do no more with Kara. She had taken over from her mother and, although she was young, she acted as a woman grown. She lived in a world of women all of whom happily obeyed her instructions. They had their own hall away from the rest of the settlement on the other side of the Water.
 
   I decided to begin my son's training by going hunting with him and Aiden. Aiden was my Galdramenn. He could heal and he had the power to speak with the spirits. It was a gift given by the gods and I was grateful they had given it to Aiden. He had been a slave I had taken and then freed when Hibernians had raided us many years earlier. He was as close to my son as a brother. His power seemed to have grown since he had been taken as hostage by Torgil the Cunning. He had barely escaped with his life but the brush with death had hardened him. He was now tempered in fire in blood like my sword, Ragnar's Spirit. He seemed to have the ability to read minds. That would be a useful skill. I needed all the help I could get with my son. I had no secrets from Aiden and, I hoped, nor did Wolf Killer.
 
   We took bows and boar spears. I did not think we would find boars but we had been surprised by them before now. We left to head towards the Rye Dale where we knew we would find deer. As we climbed the higher ground beyond the Tarns I noticed that there were flecks of snow on the top of Úlfarrberg. I frowned. We did not need another wolf winter and the snow had come early. I pulled my wolf cloak a little tighter around my shoulders. My son, Wolf Killer, led and Aiden brought up the rear. Wolf Killer and his hound had the best noses and would warn us of danger. The older I became the less I seemed in tune with the land. My mind, however, had become sharper and I was able to think a little more like Kara and Aiden. Perhaps this was wisdom. Certainly the three men I had admired the most, Ragnar, his son Butar and Old Olaf had all been wise men whose minds had retained sharpness right until the end.
 
   As we began to ascend the Lough Rigg we took the opportunity to rest before the crest. We turned and looked south to Windar's Mere. The hillsides were dotted with sheep and cattle. Our herds and flocks had grown. "The land is becoming more prosperous, Jarl Dragon Heart." Aiden pointed at the large numbers of animals. A few years ago we would have been lucky to see four or five.
 
   "That is tempting the Norns too much, Aiden. Each time we feel safe then they turn our world upside down. I would just like to spend some time here in my land without being attacked and threatened by others. Let us just say that we are not as badly off as we once were and that we are grateful to the Gods for their bounty." I said it loudly so that the Sisters would hear.
 
   Aiden shook his head in disagreement, "It would be foolish to think that others would not envy what we have. It is in some men's nature to let others work hard and then take the fruits of their labours."
 
   Wolf Killer picked up a piece of long grass and began to chew it. "We have taken from others in the past, Aiden. Are we those kinds of men?"
 
   Aiden smiled at me as he answered my son, "You are right, Wolf Killer. We were like that and we used to take more than we produced but we now trade more than we take. Even when we had no iron we traded for it." 
 
   A silence descended as Wolf Killer took in the words of our Galdramenn. I smiled at the two of them, "Tell me my son, when you rule this land what will you do? Will you do it as I did or would you like it to be different?"
 
   He looked surprised, "That will be many years off, father. You are both hale and hearty. You are not ready to become an old man as Olaf was."
 
   "I discovered when I fought Torgil the Cunning that sometimes just being hale and hearty is not enough. I could fall in battle; I could have the coughing sickness which took your mother. There are many ways for a man to die. So, my son, what would you do if you ruled?"
 
   "I would keep a tight iron fist around my land. I would make our enemies fear to come here."
 
   I nodded my agreement. I liked his answer. "And you would still trade?"
 
   "I believe that it is a good thing. We grow more prosperous and powerful when we trade. Others come to depend upon us and they will not attack us if they need us."
 
   Aiden nodded to me. My son was learning and yet he knew it not. I clapped them both on the back, "You have helped an old man rest a while and I thank you. Let us hunt!"
 
   "You are not old, father, and you have a mind like a steel trap but I am learning to read you like one of Aiden's books. Each time you take me hunting there is another purpose. The last time you told me to get a wife and I found Elfrida."
 
   Aiden coughed, "Actually, Wolf Killer, you stole Elfrida from her husband."
 
   Wolf Killer coloured then he smiled, "True but he was an animal and did not deserve her."
 
   As we crested the ridge I warned him, "Never forget Egbert for he will not forget you. He may have taken another wife but you damaged his reputation and his honour. Until he is dead we need to be watchful."
 
   "And I will father, believe me. No harm shall come to our land because of me." He smiled. "And this time you ask me to prepare to become a better leader in case you fall in battle. I have understood."
 
   It was late afternoon when we descended from the Rigg with the two deer we had killed. Both were old males and we had not diminished the herds. Their strength was fading and any offspring would have been weak. We had made it easier for the younger males to produce finer animals for us to hunt. It was the way the Mother intended it to be. We took more care than many hunters for we managed our land.
 
   As the earth warmed and our ships traded we began to see more visitors. Our trading meant that some of our neighbours no longer viewed us as a threat but as an ally. The men of Dyfed and Strathclyde now brought their ships to Úlfarrston where Pasgen and his people made them welcome. One day, however, we had visitors we did not know. A party of armed men escorted a couple of women up the road by the Water. I spied them as I tended my wife's grave. They walked which showed they had arrived by ship. The shields of the warriors were carried across their backs and that suggested that they came in peace but we watched them carefully anyway. Although there were just six of them their shields marked them as warriors while their size as men who would be useful in a fight. I spied them from the eastern side of the Water. Since the majority of my people had moved to the western side of the Water there was just my hall and my guards on the eastern side. It was all part of my plan to shift power to my son. One disadvantage was that visitors rarely visited me first. I sighed. It had been my choice. I had wanted the solitude and now I had it. It did mean, however that Kara and Elfrida were close. My son, too, seemed to enjoy the company of his sister.
 
   I sought out Osbert who watched over me. He had been a slave but he had been so loyal to me that I had freed him. He looked after Aiden and me; my guards watched out for themselves. "Osbert, saddle me a horse. I will visit."
 
   "Aye Jarl Dragon Heart." I donned clean clothes which looked better than the workaday kyrtle I normally wore. I smiled; that was Erika at work still. My wife always made a fuss if I did not dress appropriately for visitors. She had been brought up well; I had grown up a slave. Aiden and Rolf, the leader of my guards joined me.
 
   "Should I come with you, Jarl?"
 
   "That is your choice, Aiden, but I go to greet the visitors yonder."
 
   He peered across the Water to see the visitors better and then frowned. "I will do so."
 
   I sat on my small horse while he prepared to accompany me. Rolf had been one of my oathsworn until he had been wounded and he looked up at me. "Does this mean trouble do you think, Jarl?"
 
   "I doubt it. There are but six of them and they have two women in their company. In my experience warriors never take women to war with them." As the gates were opened I noticed that many leaves had fallen into our ditch. "Still it would do no harm to have my men clear the ditches."
 
   Rolf smiled, he hated idle hands. "I will set the men to work now, Jarl."
 
   As we rode around the northern edge of the Water I asked Aiden about his reaction to the visitors. "Are you afraid of these newcomers? What do the spirits tell you?"
 
   "They did not speak and I am not worried but I sensed… I am not certain what I sensed; perhaps when I have spoken with Kara then my mind might be more settled. It was just that I felt danger. When I looked across the Water Old Olaf seemed to frown and he lives now in the spirit world. He sees into men's hearts and minds."
 
   I nodded. It was never wise to ignore the Old Man of Cyninges-tūn. I would watch these guests carefully but Aiden was correct, if there was danger then my daughter would know of it.
 
   My western halls had spread beyond our defensive walls. Indeed the walls were only there as a last refuge. They surrounded my first warrior hall by the Water and the gates were always open. People came and went too often to keep them shut. My son and my daughter both had their own halls and they were on higher ground. My daughter was a little way away from the main area of occupation. Her women enjoyed the quiet of the side of the Old Man. In addition the Water sometimes flooded the huts in the lower parts of the valley and both of my children prepared well for nature's whims. I saw that there was a huddle of people outside my daughter's hall. It was the first place a visitor found when they came from the south. 
 
   We called it the hall of women for Kara used it as a place of healing, magic and the production of cheese. The followers of the White Christ had similar establishments; they called them nunneries. The difference was that Kara's was part of the people. The women were not confined within their hall and they worked with those who needed their help.
 
   Aiden and I were greeted by my people as we rode through the neatly laid out huts. Bjorn, my smith, waved at me from the side of the Water where he toiled with his men at his smithy. Others called greetings. Some were old warriors who had fought alongside me and now worked, instead, in Cyninges-tūn. As we approached our arrivals the first thing I noticed was that one of the women was stunningly beautiful. My wife, Erika, had been such a beauty. It was more than her looks, however, it was the clothes she wore and her demeanour. She wore not the rough clothes of an ordinary woman but fine clothes such as those we had seen when we had visited Miklagård. She was older than both of my children but not as old as I was. I found it hard to judge the ages of women accurately. She gazed at me as I approached and I turned my head for I found her stare to be uncomfortable. I shifted my attention to the warriors. They wore armour but it was unlike our mail. It appeared to consist of overlapping scales; they looked almost like a fish. Their helmets had cheek guards and a metal strip to protect their noses. Their shields were round and well made. Each bore a yellow star in the centre. These were good warriors. These were the kind of men who would defend a standard to their dying breath.
 
   We halted and two of my son's servants took our horses from us. Arturus and Kara came towards us. It was my daughter who spoke. "We have visitors, Jarl Dragon Heart. They are from On Corn Walum."
 
   I glanced at my son who shrugged. We had fought a sea battle with pirates from On Corn Walum. They had been fighting for the King of Mercia. I would not judge them for that. Sometimes we fought for allies and sometimes for gold.
 
   "You are welcome to my land. What brings you on such a perilous journey?"
 
   Although I spoke to the warrior who  had a golden strip upon his helmet it was the woman who answered. She had an accent but she spoke our language well. "It was not so perilous. The people we met were kind to us and we spent some time at the holy mountain of Wyddfa and on Caer Cybi."
 
   It made sense now. The people of On Corn Walum were related to the Welsh and they shared a common religion. "Do the people of your land not follow the White Christ as the Saxons do?"
 
   Her face darkened briefly and then she smiled. "We follow the old ways still. I am sorry, I have not introduced myself. I am Angharad, the sister of Mark of Tintagel. This is Demelza my companion." I nodded and looked pointedly at the warriors. "These are my bodyguards. This is Cynan. I am afraid none of them speak your language." She spoke in her own tongue and the six body guards gave a slight bow. There was neither smile nor warmth on their faces.
 
   Kara became the hostess, "Shall we retire to my brother's hall? Elfrida has made it more homely than mine. She turned to Aiden. He knew the language of the Cymri. "Aiden, would you take these to the warrior hall. Bjorn the Scout  can entertain them."
 
   Angharad spoke to Cynan and they followed Aiden. She waved a hand at the mountains and the Water. "You have a fine land here. I can see why you have prospered. The waters and meres we have passed show that the mother must protect this country."
 
   I nodded to the Old Man. "And the spirits of the dead watch over us too." 
 
   "You have a good land. I can feel the power of this land. You are fortunate to have chosen this land. Or perhaps it chose you." I smiled. I did not like this woman yet she was being pleasant and I could not work out the reason for my dislike. She suddenly stared at my belt. "Is this the sword I have heard so much about?"
 
   "It is Ragnar's Spirit. What have you heard?"
 
   "It was touched by the gods. I heard it was destroyed."
 
   "It was damaged. I have had it repaired."
 
   Her forefinger reached out and she touched the blue stone in the pommel. He eyes closed briefly and a look of ecstasy came over her face. "A powerful weapon. I now understand why you are so successful. The Gods smile upon you."
 
   I held out my arm and led her into the hall. As we entered I saw that Elfrida, who had been absent from the gathering, had been preparing food. My wife Erika would have loved my son's young wife. She had no faults that I could see. If Erika had been alive she would have approved whole heartedly of her. 
 
   As we sat around the table and food and drink were shared Angharad spoke with Elfrida and Kara. She smiled at me. I noticed, for the first time, that the smile was with her lips and not her eyes. She appeared to be analysing me. I became suspicious. She suddenly took her gaze from me and spoke. Her words made me wonder if she could read my thoughts. "You will be wondering why we came to visit here." I nodded, "Your reputation as a warrior has come to the attention of my brother and he asked if you would hire out your warriors to fight for him against the King of Wessex, Egbert." She glanced at my son, "We know there is little love lost between your peoples."
 
   I smiled my own false smile in return. "We do not hire out our swords. When we fight it is to protect what we have. We have little desire to die for another man."
 
   "I heard you took gold from King Egbert. Perhaps I heard wrong." She shook her head as though it did not matter. "You would be richly rewarded."
 
   I spread my arm around the hall, "We have all the reward we need from this land." She inclined her head in acceptance of my decision. "It seems your journey has been wasted."
 
   "Not so, Jarl Dragon Heart. I also came because your daughter also has a great reputation as a volva. I am the High Priestess of my people. I would talk with your daughter and her women. I am sure that we have much to learn from each other."
 
   My daughter looked as excited about the prospect as Angharad. "It would be good, father, for me to learn from another volva. As High Priestess this lady will know magic which can help our people. Mother died before she could teach me all of her skills."
 
   I could not see how it would hurt us and so I stood, "Then you are welcome to stay but I should warn you that soon the weather will change and this land becomes cold and hostile. Unless you wish to stay the winter you had best keep an eye on Olaf and the skies."
 
   My daughter scowled, "Father! That is not polite. It sounds as though you are telling our guest to leave."
 
   I kissed my daughter on the forehead, "No, my daughter, I am being practical. Our guests need to know what our weather is like. This is not On Corn Walum. The weather here, as you know, can change in the blink of an eye."
 
   Angharad nodded too, "Your father is right although we did know about your climate." She closed her eyes, "The weather will not change for another half moon. We have time for us to get to know each other."
 
   My daughter looked excited, "You can detect the weather too?"
 
   "Yes, my child. I can teach you. Come we have much to share and may skills to discover."
 
   My son escorted me out to our horses. "She seems harmless enough, father; what troubles you?"
 
   "I do not know but we have rarely had visitors who brought us good fortune." I shrugged, "Kara seems happy enough and she has the spirits to guide her." I pointed to the warrior hall. "Watch those bodyguards though. Ask my Ulfheonar to keep an eye on them too. I like them not. They look to have dark hearts."
 
   Aiden was pensive as we rode east. He had been silent since we had met our guests. I reined in my horse and asked, "What troubles you?"
 
   "I do not know. I felt danger when I saw the party approaching our land but when I met the priestess the feeling was gone."
 
   "Surely that is a good thing."
 
   "No for why did I have the sense of danger?"
 
   "When, exactly, did the feeling disappear?"
 
   He looked at me and said, "When the High Priestess spied us riding into the settlement."
 
   We continued our journey home in silence. We were both deep in our own thoughts. Once back in my hall I cleaned my sword and hung it from my bed. I know not why but I took out the sword of the Warlord which I had found in a cave in Cymru. For some reason it seemed to call to me. I held it in my hand. It was too old to be risked in combat but it was a fine weapon and I enjoyed holding it. The balance, still, was perfect. Normally holding the weapon made me feel better but not so this time. I replaced it in its chest and retired.
 
    I spent a restless night worrying about our visitors. When I had no dream and I awoke I felt slightly better. My wife oft times visited me from the spirit world when there was danger. She had not come that night. I wondered if I was imagining things.
 
   As events turned out I had little to do with our visitors. The women were kept closeted with Kara and her women. Cynan and his men went hunting with my Ulfheonar and explored the land around the Water. Haaken One Eye and Cnut came one night to my hall to talk about them. Aiden sat and listened. He always did that well.
 
   "They are dour men, these warriors from On Corn Walum."
 
   "I would say miserable!"
 
   "That is because you are always joking, Haaken and they do not understand either your jokes or your words. How can they laugh? They have more in common with the Welsh than with us. They are moody. They are good hunters and I would fight with them in a shield wall." Cnut was always honest. 
 
   "They are similar to the Welsh, Cnut, for they come from the same blood. They are the last of the old people of this island. I have their blood in my veins too. Am I miserable?"
 
   Haaken shrugged, "I am just saying that they are not like us."
 
   I poured them some ale. Kara's women had brought a new barrel to me across the Water. Even though she was busy my daughter still watched out for me. "Why do you think they are here?"
 
   Cnut looked surprised, "They escort their ladies and they wished to speak with Kara."
 
   Aiden spoke, "It is a long way to come and … well I felt danger when first I saw them."
 
   Haaken leaned forward, "Do you still feel it?"
 
   "I cannot feel it now but that does not mean it is gone. I think it is hidden. I think she is a sorceress who has that kind of power."
 
   Neither of my Ulfheonar disparaged Aiden for they knew he had been right more than he had been wrong. "Then we will watch them closely but I cannot see what they hope to gain from a visit of so few men. Would they steal the sword?"
 
   Many warriors had come in the last few years to try to take it from me. I shook my head, "They showed no interest in it when they met me. The Priestess did but she has not mentioned it since."
 
   Aiden nodded, "I agree. It is the women who are the danger… if there is a danger."
 
   Haaken laughed, "You need to find a woman yourself Aiden. That is why you fear women. You do not understand them!"
 
   Aiden shook his head, "When I need advice about women I will ask Jarl Dragon Heart. You are too in love with yourself to know what is in a woman's heart."
 
   He nodded, "That is true." They all laughed at him. Haaken knew his own vanity well.
 
   They left ten nights after they had arrived. I had seen little of my family during that time. Looking back I can see that was a mistake but I think I was a little jealous. Kara and Elfrida had seemed quite taken with Angharad and happy to leave me to my own devices. I was happy when they left for I had my family back.
 
   My daughter could read me as easily as Aiden could read the books of the Romans and she visited me the night after her guests had left. She brought with her fresh cheese and a new barrel of ale. I smelled her boat as she was sailed across the Water for she also brought freshly baked bread.
 
   She said nothing as she and her women spread the food on the table. She waved her arm and the women disappeared into my halls. I raised a quizzical eyebrow. "I sent them to clean. Your men are not as tidy as my women." I said nothing for they were the words which Erika would have used. I began to eat. The bread was still warm and the cheese was my favourite made from the black faced sheep we kept on the Scar above the Rye Dale. 
 
   My daughter waited until I had washed down the food with the dark ale before she spoke. "You had no need to keep your distance, father. My guests had no secrets."
 
   "I did not want to intrude."
 
   "Nor would you have done." She smiled and spread her arms. " I learned much. Angharad showed me how to delve deeper into the spirit world." She held the blue stone which hung from the pendant around her neck. "These stones have magical powers." She pointed to my sword and its blue pommel. "Your sword has double powers; the power from Odin and the magic from the stone. The gods and the mother both protect you."
 
   I took the sword from the sheath and looked at the stone. Perhaps she was right. When the stone had fallen in the fire on Mann I had come close to death. Since Bjorn had fitted another of the precious stones Ragnar's Spirit had felt whole once more.
 
   "And what did the woman of On Corn Walum get from you, daughter?"
 
   For the first time a flicker of doubt showed itself on her face. "Well…she said she had learned much."
 
   "But what did you teach her?"
 
   "I told her of my mother. We spoke of Olaf and we spoke of the cave near Wyddfa as well as the one where you found the stone people. She asked about the cave where you found the sword and the blue stones we have. She was most interested in those places. She said they were sacred from the time of the old people."
 
   I looked carefully at my daughter, "She made a strong impression on you then?"
 
   "I miss my mother. It is good to talk to her spirit but I was able to ask more questions of Angharad and she seemed to read my mind." She took my hand, "She was disappointed that you and your warriors would not fight for her but I explained how you had been brought up and what this land means to us. She understood. I hope to visit with her one day."
 
   "Their land is far from ours."
 
   She smiled and teased me, "You sail beyond that each time you go to trade and besides, the isles where the witch has a cave are close by and I would visit her too."
 
   I finished my ale. "I fear, my daughter, that the witch on the islands only appears when she chooses to. We have sailed those waters many times and never found her yet when she sought us she appeared as though by magic."
 
   My daughter became a young girl again, "And that is why I wish to go. Angharad told me that I am special. The Mother has chosen me and given me my powers so that I can become the most powerful volva in this land. You question Angharad and her motives but I know that she came here to help me. If I was close to the isles then the witch would present herself to me."
 
   I nodded, "Then I may have misjudged her."
 
   Seven days later I went with Aiden, Haaken and Cnut to visit my ship. Erik Short Toe would be preparing her for winter. We rarely sailed during the short days of winter and he would be putting her to bed like a bear preparing for hibernation. He would make sure she was safe during her winter hibernation. I was also curious about our visitors from On Corn Walum. They had not said how they had reached us. I assumed a ship but I did not know for certain. I would ask Pasgen and the other captains what they knew of her. The High Priestess had been right about one thing, the weather had yet to change. It was damp and it was unpleasant under foot but we had had neither frost nor snow and that was a reason to be thankful.
 
   We saw the masts of the ships in the estuary. Pasgen and my captains would be preparing their ships for one last voyage before winter. Our trade made us prosperous. Erik had drawn 'The Heart of the Dragon' out of the water and on to the bank for it was low tide. He was up to his waist in the water cleaning the hull with the new ship's boys. Each year we changed the crew for the experience was valuable for them but most would either become warriors or farmers. It meant we had well trained men who knew their way around a drekar.
 
    "Did you wish to sail in the 'Heart', Jarl? I can make her ready in a few days."
 
   "No Erik, we have finished with her. How are the new ship's boys?"
 
   He scowled, "They prefer to play rather than work."
 
   Haaken laughed, "A little like you and Snorri when you were ship's boys?"
 
   He had the good grace to laugh, "You are right."
 
   "Is she sound, still?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl. Bolli himself looked at her bottom. There is no worm and little weed. We are just clearing the last of it and then we will smear it with Aiden's magic!"
 
   Aiden had found a substance which, when applied to the hull, slowed down the accumulation of weed which slowed down many a drekar. It meant I had the fastest long ship in these or any waters. "Then we will continue to speak with Pasgen."
 
   Pasgen had seen us as we approached his walls. He had a soundly built fort. Because of his success many of his people now lived, as they did at Cyninges-tūn, outside his walls but his watchtower would warn of any danger and they could easily shelter within its walls. 
 
   "It is good to see you Jarl. What brings you here?"
 
   "I came to see my long ship and I was curious about our visitors from On Corn Walum. The ones who left seven nights ago."
 
   His face showed surprise. "They left but yesterday, Jarl Dragon Heart. They sailed on the evening tide."
 
   My curiosity was aroused, "Did they have to wait for their ship then?"
 
   "No, Jarl, it left them here and then returned a few days later. We did good business providing them with supplies. They were quiet but paid well. Your visitors returned yesterday."
 
   "Our visitors left us seven nights ago where did they go?"
 
   He shrugged and pointed across the estuary. "I know not Jarl Dragon Heart. They returned from the west all twenty of them."
 
   My warriors and I looked at each other. "Twenty? When they reached us there were but six men and two women."
 
   "It was two women and twenty men who left us to visit with you and twenty and two who returned yesterday."
 
   I did not like the sound of this. I had been deceived. "Were all the men armed? Were they warriors?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl. They hired four ponies. We thought they were for the ladies."
 
   "But they did not ride them did they?"
 
   "No, Jarl Dragon Heart. Did I do wrong?"
 
   "No Pasgen. They had every right to hire ponies but I would have preferred to know where they were on my land and it would have been polite to ask my permission.
 
   As we headed back to our home the four of us discussed the matter. Aiden was the first to voice his concerns. "I did not trust them and now I trust them even less."
 
   Cnut had this habit of defending others, "They may have gone hunting. We would have heard if they were up to mischief."
 
   Haaken shook his head, "The Jarl is correct it would have been polite, to say the least, to ask Jarl Dragon Heart's permission to do so, for he rules this land."
 
   I waved away that argument. I was not worried about them hunting some of my deer. "I think they were not hunting but scouting."
 
   Aiden nodded, "That makes sense to me too. But why? Their land is far from ours. Surely we are not a threat to them."
 
   "Do not forget those pirates we met. The men of On Corn Walum are sailors. Aiden ride back and ask Trygg and Siggi to keep a watch for the ships of the men of On Corn Walum."
 
   There was a nagging doubt now and it made an itch between my shoulder blades. In my experience when others took an interest in us then it normally resulted in danger at the very least. We would need to keep a close watch on our coasts. If they had been scouting then it might have been to make an attack. I could not fathom the reason but until the itch went away or I could scratch it then I would make sure that we watched our borders.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The itch lasted another month by which time the weather had worsened and winter had finally set in. Although we had no snow we had hard frost and when the temperature rose a little we had squalls of sleet and savage rain. I was happy to sit within my hall playing chess with Aiden. Inevitably he defeated me but I enjoyed the challenge of trying to get the better of him. My hall was cosy and my guards, Rolf and the other older warriors would occasionally join us to drink ale and watch the dragons in the fire. Rolf had served me for many years. The wound which stopped him leading my warriors had been well earned. He was still a good leader but he could no longer be a good warrior. You needed to be fast and strong to survive. He was strong but his lack of speed would put him at a disadvantage. I was happy for him to see out his years in my hall. He had served me well. The first month of winter was better than I could have hoped and we talked of old times and old friends.  When that time ended it marked the coming of a long dark night.
 
   We had kept a small boat at the southern end of the water. Arne the Fishermen lived with his wife and two sons there. Dwelling close to the outflow from the Water they were able to gather fish either with the boat, or at stormier times, with a net. I had had the boat built for him so that he could get messages to us at the north. He had lived there since Wiglaf had sent his killers to capture my sword some time earlier. The arrangement appeared to work.
 
   Its value was shown when Osbert raced unannounced into my hall and disturbed us. "Jarl, it is Arne and his son. They are heading here."
 
   I looked at Aiden who closed his eyes briefly. He frowned and then, as he opened his eyes, he said, "The spirits are troubled, Jarl, but I cannot see the danger."
 
   "But you know there is danger. Osbert, get my armour." While Aiden and Osbert raced to perform my bidding I went down the slope to the side of the Water and the small jetty we had built there.
 
   Arne's voice drifted over to me, "Jarl, it is Úlfarrston. It is under attack!"
 
   He did not need to land. "Get over to my son and tell him to arm our men. I will be there shortly."
 
   Arne nodded. The wind was blowing from the east bringing flecks of snow with it. He would fly across the Water. His son Arne Arneson was as good a sailor as his father and he leaned out over the side to get extra speed across the Water. This was danger. Our friends at Úlfarrston were better warriors than they had been but they were not strong enough to withstand raiders like we were. If this was a Viking raid then he could be in trouble.
 
   My leather byrnie, which I wore beneath my mail, was ready as I entered my hall. Rolf had heard the commotion and joined me. As he and Osbert helped me to don my armour I told him Arne's news. "Keep my men here and arm them. Send a boy to warn those farmers on this side of the Water that there may be danger. It may be a good idea to bring them within my walls."
 
   "And Windar's Mere?"
 
   I shook my head, "It might be a waste of a rider. I wish to find out how many men attack our friends first."
 
   Aiden returned. He did not wear mail but he had a leather byrnie. We had learned its value when he had been taken captive. He cocked his head to one side. "Think you it is the men of On Corn Walum?"
 
   I had not thought of that but he was right. Their suspicious behaviour when they had left had made me uneasy for a while. The worry had abated slightly but this news fanned the flames. "I am not sure. They have been mighty quick if it is but we waste time in idle speculation." Once I had wrapped my wolf cloak around my shoulders I was ready. I carried Ragnar's Spirit and my seax. They were the only weapons I would need. Others had saddled our horses and we galloped around the Water. I was thankful that there was no snow and we made good time. The dark clouds around Olaf's head made him look as though he was wreathed in smoke. I hope it was not a sign.
 
   Haaken and Cnut had organised my Ulfheonar and Wolf Killer had readied his men. We had sixty warriors. As I dismounted my son came to me. "I will leave six men to guard the halls."
 
   "Make it twelve." He gave me a surprised look. "This may be a ruse to lure us from Cyninges-tūn. Have your people come within the walls." He nodded, "I had said, 'your people' for he needed to take on that responsibility. "Snorri, Bjorn the Scout, take ponies and ride hard to see where the danger lies."
 
   They waved and ran. Both were my best scouts and neither needed unnecessary instructions. Aiden and I would ride our small horses as would Wolf Killer but we would fight on foot. I waited impatiently while my son took his leave from Elfrida. My daughter put a thin white hand on mine, "Take care, father. I am sorry I did not see this."
 
   I smiled, "It may be nothing. Perhaps Pasgen saw a drekar and feared for his life." Even as I said it I did not believe it. Pasgen did not frighten easily. If the message was that he was under attack then there were enemies close by. I turned to Aiden, "Prepare your potions here and help with the defence. This may be a drekar raiding or it may be something more serious."
 
   He nodded, "I will speak with Kara. Perhaps we can communicate with the spirits if we work together." Kara seemed to have lost her powers of late. I knew that Aiden was as concerned as she was.
 
   The nights were closing in earlier these days and the light was already fading as we neared the end of the Water. I knew from experience that raiders liked to attack at dawn. That made sense. It would have taken that length of time to get a message to us. I hoped that the people of Úlfarrston had managed to get behind the secure walls. We had built the walls strong enough to withstand at least a three day assault. Unless these raiders had prepared well they would not have brought siege engines and there were few trees big enough to make into a ram close by.
 
   Bjorn the Scout met us just a mile from where my drekar was resting. Erik rode double with him. "It is a raiding party who came with three ships."
 
   "Norse?"
 
   "No, Jarl. These are the tubby boats the Hibernians, Welsh and Saxons use. We have not seen much mail."
 
   Erik pointed to the west. "I saw fires to the west. There are settlements there. We took 'Heart' out into the middle of the river." 
 
   "Good, you have done well." I turned, "Sigtrygg, take ten Ulfheonar and head west see if any people remain and kill any raiders."
 
   He nodded and led his chosen men off. Cnut shook his head, "We may need all the Ulfheonar we can get."
 
   The last of Arturus' men had just arrived and my son was organising them. I knew what Cnut inferred; my son's men were not my elite. That was true but my Ulfheonar grew smaller each time we fought. They were hard to replace. Already we were down to just twenty of us. "Wolf Killer and his men will soon need to shoulder the burden of defending our land. If these were Norse we faced then I might worry. As it is we shall see." I waved over my son. "It is not Norse. Sigtrygg seeks any who are rampaging. It is down to our men to deal with these raiders. There are three boats of them." I turned to Bjorn the Scout. "Does Snorri watch them?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl. They have burned the huts which were outside the walls and were trying to fire the wooden walls when we left."
 
   I nodded. Then we had time. The sea soaked walls would be hard to burn and there was plenty of water within the walls. "Then let us go. Bjorn the Scout, take Erik and find their ships. Use Erik's boys and discover if we can take them." Once more Cnut shook his head. Bjorn the Scout was one of my best and most experienced warriors. Cnut was a good warrior but he was no leader. Bjorn the Scout could do a better job than one of the other warriors who had less experience than he had.
 
   I gave my horse to Erik and hefted my shield around. I led my men at a steady trot down the track, through the forest to Úlfarrston. I smelled the burning before I saw the glow in the distance. As we neared Úlfarrston I began to hear the chants and calls of the raiders. I detected Hibernian and Welsh words although I could make no sense of what they were saying. That was an alliance I had not seen before. Even before I saw them I was calculating their numbers. Three ships such as the ones they were using could hold up to forty warriors. They seemed not to mind overcrowding. That meant that we would, in all likelihood, be outnumbered. I knew that Pasgen and his men, while not warriors such as we, would be able to give a good account of themselves. Timing would be all.
 
   I halted us while still in the shelter of the forest. Úlfarrston was just four hundred paces away. The ground sloped towards the river and I saw their three ships. Two were beached while the third rode in the centre of the estuary. A handful of men guarded them. There looked to be a hundred warriors. The fact that they had Welsh with them meant that they had archers. I saw flights soaring over the walls. We had not brought our own bows. I now regretted that.
 
   I turned to my men. "Wolf Killer, make a wedge and charge the heart of the enemy." He nodded, appreciative of the honour I did him. "Ulfheonar, we will attack those closest to the gates. If we can relieve the pressure there then Pasgen might be able to aid us. They have Welsh archers. Be careful."
 
   My wedge was a pathetically small one. There were just eight of us. I led; Haaken and Cnut were on my shoulders and the other five brought up the rear. We would have no weight behind us but we would have surprise. Then Snorri appeared from nowhere and stood next to Haaken. He said, "They have slaughtered all those who were outside the walls." He paused, "Women and children." I felt my heart harden. Normally women and children were reserved for the slave market. It was not much of a life but it was a life. Whoever led these was making a statement; he was trying to instil fear into the men of Úlfarrston.
 
   Arturus and his larger wedge began to trot towards the enemy. We were well trained in this manoeuvre. Poorly prepared warriors usually fell over when trying to run. We ran in a loose wedge formation. We were few enough to form ranks quickly. Although Wolf Killer had the place of honour for he would be attacking the bulk of their warriors, we would be attacking the best; those who assaulted the walls. As we moved from the dark of the woods we were in darkness while the raiders were highlighted by their own fires. It enabled us to cover two hundred paces before they were alerted to our presence. I had time to choose our targets. 
 
   They had thrown a makeshift bridge over the ditch. The ditch, I knew, would be filled with stakes and spikes. I would use that to our advantage. I spied a warrior who had deigned armour and was bare chested. He held a long sword and had a small shield. His helmet had a spike on the top. It was for show and to make him bigger. His long sword would be hard to wield one handed and his shield was more a buckler than a shield such as mine. I would go for him.
 
   As we ran I said, "We go for the leader, Cnut, I want those on your side pushing into the ditch. Let the stakes do their work."
 
   "Aye, Jarl!"
 
   Now that we were in action then Cnut was as committed as any warrior. He had left his doubts in the forest. They had still to see us but Wolf Killer and his wedge had been spotted and I heard the consternation from my left. I did not look. I did not need to. My son and his men were well trained. We needed to free up the men of Úlfarrston to aid us. As we closed, as yet unseen, I speculated on their reaction when they saw us. All of us wore a cloak made of a wolf skin. The head was draped over our helmets and our eyes were painted with the blood of beetles. They would not see Vikings, they would see wolves!
 
   Two raiders saw us and raised the alarm. As soon as we were seen I let out a howl. My Ulfheonar took it up and I saw the terror on the faces of the men who were now just fifty paces from us. We tightened our ranks and covered the last few paces in a short time. Those before us helped us by running back to their leader. It slowed down their attempts to defend themselves. 
 
   I punched my shield into the face of the terrified warrior who tried to bring his spear around. The leader brought his long sword over and I barely had time to bring Ragnar's Spirit up to block it. His sword slid down my helmet and off my mail. It had been a hard blow but my helmet, sword and mail were stronger than his sword which I saw was bent a little. His balance would be off. I heard screams as Cnut and two of my men pushed raiders into the death filled ditch. My shield was held tightly against my chest and before the long sword could be raised again I smashed the boss of my shield against his hand. He was strong but I knew he was hurt. I gave him no chance to recover and slid Ragnar's Spirit deep into his midriff and out of his back. I felt it grate along his spine and I twisted the edge. He screamed in pain. I ripped my sword out and saw his entrails following. His eyes rolled into his head and he died. A sword clattered into my shoulder and I swung my sword horizontally. It sliced a long red line across the warrior's stomach. As he tried to hold in his guts I pushed him backwards into the ditch.
 
   My Ulfheonar were around me in a protective circle. "We have cleared the bridge, Jarl. Are you hurt?"
 
   "No, Haaken, but my mail will need work. Form up for we go to the aid of my son."
 
   I could see that Arturus' wedge had been surrounded. His men now had a shield wall and were fighting desperately. There were just eight of us but the enemy we saw had their backs to us. "Wedge!" 
 
   I slid my sword back into its sheath and picked up a spear. I put my seax in my left hand. When we closed with them it would be close in work. 
 
   "Ulfheonar!"
 
   The enemy were just thirty paces from us and we did not have far to run. I pulled back my arm as we approached and punched with the spear as hard as I could. It was a good strike and I speared two men. The long weapon went through one man's back and into the side of another. I dropped the spear and took the short seax from my left hand. All before me were enemies. Bare flesh meant an enemy and my seax was sharp enough to shave with. I stabbed to my left and as I withdrew the bloodied weapon slashed across the midriff of the warrior who had turned to face me. This was not war for the men we fought were bandits and brigands. They had not spent hours practising and honing their skills. They were chancers; they were men who preferred to strike in the night. I took the blow from an axe on my shield, dropped to one knee and tore up into the groin of a warrior who tumbled to the ground screaming.
 
   As I stood I howled again and it was taken up by my men. Eerily it was echoed from our right and the raiders began to look at each other. They had expected to fight farmers and fishermen and now they faced wolves. It was too much for some and they broke. The moment the pressure lessened Wolf Killer and his beleaguered men took the opportunity to reform their ranks and charge again. The decisive moment came when Sigtrygg brought another wedge into the left flank of the raiders. They broke and we tore into them as they tried to flee back to the safety of their ships!
 
   They had the advantage that they had no armour and could run faster. We had weary arms and legs but we ran after them anyway. I heard a roar from behind me as the gates of Úlfarrston opened and Pasgen led an angry mob of villagers who were eager to get at these raiders. As I ran a hand clutched at my leg and I stumbled; as I fell my seax plunged into the chest of the warrior who had tried to stop me. I rose and sheathed my seax. It was time for Ragnar's Spirit to hew these warriors' limbs. Already one of the ships was pulling away from the shore. The second one looked to be covered in something alive as Wolf Killer led his men aboard. I stopped at the bank of the river. Behind me I heard screams as the people of Úlfarrston fell upon those either wounded or slow. The two ships which headed south rode high in the water. They had barely one crew between the two of them. I turned to shout for prisoners and realised that I was too late. The only ones who remained were my warriors and Pasgen's men.
 
   I took off my helmet and felt the cold air begin to cool me. Bjorn the Scout and Erik wandered up. Their clothes and their weapons were bloody. Bjorn the Scout nodded, "We killed their sentries but we could not reach their ships."
 
   I pointed to the one boat which remained, "It matters not. Wolf Killer captured one and we might learn more of their origin."
 
   Snorri had taken off his helmet. "I heard both Welsh and Irish spoken Jarl but they had only one leader."
 
   "Was he the one I slew?"
 
   "No, Jarl; he had a mail shirt. His shield bore a crude dragon design. I think he was Welsh."
 
   That puzzled me. We had many allies amongst the Welsh. We had helped the King of Dyfed to defeat the men of Mercia. There were, however, a number of kingdoms in Wales. This might not have been sanctioned by a king. "Collect the weapons and their treasures. Let us see if Aiden can fathom out where they came from. Cnut, see to our wounded. I will board this ship."
 
   My son was waiting for me. He, too, had taken off his helmet. He looked grim. "I lost five warriors to these animals."
 
   I nodded. It was hard to lose any warriors but that was inevitable. "Did you take any prisoners?"
 
   He shook his head, "I am sorry but the blood was in my head."
 
   "I know but it would have been useful to learn where they came from. Let us board and search for maps and the like."
 
   "How will that help us? We cannot read their words."
 
   I smiled. My son still had much to learn, "I know but Aiden can tell us the language and then we will know from whence they came and, besides, they will have plotted their course from their homes."
 
   He shook his head, "I should have worked that out for myself."
 
   We found maps. There were four of them aboard the ship which showed that the raiders had come from the south. Even I could see that their language was Welsh but they had not marked their point of origin. The nearest we had was that they had passed the Dee at a town they called Caer. I knew that was Chester but the last time I had been in the area it had been ruled by Mercia. We could do little about them now. A revenge raid would have to wait until after the winter.
 
   "Erik, have a crew row this ship up the river to 'The Heart of the Dragon'. It will be a useful addition to our fleet."
 
   When I stepped ashore again Pasgen was there. He clasped my arm. "Thank you for coming so swiftly."
 
   I nodded, "Let us go within your walls and you can tell me all."
 
   As we returned I saw the devastation caused by the attack. Dismembered bodies lay scattered like leaves. The huts which had been burned were now charcoal rings with a family's life's possessions destroyed. "It was the sentries in our tower who saw them. They delayed sending a message to us for they thought that they might be traders. They were not long ships. They were almost upon us when they realised. I barely had time to send a runner to reach you before they swarmed ashore." He shook his head, "Many of my people were too slow and were caught before they could reach the safety of our walls." He closed his eyes at the memory. "We had to watch them being butchered like animals. We used our archers to halt them. They were not expecting that but it was heart breaking to watch them burning the homes of my people." He waved towards the river. "They even burned the fishing boats." 
 
   "We think that they came from the south; from the land of Cymru."
 
   He nodded, "We will have to watch more carefully in future."
 
   "I will have you a bell made for the tower. Your men should toll it whenever they think there is any danger. It is better to be safe than sorry. Have your people leave their homes as soon they hear it." He nodded, glumly. "It cannot help these but others might be saved in the future."
 
   We walked around his hall where those who had been wounded were being tended to. He shook his head in disbelief, "This is almost as it was before you came, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I knew he was not criticising me but it sounded as though he was. "We will punish them but it will have to wait until after the winter."
 
   He nodded, "I know. We should have built signal towers to let you know more quickly."
 
   "We can do that when the weather is better. You will need to make arrangements for your people. Winter is coming and many have no homes now." He looked despondent. "Now your people will see what kind of leader you are, Pasgen. I have no doubt that you will come through this stronger than before."
 
   He brightened a little, "It feels as though I have let them down."
 
   "You have not. This is a setback only."
 
   It was almost dawn by the time we reached our halls. I had been fortunate and lost none but Wolf Killer and his men carried back the bodies of their dead. They would be laid to rest with honour. My Ulfheonar had shown their worth. We had not lost a man. I was anxious to speak with Aiden and show him the map. His sharp mind might make a better deduction than mine had been. Kara had hot food and ale waiting for us. Before I ate I sought out Aiden, "Look at these maps and try to glean every scrap of information you can. I am going to the Water to cleanse my body of blood."
 
   I walked to the icy Water and stripped off. I stepped into the bone chilling grey water. It took my breath away. I forced myself to sink beneath its surface. I opened my eyes and held my breath. I could hear my heart beating in my head. I forced myself to stay there as long as I could. When I rose from the water I no longer felt cold and my head felt clear. The Water had driven all need for sleep from me. I rubbed myself dry with my kyrtle. I looked up and saw Kara walking towards me with a fresh one. 
 
   "The last thing we need, father, is for you to fall ill. Put this on."
 
   I did as she commanded, "The Water never takes my strength. It adds to it. You should know that."
 
   She nodded and picked up my mail. "I can see this is damaged. I will have Bjorn repair it. Come you need to eat."
 
   "And we need to talk."
 
   We went into Kara's hall. I always felt slightly intimidated in this bastion of women, my daughter smiled as she sensed my unease. She dismissed her women and we sat in her hall alone. 
 
   "Why did you not see the danger from the south, daughter? Are you losing your powers?"
 
   She looked worried and let out a sigh. "I know not. I sensed something but my thoughts were confused. I have not dreamed for some days."
 
   I was on delicate ground and I knew it. "You are no longer a girl. Perhaps you are changing into a woman grown."
 
   She suddenly brightened. "Of course, Angharad told me that I would become weaker before I became stronger. She gave me medicine to help the change."
 
   "The change?"
 
   "Yes, father. Snakes and lizards shed their skins. While they do so they are vulnerable. Angharad gave me a potion to speed up the process. I am becoming a more powerful volva. My body and my mind are changing. You will soon have me back to my full powers. Until then you will have to rely on Aiden."
 
   I nodded and touched the blue stone which hung from around her neck. "Could we use this to enhance his powers?"
 
   "It would not hurt but I had best stay away from Aiden. I would not like the changes in my body affect his. Sadly he is a man and will not undergo the changes I am enduring. Perhaps the blue stone will help him." She looked sad, "I miss my mother's dreams. I have not spoken with her for some time."
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   We tightened our defences even as the harsh cold of winter took hold. We had learned, long ago, to lay in as much wood and kindling as we could and to salt as much meat as possible. Now we also made our homes and our walls stronger. I was lucky there. I still had many single Ulfheonar who lived in my warrior hall as well as the garrison of Rolf and his old men. Walls still surrounded my hall and my building and so we made them stronger and added new towers while we could. Next time there was danger then my daughter and Arturus' family could shelter there. I would feel happier then. It had not been Vikings and it had not been the men of On Corn Walum who had attacked us. I had been wrong but this attack by opportunists had been a warning; a warning which we would heed. Bjorn cast a bell for Pasgen. He used our own iron and copper to do so. It was not a large bell but we would hear it.
 
   By Yule there was no movement across my land. The mountains and the meres were locked in the icy white grip of winter. This, however, was no wolf winter. The Water did not freeze and we were able to hunt in the month of the wolf. My son had four candidates for the Ulfheonar. Bjorn the Scout and Snorri had tested the many who wished to become the best of the best but in the end there were just four left. The final trial was the wolf hunt. They would have to kill their own wolf. Once that was done they would be Ulfheonar. I had done this so many times that I no longer enjoyed hunting myself but I would go with the six of them to gauge how they reacted in dangerous situations. The wolf hunt was dangerous. As Ulfheonar we respected the wolf more than hated it. The qualities of the wolf were the ones we desired in ourselves: a ferocious fight, a defender of a family and an animal which would fight for his fellows even to death. The month of the wolf was a good time to hunt for wolves. They had cubs and the cold seemed to affect their sense of smell. It was a ritual we held each year as young warriors tried to join the small group of elite warriors who served me. Many failed this test. It would not be easy for them.
 
   The six of them awaited me before dawn. Ulf Bjornson was one of our smith's sons. He had tried to work as a smith and was incredibly powerful but he did not have the heart for such work. His father did not want a smith working for him who was not as passionate about his trade as he was. I think he was secretly pleased that his son had chosen to follow me. Ulf was the envy of the others for his sword, armour and helmet were already the equal of my richer warriors. He had the strength but did he have that extra special quality which he would need to be an Ulfheonar?
 
   Siggi the Silent was an orphan. His parents had been killed in the Wolf Winter and only he and his two brothers had survived. Sadly his elder siblings died a month later of the coughing sickness. The shock had been so great that he ceased to speak the day they both died. His voice died with his brothers. He communicated using his hands but only his friend, Magnus Redbeard, could fully understand him. It was fortunate that Magnus had also passed his tests and he would be the third candidate.
 
   The fourth to attempt the test was Harald Long Legs. He was a tall, willowy youth with the longest legs I had ever seen. He was incredibly fast when running but I had my doubts about him. He would stand above my warriors in a shield wall and would be an easy target for enemy archers. I also worried about his strength in the wedge. My two scouts were adamant that he would be a valuable addition to the Ulfheonar. I trusted their judgement. It was now in the hands of the gods.
 
   It was even more momentous when Snorri told us that they would be hunting on the slopes of Olaf's mountain. We had never had wolves there before but Snorri had seen their tracks. It made the hunt even more meaningful. Our four candidates would be hunting under the watchful eyes of the spirit of Olaf the Toothless. I sensed their nerves as we made our way west towards the slopes of the mountain. The hunt would also, if successful, make life in the village safer. Wolves sometimes took young children as well as animals.
 
   I wore mail under my wolf cloak for I had hunted wolves before. My son still had the name Wolf Killer to show how close he had come to death on the slopes of the Lough Rigg. I did not take my bow; instead I trusted to my boar spear. I had seen wolves trying to eat the spear which had mortally wounded them. I also wore mittens made from squirrel fur on my hands. Perhaps I was getting old; time was I would not have noticed the cold.
 
   We used the track which wound up the slope in order to save time. We would not find wolves there but with the short days we needed to use every moment of daylight we could and we were able to walk up the trail in dawn's early light without any danger. Snorri had found the tracks just above the Blue Water half way up the mountain. The water looked as though it was poison but we had drunk before from it. It tasted of metal but it did not harm and Bjorn swore that it tempered swords better than the Water of Cyninges-tūn. The wolves also found it palatable for we found their tracks leading away to the summit. There had been no further snowfall and the hard frost had made the tracks, although a day old, easy to see.
 
   Snorri led with the four young warriors following. Bjorn the Scout and I brought up the rear. We were now following the tracks made by the wolves and we were off the well worn trail. Now we could be attacked. When females had cubs then the whole pack became that much more ferocious and protective. We would not interfere unless one of the young men looked to be in danger. That would, of course, mean that he had failed the test. I worried that Harald Long Legs would be the one who would not succeed. I also worried about Siggi the Silent. How could he shout for help? Perhaps we would only return with two successful Ulfheonar. 
 
   I was, however, impressed by their skills thus far. Each walked in the steps made by Snorri. When we were in enemy territory this would disguise our numbers. I also saw that they each had an arrow nocked. Their eyes scanned the land on either side in case of a surprise attack. So far they were doing all that I could have expected. Of course there was little danger yet. The land before us suddenly blossomed into light as the sun climbed over the Hawk's Head to the east. Snorri's sharp eyes and keen sense of smell detected something and he held his hand up. I smiled as the four young warriors spread out in a defensive half circle before Bjorn the Scout and me. Bjorn the Scout turned to me and nodded approvingly.
 
   Snorri pointed to a small pile of rocks and some scrubby undergrowth; it was some hundred or so paces above us. The wind was coming from the west and even I detected the pungent smell of wolf. I could not see but I guess it must be the entrance to a cave. It was just the sort of place wolves would choose. They liked the dark for their dens.
 
   Snorri stepped to one side. It was now up to the four who wished to be Ulfheonar. I had not had to endure this when I had killed my first wolf. I had been much younger than they were and I was defending Old Ragnar. Then I had had no time to think; here the four of them had to work as a team and then each would kill their own wolf. It would not be easy. Snorri nocked his bow as did Bjorn the Scout. I pulled my shield around from my back. I felt a sudden cold flash as I did so. The cold was biting. I trailed my spear on the ground and I walked slowly behind the four youths who were moving stealthily towards what they hoped was their prey.
 
   Dawn had not brought any warmth with the sun. The wind, which still came from the west and the north chilled me to my bones. None of the four had a helmet on. They needed all of their senses about them. They were just thirty paces from the muddle of prints which Snorri thought marked the entrance to the den. I caught a slight movement from my right. As I turned I saw a wolf leap towards Magnus Redbeard. He had quick reactions and he turned and released his arrow in one movement. It was well aimed and it plunged into the chest of the beast. The arrow did not kill it. He was quick thinking and he jammed his bow between the jaws of the wolf which tried to eat its way through it. He reached down and pulled out his seax. He ripped it up into the chest of the wolf and the flood of blood told us all that he had his kill.
 
   The death of the wolf seemed to be the signal for half of the pack to fall upon the four of them. Snorri, Bjorn the Scout and myself were thirty paces back and we all raced forward. There were just too many wolves for the four young men to deal with. Magnus threw the corpse of his dead wolf to one side and drew his sword. The other three all released their arrows. Harald was the only one who made a clean kill. He then quickly nocked an arrow and sent another to the wounded wolf which was trying to get at Siggi the Silent. I saw that Ulf was in trouble. It was a huge he wolf which had attacked him and Ulf's arrow, while it stuck out from the wolf's chest had failed to find a vital organ. It was his strength which was saving him. He was holding the wolf's jaws apart but he was being savagely raked by its legs. Soon the claws would find flesh and Ulf would die. 
 
   Bjorn the Scout and Snorri were running to the aid of the others and I ran up the slope. I pulled my boar spear back. I had already decided where I would strike; just behind its eye. I would plunge my spear into its brain. Even as I punched forward and felt the tip strike flesh I was being thrown to the ground by the she wolf who had leapt at me from behind a rock. Luckily my shield stopped her teeth from sinking into flesh but my hand was torn from the spear. The strike had been a good one and, as I fell backwards, I saw the wolf which was trying to kill Ulf slump to the ground as his seax ended its life.
 
   We crashed to the ground. This was a large wolf and the wind was knocked from me. I reached behind my shield and pulled out my seax. The fall had opened my chest and the wolf fell upon it and I saw her jaws as they widened. This was like a moment in combat which seemed to take forever. I brought my right hand up to hold her throat and it seemed to take an age as the teeth drew closer to my face. I still wore a helmet and I think that is what saved me. Her teeth ground on the metal. A wave of foetid breath washed over me and the wolf's slobber dripped into my mouth as I ripped my blade across her throat. A flood of warm blood washed over me and then her body slackened as she died. The slope of the mountain took her body from mine and I panted as I looked up at the sky.
 
   I could hear snarls and roars. I had no time to lie and thank the Allfather for my survival. I struggled to my feet just in time to see Magnus and Snorri sink their swords into the last of our attackers. More of the pack remained in the cave but they would not risk a second attack. I saw that all six of my comrades had been bloodied but they all stood and none appeared to have a life threatening injury. There were eight dead wolves. I nodded and shouted, "Ulfheonar!"
 
   The four youths grinned and joined Snorri and Bjorn the Scout in repeating the call. We would not risk the wolf howl. That would be tempting wyrd and the Norns just a little too much. I smiled. "Let us get these wolves down from the mountain before the rest decide to finish off what their brothers have started." I looked up at the mountain and shouted, "Thank you Olaf! You have saved us one again." I took my sword and ripped open the chest of the she wolf. I tore out its still warm heart and laid it on a rock. "Here, Olaf, one of your favourite meats; the heart of the wolf!"
 
   After we had picked up the beasts we descended and I heard a rumble of rocks in the distance. I smiled; it was Olaf's way of showing his gratitude. 
 
   The four new Ulfheonar were greeted like heroes when we returned to Cyninges-tūn. There was neither animosity nor jealousy from those who had not achieved their status. They would try again. The ones who had not been good enough for the wolf test would hone their skills. The success of these four merely fuelled the desire of the failures. Each one of the youths butchered their own wolf for they would need the skin. Unusually I did too for the cloak I wore was now old and did not keep out the rain as it once had. I would use it before my fire as a reminder of my youth and Ragnar.
 
   As I was skinning it Ulf sidled over to me. He said quietly but with a voice heavy with emotion. "Jarl Dragon Heart, I owe you my life. I would be dead but for your swift strike and then you, too, were nearly killed. I am your man unto death."
 
   I tried to put my arm around his shoulders; it reached half way. "We are brothers and we fight for each other. One day you will save my life."
 
   I went to my horse and slung the wolf skin over his rump. I had much work to do on the skin before it would become a cloak but I had some months before I would need it again. As I passed Bjorn the Scout and Snorri I saw that they were speaking with Siggi.
 
   "We know you cannot speak, Siggi, but can you whistle?" I knew that Bjorn the Scout was being kind.
 
   The orphan looked at them frowned. He shrugged.
 
   "Try." Snorri showed him how and Siggi screwed up his face as he watched and tried to copy. Amazingly a long pure note emerged and his face lit up. "There, you can practise over the winter and by the time we sail you can have a whole range of whistles."
 
   It was another mark of the acceptance into the Ulfheonar. My men were as one. We were a pack. We lived, fought and died as the wolves who skin we wore did. We were the Wolf Warriors.
 
   Although I had not planned on killing a wolf I was pleased that I had. For one thing the cloak I made was larger than the one I had retired and the head was bigger. This one was much easier to fit over my helmet. It also gave me something to occupy my hands during the long winter nights. I played chess, and lost, to Aiden and I worked on my cloak. Our other occupation was to discover how to harness the power of the blue stones. Aiden had a small one and I had the larger one on my pommel. Infuriatingly Angharad had not told Kara how to use the stones but Aiden gradually learned what to do to increase his power. His thoughts became clearer and his visions more accurate. We found that the closer they were to the Water the more Aiden could use his powers. When we discovered that he smiled his satisfaction. "That makes sense, Jarl, for the spirits of Olaf and your wife are here and close by."
 
   "That will not help us when we are away from here."
 
   "So long as we are close to water, whether the sea or meres then I can see further and sense more."
 
   As we walked back up to the hall stepping through the crisp white snow I asked, "Is there danger now? Kara has no power until she becomes a woman and I would not suffer as we once did."
 
   He closed his eyes and, touching both blue stones he chanted some strange words. After a while he opened his eyes and shook his head. "I can sense nothing but tomorrow we will light the fire in the sweat hut. That seems to enhance my powers too."
 
   And so began a ritual which lasted until winter was over. The two of us would go down to my sweat hut by the Water. While my Gladramenn spoke with the spirits I thought how similar this was to my life with Ragnar. I rarely saw my son; in many ways I had lost him to Elfrida. That was natural. Old Ragnar had lost Butar too but I now had another son. When he was not in a trance we spoke of our hopes and dreams for Cyninges-tūn and our people. That was a good winter. It had begun well and it ended well.
 
   Things changed at the end of Gói. It was not sudden; indeed the weather was so clement that green sprang from the ground quicker than we had ever known it. More lambs and calves were born than the farmers could remember and the pigs we had domesticated brought forth their first piglets and the beginning of our herds. We thanked the spirits and the gods. I think Kara felt guilty for she had had little to do with it. She came one evening, when the weather warmed a little to speak with Aiden and I about it.
 
   "Do you think I should travel to On Corn Walum and speak with Angharad? Perhaps she can speed up this change in me."
 
   Aiden shook his head, "I thought, Kara, that you were a woman already." He shrugged, "When I speak with your mother she thinks of you as a woman. Perhaps the priestess was mistaken?"
 
   Kara shook her head, "Oh no! Of that I am certain. She spoke of things only my mother knew and I feel more powerful since her visit. I am a woman but inside I have to change. This is not the finished volva you see before you. Angharad told me that I will see further and read minds better than any."
 
   I looked at Aiden and saw the question in his eyes, "Yet you have not spoken with the spirits since then."
 
   "I know father and that is because I am changing. When a butterfly emerges from its cocoon it had spent a long time without the power to move. I will be patient."
 
   "I will now answer your question. I would not have you travel to On Corn Walum. It is a long and perilous journey. This time of year often sees sudden storms and the waters twixt here and Corn Walum have many enemies. Besides Elfrida and our people need you. Soon Elfrida will be ready to give birth and Wolf Killer cannot help."
 
   She nodded, "Then, Aiden, I would have you seek my mother's advice. I have missed her."
 
   It was when I saw the distress on Kara's face that I truly understood what she was going through. Aiden promised that he would and, when she left, there was hope in her eyes. It is a sad fact that the Weird Sisters like to give us joy and then snatch it away in a heartbeat. The day after Kara's visit and before Aiden could do aught we discovered that the new bell Bjorn had made for Pasgen worked; we heard it tolling. This was no practice; this was danger. The Weird Sisters were spinning again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   We heard the bell, even on our side of the Water. Rolf and Aiden ran to meet me by the Water. "Did you dream?"
 
   He nodded, "There was danger. I saw ships and they were filled with warriors."
 
   "And where was in danger?"
 
   "I know not. They were far out to sea."
 
   "Rolf, I will send my family here for you to guard them and we will march to Úlfarrston. I fear the danger may yet come here."
 
   "Do not worry Jarl, we will protect your family. I will not let you down again."
 
   "You did not let me down when my wife and child died; that was the Gods."
 
   By the time we reached the other settlement my son, his men and the married Ulfheonar were all armed and ready to march. The bell had proved its worth. Even more welcome was the rider Pasgen had sent on a pony with a message from him.
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart, my master says that we saw three ships hove to off the coast when we awoke this morning. We armed and gathered the people inside but they sailed away when they heard the bell. They were not dragon ships."
 
   I felt relief that the danger had passed but something in the man's voice told me that he had not told me all. "And?"
 
   "And they sailed west. One of our ships sailed after them and said they headed along the coast, north."
 
   I looked at Aiden, "Then the dream you had was accurate."
 
   He nodded, "I wish that it were not."
 
   "Ride to Erik and have 'The Heart' of the Dragon' prepared for sea." As he ran off to find a horse I said, Kara, I want you, Elfrida and your women in my hall."
 
   "Why?" asked my son.
 
   "I will brook no argument. We know not where these raiders will land. It could be towards the west near the Roman fort or it could be at Thorkell's Stad. I cannot afford to leave any men here to guard this settlement." I nodded to Bjorn, "It will be up to my people to fight from the walls." I looked at Kara and Elfrida. "Rolf and my men can protect you."
 
   It was Kara who swayed the argument, "Father is right. I have no powers at the moment and we are vulnerable. Come sister, we will do as my father suggests." She laughed, "At least we can tidy his hall with all the men gone."
 
   "Wolf Killer, I want you to take half of the Ulfheonar and half of your men and head for the Roman fort at Hardknott. Take ponies with you and send to me if they have landed there."
 
   He began to tap men on the shoulder as he picked the ones he would take. "And where will you be, Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   "I will head north to Thorkell's Stad with the rest. They could come from either the north or the west. We need to cover both eventualities. Bjorn send a rider to Windar's Mere and warn them of the danger." I slung my shield over my back. "At least we know the road to the south is safe for Pasgen has bolted that door already."
 
   I saw that my son had left me with my new Ulfheonar as well as Snorri, Bjorn the Scout, Haaken and Cnut. He had only taken Sigtrygg of my older men. We marched towards the Rye Dale as quickly as we could. The ground was thankfully hard. Had it been muddy and wet then the journey might have taken us much longer. We knew that we could reach the river before nightfall if we kept up a steady pace.
 
   Haaken quizzed me as we marched. "If it is not Norse do you think it is the same ones who raided before Yule?"
 
   "I have neither Kara nor Aiden to give me second sight but I would guess that they must be either Welsh or Irish."
 
   "Not Saxon?"
 
   "Our Saxon enemy is Egbert and the journey for him would be a long one, even in summer. He would have to negotiate the land of On Corn Walum and we know that they do not care for the men of Wessex. When he defeats the men there then he will come. The Welsh and the Irish both have short journeys."
 
   "I would have thought they had learned their lesson the last time. They left behind a good ship and many men."
 
   "Perhaps they come for revenge but I am concerned that they sailed away. It is almost as though they wished Pasgen to see them. Perhaps it is a trick."
 
   He laughed, "You have been playing too much chess with Aiden and reading much into small actions. The tolling of the bell meant that they knew we were forewarned. They may have gone to Strathclyde."
 
   Haaken's words made sense but I could not rid my mind of this feeling that I had missed something important.
 
   We crossed the col and rested briefly. I peered north to see if I could spy any smoke. That would be a sign that the men who guarded the river and Thorkell's Stad were under attack. Einar was a good jarl and he was not easily panicked. If they attacked he could hold out until we reached him. We had descended the far side of the col and were passing the dale of Mungo when Snorri held up his hand, "Jarl, a rider is approaching!"
 
   My men went into a defensive circle with me in the centre. Those with bows nocked them and we waited for the rider. I was relieved when I saw it was Karl Thorkellson. He reined in, "Jarl Dragon Heart, Jarl Einar sent me. This morning three ships, he thinks they were either Welsh or Irish arrived at the mouth of the estuary. We called the men to arms and marched to meet them. Jarl Einar would have stopped them landing but they sailed west and then south. he thought you should know."
 
   "Thank the Jarl and tell him to stay alert. Loki and the Weird Sisters must be hatching a plan!" Now the feeling of dread drew my heart into my boots. We had been tricked. We had been drawn north! Why? my men looked at me. "We go back to Cyninges-tūn but we run. There is danger. Snorri, Bjorn the Scout, take the four new Ulfheonar. You have the swiftest legs and the keenest minds. Get to Rolf and my hall and warn them that they are in danger."
 
   The six of them loped off and were soon lost to sight. We would take hours longer than they would to cover the same distance. There was neither time nor breath for talking and we ran hard. I saw warriors gathered at the col. I took out my sword. I had no breath for words. My men needed no words and they emulated my action. To my relief it was my son. Gasping for breath I asked, "Have you met with Snorri?"
 
   He shook his head, "We reached the fort and the shepherds there said that they had seen three ships draw close to the shore and then sail north after a short time. We were coming to your aid."
 
   I had my breath and I shook my head, "It is a trick. They sailed to Thorkell's Stad and turned around. They are heading for Úlfarrston. They hope to have drawn us off and they have succeeded."
 
   Wolf Killer almost screamed, "Elfrida!"
 
   "I have sent Snorri and five others to get to Rolf. They should be able to reach them before the ships have landed at Úlfarrston and headed up to our home. Ships cannot fly!"
 
   "I like it not."
 
   "Neither do I."
 
   It was almost dark when we reached the head of the Rye Dale and my fears were realised when I saw the flames. Cyninges-tūn was on fire and, to the east was another fire; my home. Kara and Elfrida were in danger. I asked Odin to watch over them until I could reach them. 
 
   We needed no whips to make our men run. These were their homes. Cyninges-tūn was the closest and we ran for there first. When we reached it I expected to find a ruin surrounded by bodies. Instead I found Bjorn and the men dousing a fire. Kara's hall, which lay to the west of the others had been set on fire.
 
   "Who did this Bjorn?"
 
   He shook his head, "We know not. With your daughter and your women in your hall there was no one close by. The flames began a couple of hours ago. By the time we reached it the fire had taken hold and we could do little." He pointed east. "It was then we saw that your hall was on fire. Half of our men went there to see if they could offer help."
 
   "I fear that someone has a Greek mind and they have made us run around chasing ourselves. I dread to think what we shall discover when we reach my home."
 
   We were almost exhausted and yet we summoned up enough energy to run around the Water to my hall. It was a charred ruin; flames still licked around the buildings and the walls. It would need rebuilding. We discovered bodies some thirty paces from the walls. We would investigate them later. First I had to find my family and Rolf. When I saw Bjorn the Scout and Snorri walking towards me with Rolf hanging between them then I knew that we had come too late. The flames which burned still showed that Rolf was alive; but only just.
 
   "Jarl, we were tricked. That Priestess from On Corn Walum returned. She asked for her and her small party to be admitted and Kara said to allow them entry. When they did so warriors burst from the trees and they fell upon us. We fought but…" his head slumped and I thought he was gone. He raised it to say, "I am sorry…" and then he died. He was oathsworn until the end.
 
   I put my hand on his head, "Go to the Otherworld with honour my friend. You could have done no more."
 
   "Elfrida!"
 
   Snorri shook his head, "They are not here. All of the women," he looked at me, "have been taken. All of the men have been slaughtered. No one lives here now."
 
   It was as though a fog had lifted. I saw it all so clearly now. For some reason the High Priestess had wanted Kara. Perhaps she wished to harness Kara's power for her own ends. The attack against Pasgen and the decoy ships were all part of a vast plan. I knew that the warriors from On Corn Walum would be driving my family south and they would take ship. They would head to their home and Tintagel. I turned to my son. "Gather the men around us."
 
   Haaken asked, as the men formed a circle, "Could we catch them?"
 
   Bjorn the Scout shook his head. "They had horses of their own and they took every horse the jarl had. You can see the hoof prints." He pointed south. "They headed south down the Water."
 
   "There is little point in worrying about what is and is not. The Weird Sisters have spun and now it is our time. Haaken, salvage all that we can and then join us across the Water."
 
   "And the dead?" He looked at the forlorn bodies which lay around us. Osbert lay there this his shoulder almost severed from his body. In his hand he held a meat cleaver; he had died with the only weapon to hand.
 
   "We must see to the living. Those who live in Cyninges-tūn must honour our dead and, when we return, we can speak our words over their graves." He nodded and set to. "Wolf Killer, let us head back across the Water. We have much to do."
 
   We trudged rather than marched back to Cyninges-tūn. We were exhausted. No one spoke and I had time to picture the events in my mind. This Angharad was a clever woman or perhaps it was her brother. Then I knew, in my heart, without even seeing this Mark of Tintagel that it was the High Priestess. She was a powerful witch, a sorceress and this had all been carefully and meticulously planned. She must have landed her men and come towards the eastern side of the Water and avoided Pasgen's settlement. They could even have landed some days earlier. The more I thought about it the more likely I thought that to be. They had been watching us. Our departure and the movement of the women to Rolf's care would have been observed. Of course Kara would have admitted Angharad; had she not been an honoured guest once? She had ingratiated herself into Kara's heart. The fire at Kara's hall had been inspired. It drew any who might have aided Rolf to the west. I had no doubt that they were, even now, many miles to the south. Her ships would have sailed to the estuaries which poured into the sea along our south coast and they would leave from there. They would be safe in the knowledge that none of our drekar could pursue them. We were busy chasing phantoms. The raiders from Tintagel would have a head start but I would take our ships and follow them. Even if they sailed west to the edge of the world I would be on their trail. There was no corner of this earth where they would be safe. They would feel the wrath of my blade.
 
   As we entered Cyninges-tūn the only question which I could not answer was why? It seemed a long way to come for slaves and this had been an elaborate plan. They had not bothered to finish off the wounded. Rolf had been left alive; dying but alive. The women had all been taken and they had been given horses to ride. They were being cared for. Why? I would need to speak with Aiden and discover that reason.
 
   My son was also distracted. He shouted at his men as they gathered all that they might need for our voyage. Corn Walum was many leagues south of here and we would need supplies. I heard the anger in his voice. That was not good. You needed a cool head. I left him to organise that while I sought Bjorn Bagsecgson. His hands and his face were blackened with the soot from the fire. I told him of our loss and he shook his head. He put his ham of a hand on my shoulder, "It is like Hrams-a all over again, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "No Bjorn, for my family were then taken as slaves. This was not a slave raid and I doubt that my family will be abused but I cannot discern the plan yet." I pointed to my hall across the Water. "We must follow. Have our people buried with honour and I wish you to watch over Cyninges-tūn until I return."
 
   He nodded, "We will watch over the dead for you."
 
   "Send a message to Einar and to Windar telling them of this raid. Until we return they will have to watch the land. Tell them it is my wish that they protect our borders."
 
   "I know they will do so." He paused, "Jarl Dragon Heart, I know this is your family but take care. This has the Weird Sisters smell about it." He pointed to the blackened ruin of Kara's hall, "Even I, a blacksmith, can see that this was cunningly planned. It feels like the work of a witch. The people need you and your sword."
 
   I nodded, "And I need my family. Fear not, until we regain my women I will be as sneaky and as cunning as the winter fox but when I have them then the men of On Corn Walum will see the anger and the wrath of the wolf!"
 
   My son was keen to be away. I think he thought we might catch them before they took ship. He was mistaken and I still had tasks to complete. I sought out Scanlan. He had been a Saxon slave but now was steward of Cyninges-tūn. He too looked distraught. His wife Maewe had almost brought up Kara and it was only luck that had kept her in Cyninges-tūn. She would normally have been with Kara but Kara had not taken all of her women. She had taken Seara, her old nurse and the three girls we had rescued from Jorvik. "Scanlan, I leave with my ships and we seek my family. I leave Bjorn to protect my people but you must make sure we prosper still. Ensure that the iron is still mined and crops sown. We must not make this tragedy become a disaster."
 
   He shook his head, "How can you think of others, Jarl, when your daughter and son's wife are in such danger?"
 
   "Because I am Jarl and all of you are my responsibility."
 
   "We will prosper, fear not."
 
   As I wrapped my new wolf cloak around my shoulders and led my men south to Úlfarrston I glanced east at my old hall smoking in the early light of dawn. My old cloak was gone. Every memory of my wife Erika was burned. The furniture she had made. The lace I had brought her from Frankia; all were but a memory. My old life was gone. All that I had were what I carried with me now. As we passed the Water a voice entered my head; it was Erika's. 'All that you have is now in your heart, my husband. Our daughter lives still but she is in danger.'
 
   I took comfort from the words. My wife's spirit watched over my land yet.
 
   'The Heart of the Dragon' was riding in the estuary along with 'Josephus'. Aiden and Erik had done well. Pasgen came to meet us when our column of men snaked from the forest. The three of them joined me and I was able to tell them all the events of the last day and night at the same time. Pasgen looked the most upset. "I have been used! I am sorry Jarl! Had I not sent the message then your family would be safe."
 
   "No, Pasgen. There is a serpentine mind at work here. When Siggi and Trygg return from their voyage then tell what has happened. They need to report all that they see."
 
   He nodded, "You will sail to On Corn Walum?"
 
   "I will. Mayhap we shall catch them on the seas."
 
   Erik shook his head, "The sea is a vast and empty room, Jarl. It is harder to find another ship than to count the stars in the heavens. If we do find them then it will be wyrd."
 
   "We must not lose hope, Erik Short Toe. For if we despair then our minds will not be sharp and our enemies will have won. We believe we will find them before they reach Tintagel. If not then we will believe that we can assault their castle and rescue our family."
 
   "Aye Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "Are we ready to sail?"
 
   "We are."
 
   "Wolf Killer, when you have crewed your oars send your extra men to 'The Heart of the Dragon'. We will make sure that both drekar have enough warriors on board."
 
   "Aye father." He paused, "Elfrida…"
 
   "Elfrida and your unborn child will be safe." I took a deep breath. "They would not have taken a woman with child unless they needed her. We would have found her body if not. She will be safe."
 
   My son was sharp, "Until they have reached their home and then… Who knows? Why have they taken them?"
 
   "I know not but put that thought from your mind. It can serve no purpose save to distract you. We will find Kara, Elfrida and the others. That is our sole purpose." I saw his face harden with determination. "Aiden, have you charts in case we are separated?"
 
   Aiden shook his head, "I only have one but I will make you a copy and, when time permits I will give it to you." He looked at my son's' captain, "Tintagel is on the north coast of On Corn Walum. It is a high fortress on a rock attached to the land by a bridge. The Norns have set us a mighty challenge!"
 
   "And we will show them that the Ulfheonar and Wolf Killer's' warriors are up to such a challenge!"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   As we rowed south, keeping a steady pace, set by Cnut, it helped the warriors to bond and to get used to the benches once more.
 
   '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'
 
   The words were almost hypnotic. Cnut was keeping a steady rhythm as the wind was in our favour. We knew that our drekar were both faster than the three ships we pursued. We had that in our favour. There was a chance, despite Erik's words, that we might catch them. The men rowed until Erik nodded to Cnut and then they took a rest. The two knew the strength of our men and Erik nodded to Cnut after a suitable time and he began them rowing again. Cnut and Erik were both experienced. They worked as a team. I was largely superfluous. The men would not become exhausted for we might need to fight and the two of them kept an eye on the warriors, especially the new ones.. I stood at the stern with Erik and Aiden studying the charts. Aiden and I were trying to get into the mind of our adversary and that was hard for she was not a warrior; she was a woman and a witch at that.
 
   We were sailing close to the coast. It was the most direct route south. Erik looked at me, "Would you have us risk the straits at Menai?"
 
   "Until we see them we must try to get as far south as we can. The alternative is to sail around Ynys Môn and that brings us close to Mann and Hibernia. It is also a longer voyage. The straits can save us half a day."
 
   "The safer course around Ynys Môn may be the course they have chosen."
 
   "In that case Aiden, it is a better reason to risk Menai for we would get ahead of them."
 
   Aiden closed his eyes. "I fear it may bring danger."
 
   I pointed beyond the horizon, to the south. "But it brings us closer to Wyddfa and that is where my family lived. I feel the mountain will protect us."
 
   Erik nodded, "Then the men can stop rowing for it is a tricky gap through which to sail and we may need their arms if we are attacked."
 
   He was right and I knew that I was taking a risk. The Welsh who lived on either side of the Straits protected that waterway fiercely. I had thrown the bones and we would see which way they fell. I smiled to myself. My life was a circle and each time I thought I had broken free I returned to the same point. My life had begun when I had been taken as a slave. That had turned out to be the best thing in my life and I had met Ragnar and become a warrior. My family had been kidnapped from Mann and Aiden had entered our lives, as a captive and a slave. That had brought me into contact with my past and now my family had been taken again. Would this be the tragedy in my life from which I did not recover or would there be a twist? Was I destined to sail the seas seeking my family? Would the Norns have something else planned? 
 
   My hand slipped to the pommel of my sword and I felt warmth emanate from it. We were nearing Wyddfa and there its power was at its zenith. There was still hope. Wyrd.
 
   The rowers enjoyed the rest from rowing but for Aiden and I we had more planning to do. We had to work out how to get to Tintagel in case we did not find the three ships. Aiden shook his head. I could see his face from the light we had hung from the steer board to show my son where we were. "The Romans did not know of this Tintagel and I have had to make an informed guess about its position from what Angharad and her men said. I did find some writings from the books we took from the monastery in Dyfed. The castle is built atop a rock which juts from the sea and is reached by a bridge from the land. I know roughly where it is but I know not how to assault it."
 
   "First we find it and then we take it." Aiden nodded, "You tell Erik our course and, when we stop, then give the charts with its location marked to the captain of the 'Josephus'. It is a long journey and we may be separated."
 
   Aiden rolled up the map and returned it to its case. It would keep it dry. The charts were like gold to us. Without them we would sail over the edge of the world. I lay back against the wood of my drekar and closed my eyes. I did not think I would sleep but I had to get my mind organised. This would not be like rescuing Aiden from a place we knew well. We had six women to find, rescue and bring home from a place we had yet to find. The fact that Elfrida was with child complicated matters too. I opened my eyes and saw my Ulfheonar staring at me as they rested on their benches. They would follow me to the edge of the world; that I knew. This voyage would bring us close to there.
 
   Haaken smiled and said, "Sleep, Jarl Dragon Heart. Aiden and Erik can watch. We will need to be refreshed when we strike the coast of Cymru."
 
   "You are right, Haaken One Eye."
 
   He chuckled, "Do not worry, I will keep an eye on you!"
 
   I closed my eyes and pulled my cloak tightly about my body. The motion of the ship and the fact that I had been awake for more than a day took their toll and I was soon asleep. Perhaps it was the proximity of Wyddfa or that the spirits were disturbed but whatever the reason I dreamed. It was the first time in a long time.
 
   We sailed through tall cliffs which towered over us. The seas were stormy and cascaded over the dragon prow, drenching my rowers. There were high crests and deep troughs in the wild seas and the waves drove us towards the cliffs. No matter how much we fought our drekar was being driven inexorably towards a rocky end. One enormous wave seemed to pick us up and throw us at the cliff wall. The boat shattered into a thousand pieces and I found myself falling. Suddenly a hand came from above me and I grasped it. It was Kara! I heard my son shouting and I looked down; his hand reached for me as he sank beneath the grey, white flecked waves and into the savage teeth of the rocks below. When I looked up Kara's face had gone and had been replaced by that of Angharad! The witch laughed maniacally as she begin to prise my fingers one by one from her grasp. Behind her I saw Elfrida tied to a stake and screaming. The witch was laughing as my last finger and my thumb were opened and I fell. Her face seemed to follow me down and she was screaming with laughter. I shouted, "I will see you in the Other World, witch!" Blackness overwhelmed me.
 
   I felt a jolt and I opened my eyes. Aiden and Haaken were holding my arms and staring wild eyed at me. Aiden said, "Jarl you were dreaming. You tried to throw yourself over the side of the drekar! Had we not held you then you would have drowned for we would not have been able to stop for you." He pointed to the sail which was billowing full and hard.
 
   Erik said, "As soon as we drew close to the straits the storm began and you started to dream." He shook his head, "It is witchcraft."
 
   I nodded, "There you are right but we will talk of this when we have negotiated the straits! You are captain but we need the sails reefing!"
 
   He nodded and waved to his ship's boys. The three of them raced towards the mast. They would not be enough. "Siggi the Silent, Harald Long Legs, help the boys!"
 
   My two new Ulfheonar nodded and ran to the shrouds. None of us wore mail when sailing and the two young warriors began to out climb the lithe and agile boys. Erik cupped his hands and shouted. "Do not reef it completely. We need to keep our way! Cnut, have the oars run out! I will need every bit of skill I can manage." He looked to the heavens, "Master Josephus, guide my hand this day!"
 
   Had it been night time I fear we would have crashed on to the rocks but it was merely late afternoon and the pale light shone on the rocks to our left. "Aiden, help Erik!"
 
   I sat on the bench next to Haaken. He was on the side closest to Wyddfa and he would need help. He laughed, "If we survive this, Dragon Heart, then tell me your dream for this has all the makings of a fine saga!"
 
   "If we survive this then that will be enough for a saga!"
 
   The short passage was a nightmare as terrifying as the dream I had had but there was one consolation. The storm prevented the Welsh from hurling stones and missiles at us. No one could stand on the shore to our left and we were too far from Ynys Môn for the men we saw to hit us. They stared at us and shook their fists as we raced through the narrow channel which separated the island from the mainland. It had been some years since I had rowed and I felt the burning between my shoulder blades as the effort began to hurt. I knew that the others were suffering as I was but none of us could relent. We would crash into the rocks unless we kept the same rhythm. 
 
   I saw a smile appear on Erik's face and Aiden shouted, "We are almost escaped from this witch's trap! I can see clear water!"
 
    Within a short time we were able to breathe again as the land on both sides receded. I could see the low clouds masking the tops of the mountains to our left. I could not see Wyddfa's summit but I knew it was there. The witch had used the power of the mountain to bring near disaster to us. Was she close? I knew nothing any more. With darkness coming Erik was keen to find shelter. Aiden pointed to the south west. "There is an island there. Remember Jarl? They have many sea birds and there is a safe shelter."
 
   I nodded, "And a monastery but we shall leave the monks alone this night. I just want my drekar to be still!"
 
   We reached the island the Cymri called, Ynys Enlii, just after dark. We saw the lights from the huts which marked the monastery but we left the monks to their devotions. To the west we saw the lights of the fishing boats who fished the rich waters around the island. They, too, would be safe from our wrath. They had not stolen my family. All we wanted was a safe anchorage for the night and some rest. We anchored in the small sheltered bay and went ashore to light fires, eat hot food and give thanks to the Allfather for saving us. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout took two of the new Ulfheonar and hunted some puffins and seals. We ate well. While the food was being prepared Aiden, my son, Haaken and Cnut asked me about my dream.
 
   After I had told them Aiden nodded and closed his eyes. He held his blue stone. Haaken asked, "Why could Aiden not see your dream as he usually does?"
 
   He kept his eyes closed as he said, "I was not asleep. I see the Dragon Heart's dreams when I sleep and I dream."
 
   Haaken shook his head. I could see that he felt foolish. "When you say it then it is obvious."
 
   Aiden opened his eyes. "I think that most of the dream reflects the fear you have for your daughter and the danger represented by the witch. It is the other part of the dream which is more curious. I believe you have seen into the future. Elfrida and Kara are both fey and can speak with the spirits."
 
   I shook my head, "Kara lost that power and she will not regain it until she has become a woman."
 
   Aiden said, "No Jarl; there you are wrong. Who told her she could not speak with the dead?"
 
   "Angharad but I know that she had lost her powers. She did not see the attacks!"
 
   Aiden poked the fire with a piece of driftwood, "She could not sense danger because she was under a spell. Angharad gave her a potion did she not? That not only did not help her, it blinded her to danger. I believe that was part of the plan to make Kara fall under her spell."
 
   It all became clear. The only question which remained was the reason they had been taken. That, of course, was immaterial; so long as we got them back.
 
   My son smacked his hand against the sand in anger. "If they harm my wife I will make them pay."
 
   Cnut shook his head. "Wolf Killer, we will make them pay for what they have done already. Do not give ideas to the Weird Sisters. When we find these men and women of On Corn Walum, they will die. It is as simple as that." My Ulfheonar were all listening and they nodded their assent. None needed an oath. They were my men and they would extract savage retribution from those who had dared to steal our most precious possessions.
 
   "If Kara had not allowed them into your hall then they would not have been taken. Rolf and your men would have protected them. It is my sister's fault! I have lost my wife and my child! I will never forgive her if any harm comes to my family."
 
   I pointed a finger at my son, "You will do as I command! This is not your sister's fault. Can you not see the Weird Sisters at work here? It is like blaming Odin for striking my sword and drawing my enemies to me. Does Aiden blame the sword? He nearly lost his life."
 
   "It is not the same!"
 
   I stared at my son until he lowered his eyes. Aiden said, quietly, it is the same. It is wyrd."
 
   My son rolled over in his wolf cloak and turned his back on us. It was the beginning of the rift.
 
   We left on the high tide the next morning. We had decided, during the night, that we would continue south but that we would not row unless the wind changed. If we could catch them at sea then we had a better chance of recapturing the captives without too much loss of life. Assaulting the castle meant men would die. The sea is large and empty but we hoped that luck would be on our side. We kept a ship's boy at the masthead scanning the horizon as we sailed south down the coast of Cymru. Every sail he spied was greeted with an expectant hush until he reported that it was either a fishing boat or a drekar. Inevitably they changed course when they saw the wolves of the sea prowling. I was not aboard 'Josephus' but I knew that my son would be fretting and worrying more than we were. He was impatient. If the Norns wished us to sail to Tintagel then we would. I knew not why they wished us to do so but that seemed the course they had made for us to steer.
 
   We stopped twice more on our journey south. Our last stop was at Casnewydd. The Welsh who lived along the Sabrina were our allies and we traded with them. Although the king was absent fighting the Mercians again we found out a great deal more information about the men of On Corn Walum and their stronghold.
 
   Llewellyn ap Daffyd was in command of the castle and he knew more about the political intrigues of this most distant British Kingdom. "This Mark of Tintagel would be King of On Corn Walum. He is the nephew of the present king but Gwybfor is old. Mark of Tintagel is busy gaining allies and the means to seize the crown and the throne. His sister is the one with the power. It is said that she has delved into the earth and summoned fell creatures who should not see the light of day and she has powerful magic available to her. I would fight her brother butI would steer well clear of her."
 
   "And Tintagel? Is it as hard to assault as we have heard?"
 
   "Aye!" He drew with a piece of charcoal on the table as he spoke, "They have a gatehouse on the mainland. If that is taken then you have to cross a rope bridge. It would need someone who could fly to cross it. Then they have another gatehouse, a high wall and the whole edifice is built upon cliffs."
 
   "And the cliffs? Could they be climbed?"
 
   He nodded, "They could but not in armour. I would not risk it but they are not sheer. A nimble couple of men could climb but then they would have to face the garrison and he keeps many men within its walls." He looked at me with horror on his face. "But you cannot seriously consider that. You would have to climb in daylight and you would be hit by arrows. It is impossible."
 
   "None the less we will try it for they have my daughter, my son's wife and girls I rescued from Wiglaf the Evil. We rescue them or die trying."
 
   He nodded, "Wyrd!"
 
   "If you could ask your sailors and your ships to watch for those three ships we would appreciate it."
 
   "None of those who have arrived in the last few days have reported seeing three such ships. We knew you were coming." He smiled, "Others fear you Jarl Dragon Heart. Perhaps they have taken a different route."
 
   "They may have. If they have a witch on board then they might risk the edge of the world. We will have to sail to Tintagel and see if there is a way in."
 
   We took our leave and headed along the Sabrina towards the land of On Corn Walum; it was within a day's sailing and we were now on the last part of our journey. I had never felt so pessimistic as on that voyage. I could not see how we could affect a rescue. It seemed that we would end our lives on a fruitless search for my family. The world and the sea was a big place and the witch could be anywhere. 
 
    We now had more detail on Aiden's map and he and Erik had worked out a more accurate position for Tintagel. We edged our way down the course during the afternoon. We saw no ships and we saw few settlements. Our information could only place the castle within ten Roman miles or so. We would need to scout it out and that meant wasting valuable time. We knew that there were some rocks called the Sisters and they were less than a mile or so from the castle. When we spied them in the distance we headed for shore. They were unmistakeable. Llewellyn had been specific about their location. The shore was a mass of sheer cliffs and no beaches. Even if we could get Snorri and Bjorn the Scout ashore then there was no way they could scale the cliffs. Reluctantly we retraced our course in the fading twilight to find somewhere to land.
 
   We found an estuary some four miles north. It was now dark and we hove to off the coast to the south of the mouth of this estuary. Aiden used the light from the stern to read the chart. "I think, Jarl, that this must be the port that they use for their ships. There is nowhere else along this coast." We had been told of a small port which had a wooden jetty. The port lay at the mouth of an estuary to the north of Tintagel.
 
   "Then we can send Snorri and Bjorn the Scout to scout out the castle and I will go ashore with Sigtrygg, Aiden and Cnut. We will see if this river and this port contains the ships we seek."
 
   Haaken shook his head, "Wolf Killer will not be happy."
 
   "When Wolf Killer is jarl then he can make the decisions until then it is my responsibility. Erik stand off the coast. I would not have you risk damage. We will signal with a light when we return."
 
   We did not wear armour. I wore a kyrtle and wolf cloak over my leather byrnie. I carried my helmet but I left my shield. We did not wish to look like Vikings. Hopefully we would not be seen. 'Josephus' was anchored to our steer board side and we descended into the water from the other side. Erik had judged it perfectly and the water came up to our chest when we dropped into the chilly waters. The six of us waded ashore. Once we reached the rocks we began to climb the path we had spied from our drekar. It looked to me to have been made by goats and then used for those seeking shellfish; it sufficed.
 
   It was a hard climb. I was glad I was not wearing armour. At the top we separated. Bjorn the Scout and Snorri would have the longer journey but ours had more risk. We turned to walk along the ridge above the estuary. We could see the port nestled half a mile or so along the river. There were no large ships and I felt my heart sink. I had hoped our prey would be here but they were not. We stopped just half a mile from the town.
 
   "Aiden, there is no castle here. How do they defend it? The river looks open."
 
   "There are no defences. Perhaps they rely on Tintagel."
 
   "Then they are foolish." Already I was revising the plans we had made. We could capture this port. The three ships had not arrived and we could wait for them here. If this was the closest port to the castle then they would bring them here. We could just wait for them like a spider hidden in the corner of a web. I had seen that the estuary could not be entered quickly. The crews of my drekar could catch any ship which ventured down the estuary. I pointed to the town. "We need to find out if there are any warriors here."
 
   Sigtrygg asked, "What do you intend, Jarl?"
 
   "I intend to capture this port. If Aiden is right and Tintagel has no other means of supplies then they may be more inclined to talk if we hold it." Rather than disputing my assertion all three nodded. I led them down to the port.
 
   We kept to the shadows and walked around the darkened huts and buildings. It was late and the port was small. There was no reason for anyone to be outdoors for it was a cool night. Had there been ships in the estuary then it might have been different. 
 
   They had two stone buildings close to the jetty. I guessed they were where the officials would keep any goods which were landed. There was a small tower at the western end of the jetty and I saw the spears of three warriors. There were no others. I sent Aiden to get closer to the centre for he understood more of their language than we did. The three of us waited anxiously for his return. We did not speak when he found us and I led them back to the high ground, away from the port where we could speak.
 
   "They are not expecting any ships, Jarl. I pretended to be an Irish sailor who had been shipwrecked on the southern coast of On Corn Walum and I said I was seeking a ship back to Hibernia. They said none were due in for a month."
 
   "This High Priestess may not have confided in them."
 
   "Perhaps but they do know of her and the three ships. The three sailed from here almost two moons ago."
 
   That was devastating news. I shook my head, "It changes nothing. We capture this port and then we take Tintagel."
 
   Once we reached the bay where we had been dropped, Aiden took out his flint and kindling and lit a small fire. I saw the light on 'The Heart of the Dragon' as it flashed when Erik moved his cloak before it. They had seen us. We clambered down the path and I was glad I would not have to deal with this again. Once aboard I changed out of my wet clothes and dried myself. 
 
   "Take us close to 'Josephus' we are going to attack this port tonight. Haaken, have the men armed and ready to raid."
 
   We sculled over to the other drekar and I spoke with my son. He nodded. I could see, from his face that he was worried. I knew what he was going through. I had suffered in the same way many years earlier. He still could not look me in the eye and I knew that he was brooding still. He had become the petulant child once again. He was not ready to become jarl, that was obvious. He still thought of himself and his own feelings first. When he thought of his people then he would be ready.
 
   We rowed slowly down the estuary and we did not use the sail. It was still dark. Dawn was some hours away yet. I hoped that they would all be asleep. Sigtrygg had chosen his five warriors who would attack the tower and Cnut would lead the rest. Cnut was the man for such a task. He was like a terrier with a bone. Once his teeth fastened on to something he could not be shaken free. We had to ensure that no one left the port. We knew where the last hut was and that was Cnut's target. The men had donned armour while I spoke with my son and now Aiden helped me to dress and to redden my eyes. We had found that terror was as effective a weapons as a sword. When these people saw my wolves the heart for a fight would desert them.
 
   The men in the tower saw us as we ghosted towards the jetty. We heard the cry of alarm. As we bumped into the wall and, while we were still moving, my men began to flood ashore. I stayed on board with Aiden and the ship's boys to tie up the drekar. The Ulfheonar had to run as fast as they could. We wanted no one to escape. I could hear the clash of arms and the screams which told me that Sigtrygg had taken the tower. The last thing the guards would have expected would have been a boat load of Vikings descending upon them.
 
   We had just tied up when 'Josephus' bumped into the jetty and Wolf Killer and his men landed. "Make sure that no one leaves. Do not hurt anyone. They may be valuable as hostages."
 
   I drew Ragnar's Spirit as we hurried through the port. I did not think I would need to use it but it was always wise to be ready. The order of the buildings by the river soon gave way to a jumble of huts and outbuildings. Suddenly a scythe swung at me from the doorway of a dilapidated hut. I barely had time to swing my sword. I must have caught the man's hand before my sword tore across his stomach and he fell writhing in a heap on the ground. Two of my son's men ran into the hut to see if there was any other danger. 
 
   Cnut walked back towards me and his sword was sheathed. We had taken the port. He gestured behind him. "We have them all. They are in the large hut at the end of the jetty."
 
   "Any losses?"
 
   He laughed, "We could have sent our shepherds to take these sheep!"
 
   I thought of the man with the scythe. Some of them had been willing to give their lives for their home. My son joined me, "There is no sign of the ships. What do we do now?"
 
   The loss of his wife had unnerved my son. All the work I had done to make him a leader had been undone. Then I realised that it was wyrd. This experience, if he and Elfrida survived it, would make him a better leader. This was meant to be. Strangely that depressing thought made me calmer. "Set your men to guard the high ground to the south. Have a couple of good men at the headland to watch for the ships; any ships." He nodded, grateful for something to do and to occupy his mind. "Cnut, send two men to find Snorri and Bjorn the Scout, bring them here."
 
   Haaken laughed, "I think, Jarl, that it will be Snorri and Bjorn the Scout who do the finding."
 
   Aiden returned as the first light peered over the valley from the east. He pointed to the far end of the jetty. "The hut Cnut has used for the people is a place they use to store goods. Remember, Jarl, like those we found in Lundenwic?" I nodded. He paused, "They were empty."
 
   It took me a moment to realise the import of his words. "Then they are expecting the return of their ships filled with the supplies and goods that they need." Aiden nodded. "Haaken, tell the drekar to turn around and step their masts. I want us invisible when the three ships return. We can catch them with our rowers." He hurried off. 
 
   Sigtrygg returned and was wiping his sword clean of blood. "We have the tower. I have placed some of Wolf Killer's men within."
 
   "Good, now we wait. Aiden I am famished, find what food you can and we will eat. We have to wait now for our scouts and to see what the dawn brings from the north."
 
   When dawn broke I saw that to call this a port was a little like calling Cyninges-tūn a city. It was tiny and it was poor. The road to the high ground had to twist and turn its way up the slope and I saw that it was just one cart wide. The men of On Corn Walum were not as advanced as the men of Wessex. Lundenwic could swallow the whole of this huddle of huts in one tiny part of that great city. Aiden had the captives fed and he questioned them. He found that the Welsh he knew helped him to understand their words. He confirmed that they were awaiting the arrival of their ships and that they were overdue.
 
   When he gave me the news I became concerned. We had not hurried down here for we had hoped to catch them. We had visited the Sabrina too. Where had the ships been? They should have reached us before now. The sea was a dangerous place. Could they had been sunk or destroyed in some sudden storm? Perhaps they had been swallowed by a sea monster. I voiced my fears to the others as we ate our noon time food.
 
   My son could not understand my concerns, "Why are you worried about the ships? It is my wife and sister I care about!"
 
   I sighed. My son was allowing his heart to do the thinking for him. "The ships which were seen by our men and by Pasgen rode high in the water." He nodded. "They were empty. Where will they get the supplies these people need? They had to call somewhere else after they captured our family. Aiden said that they are waiting for grain. They did not get that from us. Where will they get it?"
 
   Wolf Killer opened his mouth to speak and Aiden put his arm around his shoulder, "Your father is right. They will need to get grain." He had brought his precious charts from the drekar and he took them out. "There are two places they would have passed where they could get grain. One is the land around Caer."
 
   Haaken shook his head, "That is close to the land of the Mercians."
 
   "They are allies of the men of On Corn Walum, Haaken. That would be a possibility."
 
   "And the second?"
 
   "Anglesey, the island they call Ynys Môn." He jabbed a finger at the island. It had been within a hand span of us when we had sailed through the Menai Straits and almost come to a rocky end.
 
   "There, Wolf Killer, now we know why they have not arrived and why we have reached here before them. They will be loading with grain and that will both slow them down and take time."
 
   Just then there was a call from the sentries on the hill side. I recognised our scouts as they descended the path to the river. Snorri spoke first when they reached us. "The castle cannot be taken, Jarl." He waved a hand. "At least not by such small numbers. We would need an army to take the castle and we would lose more of our men than would actually gain entry."
 
   "We are warriors, Snorri! We will try!" My son's voice rose as he almost cried in frustration.
 
   "Wolf Killer, there is little point in losing all of our men to try to get inside a castle when we do not know if your wife is within its walls." He subsided and nodded. "How many are within?"
 
   "It was hard to count but I do not think they would have to use a great number. They would not need them. The land and the sea defend it for them." He paused, "It is a well defended place, my lord but the land around looks bleak. I saw little sign of either animals or crops. The fields are largely wild. What do they eat?"
 
   Aiden pointed to the map. "They wait for the ships with the grain. They will come, Jarl. The question is when?"
 
   "Whenever it is we will be prepared. We change the sentries every two hours and we keep twenty men on board the drekar. As soon as the ships are sighted I want our long ships to be after them like hounds following a deer. If they have the time to turn and gain open water then we will lose them."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   In the end it was trouble from the landward side which came first. One of my son's' sentries signalled danger. We armed and prepared ourselves. The companion of the sentry arrived having hurried down the path from the high ground. "Jarl Dragon Heart there is a host coming from the south. They are armed men."
 
   I did not have time to worry about how they knew we were there we had to react to the threat. "Wolf Killer, have the men from the drekar guard the captives. The rest will follow me."
 
   We marched to the top of the hill and arrayed ourselves in a long double line facing south. We might have appeared a loose formation but my men could form a wedge in the time it took for a warrior to don his helmet. We spied the black line which came towards us. Three mailed men on horses carried a banner and led a warband some fifty strong. The banner had the image of a yellow dragon upon it. It looked similar to the red dragon of the men of Gwynedd. When they spied us they halted and I saw that the men on horses held conference.
 
   "Aiden be ready to come with me and Haaken if they desire words."
 
   "Why not me, father?"
 
   "When your mind rules your tongue I shall take you besides I may need Aiden's knowledge of languages." I had no time to be diplomatic. The battlefield was not the place to learn such things.
 
   One of the horsemen nudged his horse forward. He had his right palm held open to show that he carried no weapon. "Come with me. Snorri, you and Harald Long Legs keep them covered with your bows. Watch for tricks."
 
   We halted some twenty paces from the warrior. Haaken and I both removed our helmets and I saw a man just a little younger than I was. He spoke in Saxon. I was immediately suspicious for we were dressed as Vikings. I would have expected either his own language or Norse first.
 
   "What brings Vikings to my land?"
 
   "And who are you?"
 
   "I am Mark of Tintagel."
 
   I nodded, "Yet you do not ask my name. Are you fey and can see into my heart?"
 
   His confident smile left him. "You are Jarl Dragon Heart of Cyninges-tūn are you not?"
 
   "I am but how did you know?"
 
   "Your men all wear the wolf cloaks. Have you come here to fight for me as I requested?"
 
   He had a smooth manner which I neither liked nor trusted. He was playing games with me. "I came here because your sister kidnapped my daughter and my son's wife. I come here either to take them back or to ravage your lands." I gestured behind me with my thumb. "I have your people guarded even now. I will trade their lives for those of my family."
 
   "I know not what you speak of. My sister left to seek spiritual guidance on Ynys Môn. My ships went there for grain. I think you must be mistaken, Viking."
 
   The smile reappeared and I began to tire of this. "You lie." I turned. "Sigtrygg bring ten of the villagers here and have them kneel before the Ulfheonar." I spoke in Saxon so that Mark of Tintagel would know what I said. He nodded and left.
 
   "I have told you my sister cannot have taken your family. It must be someone pretending to be Angharad." I said nothing but I stared at Mark of Tintagel. "Come, let us retire to my castle and we can wait for my sister's return. I came here today because she is soon due back." 
 
   I noticed the slightest flicker in his eyes as he mentioned the ships. I believed that part of his words. It also made sense. The ships could be due back. I remained, however, silent.
 
   I heard whimpering behind me and knew that my orders had been obeyed. I did not turn but just stared at King Mark. "I ask you again, where is my family?"
 
   "And once again I swear that I do not know."
 
   "Sigtrygg take the head of the first of the captives." I spoke in Norse. I did not turn but watched the reaction of the horseman who was before me. I heard a scream and a collective wail as Sigtrygg obeyed my command. Mark of Tintagel looked shocked. His mouth opened and closed like a fish. "I ask again, where is my family? Think carefully before you answer or there will be another headless corpse lying behind me."
 
   This time his face became a mask of rage and he spat out, "They been captured and you shall have their bodies piece by piece!" he turned and shouted something. When his men charged us I knew what the command was.
 
   We turned and ran back to our line of spears and shields. I saw that Sigtrygg had executed the oldest man in the village. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the leader of the men of Tintagel had waited for his other horsemen. It gave us the opportunity to reach our own lines. Aiden moved quicker than we did for he wore no armour and that was his undoing. He tripped and fell. Haaken ran past him but I heard the hooves behind me and I threw myself over Aiden's body. I still had my shield strapped to my back and I felt the blow as the spear was thrust into it.
 
   Haaken stopped, his shield was on his back and so he used his sword two handed and swung around to hack into the neck of the small horse. The horse died instantly and the mailed rider flew over his back to be butchered by my men who ran forward protectively. I stood and swung my sword at the second horsemen. It sliced through his leg just below the knee. He screamed and wheeled his horse around. The men rushing at us had to halt to avoid being struck by the dying horseman and his wildly rearing horse. I grabbed a stunned Aiden and pushed him towards my men. A gap opened and I thrust him to the rear. Pulling my shield around I was just in time to block a blow from the spearman who had eagerly raced after us. My shield took the spear and my sword sliced into his unprotected belly. Both were reactions. I had had no time to even think what I might do. It was my training which took over. 
 
   The anger of my men was translated into a cold and merciless fury. The sudden attack and Aiden's brush with death made them determined to destroy the men who charged us. We blocked with our shields and then, almost as a man, sliced forward with our swords. It was like the rowing. We had all done this so many times that we acted as one. We punched with our shields and we slashed with our swords. The shields of the men of On Corn Walum were not composite. They were planks of wood held together with a crosspiece. Inevitably many of them shattered at the first blow from our swords. Their swords were crudely made and not tempered as well as those made by Bjorn. Half of the enemy line fell in that first attack and the other half had broken shields and bent swords. Some of the braver ones tried to fight on but the superior arms and strength of the Ulfheonar defeated them. It was like a morning mist in the east. One moment it was there and the next it was gone. Their courage evaporated and they ran. Being without armour and knowing the land they soon outstripped the younger warriors who pursued them. 
 
   I allowed the chase to continue until the field was cleared of the enemy and then I had the horn sounded and called them back. Mark of Tintagel and the remnants of his band would easily make the castle of Tintagel before we could catch them. It would be a futile waste of effort. Besides I now had the information I sought. The three ships would be arriving soon. We needed do nothing save wait for them.
 
   I waved my son, Haaken, Cnut and Aiden over. Sigtrygg and the other warriors wandered the field ending the suffering of the wounded and gathering what little treasure they had. The two mailed horsemen had the most. Although the mail was poor both had golden pendants from which hung a green stone.
 
   "It seems that they are expecting the three ships any time now. We can forget about attacking the castle. It would be a waste of men."
 
   Haaken snorted, "From their weapons and the way they fight I cannot see it being much of an obstacle!"
 
   I sighed, "Our object is not to capture a castle but to rescue our family! I want archers on both sides of the estuary. We will just leave five men to watch the villagers. I think the execution will have cowed them. The rest of us will be aboard the drekar. The moment the three ships are spotted we go after them."
 
   Arturus nodded. He had the eight archers we had brought. "What instructions do I give to the archers?"
 
   "They take out the helmsmen on the three ships. If they can clear the steering board of the last ship we have the chance to take all three. But they only strike when the three ships are in the estuary. I do not want them scaring off."
 
   As we made our way down to the river Aiden said, quietly, "It seems I owe you my life again, Jarl."
 
   I smiled, "If we lost you then, until we get Kara back, we would have no way of speaking with the Otherworld."
 
   He nodded, "I will be more careful next time I run."
 
   "And when we get home have Bjorn make you a short byrnie. It will afford some protection at least."
 
   We washed, ate a hurried meal and then boarded the drekar. The archers made their way to the mouth of the estuary. It was about as wide as the one close to Úlfarrston. It was wide enough for one ship to turn around but not two. The tubby boats we had seen were slow to turn. Our drekar could turn in their own lengths. I wondered when they would return. As we sat by the steering board I asked Erik when he would choose to brave the estuary.
 
   "If this is their home then they will know it well but I have studied it since we arrived. At low tide it is only wide enough for one ship and any misjudgement will result in grounding. They will wait until high tide."
 
   "And when is that?"
 
   He pointed to the water which was moving swiftly west. "It is on the turn now. High tide was a couple of hours ago. It will be the dark of night when they return."
 
   "Thank you, Erik, that helps."
 
   "I cannot understand why they have no light at the end of the estuary."
 
   "Probably for the same reason we do not; it hides the river from enemies."
 
   It seemed an endless night. We remained silent once darkness fell. Part of me worried that Mark of Tintagel might try to help his sister by warning them of our presence. It was hard to see how they could do so. A fire on the headland might mean anything and my archers at the mouth ensured that no-one could signal them from there. Such are the doubts and the fear when you wait. 
 
   A whistle alerted us as the river began to widen with the incoming tide. Erik hissed, "Cast off."
 
   I ran to the prow but I could see nothing in the darkness. That was good for it meant that they could not see us. Using hand signals only Erik guided us into the centre of the river. It was now up to my Ulfheonar to row without Cnut's cadences. Somewhere ahead was Kara and Elfrida. The next hour would be crucial if they were to survive the night. I had no need to worry. They were as one mind. I stayed at the prow; Aiden would help Erik. At first I saw nothing and then, out of the darkness I saw a ship. At the same time I heard shouts from the mouth of the estuary as my archers on the headland rained death upon the last ship. Erik did well but he had little time to react and, as the ship of the On Corn Walum veered off course we rammed her just aft of her bow. Our prow was strong and well made. We tore through the hull as though it was a sheet of thin winter ice. I prayed that the women were not on board that ship as it began to take on water and sink. 
 
   Cnut ordered the oars run in but our speed carried us beyond the sinking ship. My son was on the other side and he made for the second of the three ships. As the oars re-entered the water I heard Cnut roar, "Row you Ulfheonar! Dragon Heart's family depend upon this!" The drekar fairly leapt across the water. I saw the third ship trying to turn. Our archers had done their best and the ship was out of control. The steering board was turned one way and the current worked in the other. The ship was becalmed in the middle of the estuary and we rammed it in the middle. My heart sank as the ship dropped beneath the waves. If my family was within then they were dead!
 
   "Stop rowing and pick up survivors!"
 
   Erik turned the drekar around to, effectively, block the entrance to the river. I heard the shouts as my son and his men boarded the only enemy ship which still floated. My men pulled bedraggled and half drowned men from the river. I think their surprise at being rescued by those they thought would slay them confused them all. The six men we pulled from the river shivered in a huddle close to the dragon prow. I waved Aiden over. "Find out which ship contained Kara and Elfrida."
 
   He nodded and went towards them. He was less intimidating than we were and he had a way with people which made them talk to him. I went to the steer board and looked to the north. I knew that Kara and Elfrida could not have survived this battle. Unless they were on the ship which my son had captured then they were dead. I began to plan my revenge. I would slaughter every villager we had captured and then I would raze Tintagel to the ground. They would remember when they dared to rob Dragon Heart of his most precious possession; his family.
 
   Suddenly I noticed that Aiden was approaching me and he was grinning. I wondered if the fall the previous day had had a delayed effect and he had lost his mind. What could he find in this that made him smile?
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart, Kara, Elfrida and the other women were not on this ship or any of the others. They are on Ynys Môn. The ships contained grain only. Angharad and her men landed at Ynys Cybi. Your family is safe!"
 
   I felt like cheering and weeping at the same time. "What does this mean?"
 
   "It means we have a ship full of grain and we know that our family is safe… for the moment."
 
   "What does Angharad intend?"
 
   "That I do not know. These are the crew and they only knew that their cargo was landed at Caer Cybi."
 
   "And that is enough. Erik, take us back to the jetty. We have much to do," Already my mind was working. My family was not safe yet but they were not dead! Our enemies would not know that we knew where they were. "Aiden, find out where they will be on Ynys Cybi. If they tell me they shall live and not be enslaved!"
 
   Erik had the ship turned around and the men began to row us back down the river. I saw the questions on the faces of my Ulfheonar. I could not answer them yet but I now had more hope than I had had when the sun had set.
 
   As we nudged to the jetty I said, "Erik, lift the mast. I want us to be ready to sail."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   Aiden joined me. "There is a sacred grove close to Caer Cybi. They have a hill fort there and the men believe that they would be taken there."
 
   "Do you believe them?"
 
   He smiled, "Jarl as soon as they knew who you were they would have sold their mothers into slavery! They told the truth."
 
   "Good then get a map drawn from their words so that we can sail there and rescue our family. If they cooperate then they will live"
 
   I stepped ashore and waited for Wolf Killer and his ship to join us. Haaken and Cnut clambered over the side. "Well?"
 
   "They are on Ynys Cybi. The High Priestess took them there. I know not why but it means they are alive still."
 
   The relief was obvious on both their faces. "What will we do?"
 
   "We have time now. First we punish this Mark of Tintagel."
 
   "How?"
 
   I smiled. I had spent the long hours waiting for the tide to turn thinking of this. "The only way onto the castle is by the bridge. We destroy the bridge. They will not die but they will take many days to escape. I will not forget this Mark of Tintagel and when I have killed his sister I will give thought to how I might destroy him. We send the ship with the grain and the slaves back to Úlfarrston and we go to Ynys Môn and the holy island of Ynys Cybi. They will think that they are safe. They are not!"
 
   My son was distraught when he landed, "They are not on board the ship we took! They must have drowned!"
 
   I shook my head and put my hands on his shoulders. "They were not aboard the two ships which sank. They contained grain. The fishes will eat well this night! Our family is on Anglesey. We will go and find them."
 
   "We sail tonight?"
 
   I smiled, "There is no hurry for the longer we delay our arrival the more secure they will become. First we deliver a message to Mark of Tintagel and then we sail north."
 
   I had the captives loaded aboard the grain ship and had ten of Arturus' warriors crew the ship. We sent them north to return home. We had enough warriors left to do what we had to do and I wanted my people to know that there was hope for Kara and Elfrida. The men of On Corn Walum would be sent to work in the iron mines and those they replaced would be given their freedom. That was my way.
 
   I decided to leave at dawn to travel to Tintagel. This would not take long. Snorri had told us that there were less than twenty men guarding the entrance to the bridge over the gorge. In the mood my men were that would not be a problem. It took us almost two hours to reach the bridge. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout led ten Ulfheonar and they waited, unseen, close to the two wooden towers and gatehouse. We could have used fire arrows to destroy it but my four new Ulfheonar were keen to prove themselves. The six of them crept close to the wooden structure and waited. 
 
   When I saw that they were in position I stood as did all of my men. The Ulfheonar all wore wolf cloaks and had painted faces. As the twenty men within the gatehouse peered in horror at the sight of my warriors which greeted them the six scouts leapt forward and using their shields threw Snorri and Harald up on to the walls. The two of them created chaos as they raced along the ramparts. Bodies fell as they ruthlessly killed the defenders. The other four then clambered up after them. We raced forward towards the wooden gate and panic set in amongst the guards. There were only six men but they were hard fighting warriors and they laid into the defenders with ruthless efficiency. By the time we reached the gates it was over. Six had fled across the bridge. The rest lay dead.
 
   "Make fires. I want this gatehouse burning. Sigtrygg, cut the ropes on the bridge. When that is done then rain fire arrows on the castle. They will put the fires out but they will use their precious supply of water to do so and the only way out of there until they repair the bridge is down the cliff! The need for water will madden them." 
 
   My men enjoyed the irony. Their security was their doom. We could not take the castle but they could not escape without losing many men. Their only saviours were already sailing back to my land. When they did manage to escape from their own prison they would find a land without people. I had begun to punish Mark of Tintagel. But it was only the beginning. I had a long memory and I did not forgive hurt to my family.
 
   I walked to the edge of the cliff, "Mark of Tintagel find a hole in which to hide. Make it deep and far from here. When I have killed your sister than I will return and all of you will be destroyed!"
 
   In answer half a dozen arrows flew towards me. I took them on my shield.
 
   I turned my back on them to show my lack of respect for them and walked back to my cheering men. Even Wolf Killer nodded his approval.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   We set fire to the port and the jetty. It could be rebuilt but that would take time and Mark of Tintagel would have time to reflect on his folly. Our biggest problem was of our own making. The two ships which had sunk in the estuary meant that we could only leave at high tide and we had to edge our way around the wrecks. Until they were cleared they would have to find somewhere else from which to set sail. My sailors who passed by the following year discovered that the port was abandoned. Our wrath had had a greater effect than they could possibly have expected.
 
   When we had negotiated the obstacles we set sail. I sat at the steering board and pored over the newly created maps with Aiden. We already had some information for the Romans had had a fort at Caer Cybi. The witch would not be there but at an ancient hill fort on the mountain which rose above the town. They called it a mountain but I had sailed along that coast and knew that it was not; it was a lump of rock which rose high above the island. My home in Cyninges-tūn was higher. The lowest slopes of Old Olaf's mountains were higher. It was, however, a special place. Those who had fought the Romans, the Druids, had made their last stand at the hill fort. The spirits watched over it. The Romans had destroyed it which meant it had to have been rebuilt. From what we had been told by the terrified few survivors when Angharad had landed she had headed in that direction. Mountains, however small, were always the centre of the power of the Mother. Kara was a volva and if they wished to harness her power then they would take her there. We knew where we had to get to.
 
   "The problem we have, Jarl Dragon Heart, is twofold. There are few places to land unseen and the warriors of Gwynedd are fierce fighters. They drove the Saxons hence from their sacred island. They are not weak like the men of On Corn Walum."
 
   "There is a third danger. We have to approach this coast in the dark and there are many rocks and shoals to rip the bottom from an unwary ship."
 
   Erik had been listening as he leaned on the board. "Josephus told me of that coast. He had sailed there when he served Rorik. He said that the currents were so strong that even with a full crew rowing the ships could still be pulled on to the rocks. The mighty Josephus feared the island."
 
   I stood and walked to the front of the ship. I put my hand on the dragon prow. Bolli would need to repair it once we returned to Cyninges-tūn. However the familiar carvings helped my mind to work and I began to formulate a plan. I tried to visualise the coast. I had sailed it before but I could not remember the details. Certainly I had not landed on that coast. The rocks were, indeed, terrifying. As I felt the power of my ship beneath my hands I also saw that this strength and its size were a weakness. We needed something which was smaller. We had not time to build. We would need to raid.
 
   I hurried back down the middle of the drekar. Aiden smiled as I approached, "You have an answer, Jarl."
 
   It was a statement and not a question. I nodded. "Erik, if memory serves there are some fishing villages on the southern side of the land of Wyddfa."
 
   "Aye, Jarl, there are a number of them. We saw them fishing when we rested at Ynys Enlii but if you think to raid them then you should know that they have defended them. They have learned from our attacks."
 
   "Then we shall find them when they fish."
 
   "Why do you want fishing boats?"
 
   "You are right Erik, 'The Heart of the Dragon' would be dashed on the rocks if we attempted to land using the drekar but fishing boats could ferry us ashore no matter how small the gap." I picked up the map. "Look here, there are three beaches where we could easily land: Aberffaw, Trearrdur and Porthdafarc. All of them are on the south side of the Ynys Cybi or close enough to reach the mountain."
 
   Aiden shook his head, "Aberffaw is on the main island and the King has a castle there."
 
   "Exactly and that leaves the two beaches."
 
   This time it was Erik who shook his head. "They have towers on both of their beaches. We could land but our presence would be known."
 
   "Precisely."
 
   I saw that I had confused them both. "Then you are saying we are doomed to failure before we start?"
 
   "No, Erik. I am saying that there have to be small beaches elsewhere and closer to the mountain but they are so small that no one thinks to guard them for they would be inaccessible. If we have fishing boats then they become accessible to the Ulfheonar who will land and be as ghosts. They will appear from the bowels of the earth and be unexpected. It is what we do."
 
   Aiden shook his head, "Wolf Killer will not be happy."
 
   "We have a choice, we use the Ulfheonar to rescue Kara and Elfrida or Wolf Killer is happy. I am Jarl and it is my decision. Erik head for the fishing grounds. It is not far from the course we would have taken any way. If we can reach them tomorrow night then we have the chance to capture them. We need but two."
 
   As we altered course I knew that my son, on the 'Josephus', would wonder at this deviation from our plan. When night fell and we hove to I would tell him; part of my ideas, at least. We pulled in close to a deserted beach on the west coast of Dyfed. The people there were allies, of a sort, but it did not do to make our presence known. While our men hunted shellfish and the eggs of roosting birds I explained to my son what I intended.
 
   "If you take just two fishing boats then it will take a long time to land all of our men."
 
   "I know but we cannot tow more than one fishing boat each. This is not the perfect plan but it is a compromise. When you are leader you will have to make such decisions."
 
   He looked at me with the same look he had had as a boy when he had done something wrong. "I have not been behaving as a Jarl have I?" I said nothing. The silence was my answer. "How did you deal with it when Kara, my mother and I were kidnapped?"
 
   "I did not rush in blindly and throw caution to the wind. We scouted, we planned and when we executed the plan. We rescued you and none were harmed." He nodded. "This is slightly different for your wife is with child and you know not the effect on her." His look told me I had struck the mark. "Aiden has not dreamed such danger. I know he has not the power of Kara but the blue stone and the closeness of Wyddfa increases his power. The closer we get to Ynys Môn and your sister the more chance we have of knowing if they are in danger."
 
   "Why did they take Kara? I do not understand."
 
   "Nor do I, at least not fully. I am guessing that they wish to make her one of them so that they can increase their powers. The cult of the Mother was powerful on Ynys Môn. My own mother followed it."
 
   "But would Kara abandon us?"
 
   That was my worry. I shrugged, "I know not. She is not fully grown yet. This High Priestess appears to exert an influence on those around her. She certainly impressed Kara."
 
   As he prepared to return to his own drekar he said, "But Elfrida was not taken in, I think. Angharad made the same comments to my wife but she was not impressed. That is why I fear for my wife more than my sister. This priestess may see Elfrida as a threat."
 
   "Then we will soon resolve the matter. We capture the fishing boats tomorrow and the next night we land on Ynys Môn. This is all speculation at the moment but once we are close then our warriors will do what they do best. None will live when we have recaptured our loved ones."
 
   The wind came from the east and we made good progress as we sailed north the next morning. We saw the grey smudge which marked the mountains around Wyddfa and the peninsula which jutted out into the sea. We lowered the sail and waited. We could not see the fishing villages and so we assumed they could not see us. When it was dark we would sail north. We wanted the fishermen to sail west before we approached them. That way they would find it difficult to get past us. We knew where they would head, Ynys Enlii. We had seen them there on our way south. These fishermen were not our allies. They followed the banner of the King of Gwynedd and it was that king who had granted sanctuary to the priestess. His people would pay for that mistake.
 
   We rowed slowly north until we saw the pinpricks of light which marked the fishing village. We then lowered our sails and headed west, side by side. The ship's boys straddled the mast and kept watch. It was they who spotted the lights of the fishing boats. We approached them silently. The lights they used to lure the fish to their nets meant that they did not see us until we suddenly loomed up out of the dark. Their sails were down. As luck would have it or perhaps it was the work of the Norns, two fishing boats were between us. The three men in each boat jumped overboard and began to swim east as soon as the dragon ships appeared. I hoped they would be good swimmers for it was many leagues to land. Our ships boys dived into the sea and swam to the two boats. After we had thrown them ropes, they tied them to the rear of each drekar. Erik laughed as he pointed to the other fishing boats, "They have picked up the fishermen. I wonder what tale they will tell."
 
   "I am just pleased that we did not need to hurt them. They can always build more boats."
 
   We headed west past Ynys Enlii. I looked over the stern at the boat we towed. Although there had only been three crew it was large enough for eight men. It would be crowded but we would fit. It meant I could take eleven others with me. I would not overload the two of them. My intention was to capture the tower at Porthdafarc and allow my two drekar to land my men. The bay, which we had seen before, was well protected by two headlands. The eastern wind continued to push us towards the island. We saw masts in the distance but their lookouts must have recognised our long ships as Vikings and they steered clear of us. We kept out to sea until twilight and then Aiden pointed to the island and guided a nervous Erik closer to shore. 
 
   We saw the waves crashing into the cliffs and I could not see the cove which Aiden seemed to have found. "Jarl, I cannot stay here long. It is too dangerous."
 
   He was a seaman first and foremost. "You are right, Aiden, we will go closer and hope that the smaller boat can survive. Ulf, Snorri, Bjorn the Scout and Harald Long Legs you come with us." 
 
   The two new Ulfheonar were both pleased and surprised to be asked. "Why us Jarl? We are honoured but…"
 
   I smiled although in the dark they would see nothing, "Because of your strength Ulf and because Harald is the tallest man on the ship. I may need his height!"
 
   "Do we need mail?"
 
   "We will not risk it. Leather byrnies only. Haaken, take command. I will send the fishing boat back if we find this cove. Send ashore ten men when we do so and then sail south and lie off the bay. We will signal if we succeed."
 
   He nodded and then said, "And if you fail?"
 
   "Then Wolf Killer will be Jarl and I will watch from the Otherworld!"
 
   Snorri chuckled, "That is a cheering thought!"
 
   Ulf was the first to descend for he was the largest of us. Aiden and I were the last. The fishing boat seemed tiny after the drekar. With the wind from the east we could use the small sail and, while I steered Harald and Ulf lowered it. Aiden crouched in the bows peering into the dark. He waved to the left and I put the tiller over. The wind seemed to make us fly and I shouted, "Ulf shift your weight to counterbalance us!"
 
   We raced towards the cliffs and then Aiden's arm moved to the right. Suddenly I saw a black hole before us and a maelstrom of whirling white water. It looked like we were going over the edge of a waterfall. He held both arms up and I tried to keep us straight. The sides of the channel seemed to be almost touching us. I found myself struggling to hold us straight. The tiny boat was tipping precariously close to the rocks and we were in danger of sinking. "Snorri!"
 
   Snorri had been a ship's boy and he added his weight to mine. Between the two of us we managed to right the boat and steer a reasonably straight course. I had no idea where we were going. One wall of rock appeared to bend over us so that it was like going into a tunnel. The sail flattened as we entered the chasm and the wind died. We were in danger of begin swept to our deaths. "Bjorn the Scout! Ulf, Harald, grab an oar and row as though your lives depended upon it!" The side of the flimsy fishing boat ground next to a rock. Ulf used the oar to push with all of his might and we found the channel once more.
 
   As I peered ahead I saw a light patch in the darkness of the cove. Snorri had taken an oar and he was rowing with the other three. Ulf's strength meant that we crabbed a little but when Aiden leapt over the bow I knew that the white I had seen was the sand of the small beach. As the bottom ground on the shingle and sand we all clambered over the side grateful to have reached land once more.
 
   I clapped Aiden on the back. "Well done Aiden you were right. There was a cove."
 
   Harald pointed up. The cliffs appeared to be sheer. "But how do we climb that?"
 
   I laughed, my laughter drowned by the crashing of the waves on the rocks. "That we will discover soon enough but be grateful that you are neither Aiden nor Ulf."
 
   Ulf looked at me, "Why?"
 
   "For you two have to go back to the drekar and bring the other boat and more warriors ashore!"
 
   "That is impossible!"
 
   Aiden took Ulf's arm. "The tide is receding, all I need to do is keep a straight course. You can scull with one oar. Once we leave the chasm we can use the sail. It will be easier the second time. I know where the entrance is." I could see that Ulf was not convinced but, to give him his due, he climbed back aboard the tiny fishing boat. 
 
   "We will find a path to the top."
 
   We watched nervously as Ulf sculled them into the blackness of the tunnel of terror. It looked even narrower but then there was just blackness beyond. Within a very short time they had disappeared from view. "Leave your weapons and helmets here. The tide is going out, they should be safe." I took off my belt and my sheath. We had not brought shields but we did have our helmets. I pointed to the cliff. "Look for a path."
 
   "Why should there be a path, Jarl?"
 
   I shrugged, "There will be bounty from the sea washed up here and I daresay that scavengers, human and animal will have come down at low tide to look for them."
 
   Bjorn the Scout's sharp eyes found the path. At first it looked like a crack in the rocks but when we drew closer we saw that it was a path trodden by generations of feet which led up the cliff. It twisted and turned but it kept going up. Bjorn the Scout led. We had not needed Harald's height but I was pleased that we had brought him. The wind whipped around us. It made the climb even harder and I found myself tiring. 
 
   Halfway up Bjorn the Scout stopped and pointed. There was a cave to the side. I gestured for him to go inside. Harald was the last one and when he reached the cave we all took shelter within. This would be useful if we needed to hide. All four of us fitted in easily and I guessed that more could take shelter if we needed to. We regained our breath and then I nodded. It was time to climb the last part. Once we emerged the force of the wind hit us once more. The last thirty paces were the most difficult. We had to grasp the tussocks of grass and heathers which lined the sides of the cliffs and use them for purchase. Our feet scrabbled on the rocks which were slippery with water and bird droppings. Suddenly there was a cacophony of noise as Bjorn the Scout disturbed some nesting gulls. The sudden fluttering of wings made Snorri lose his grip and he began to fall backwards I pushed hard with all my might on his back and he regained his hold. We scurried up the last few paces and rolled on to the soft turf at the top.
 
   "Thank you Jarl! I always hated gulls now I have good reason to hate them even more!"
 
   I nodded. "Thank the Allfather that Aiden found this cove. We would have suffered far more had we tried to approach the tower of the fort directly. This way we have a chance. Bjorn the Scout, you and Harald go down and bring up the weapons. Snorri and I will scout the headland and see if we can find any paths."
 
   I did not envy the two of them their journey back down the perilous cliff but the journey had been worthwhile. I knew that the tower guarding Porthdafarc Bay was just down the coast. We had a better chance to rescue our family now that we had a foothold, no matter how tenuous, on Ynys Cybi. At first I thought that there was no path but Snorri's sharp eyes found the worn turf. It appeared to go along the headland. That made sense. From what I had seen on Aiden's map the hill fort was just two or three miles away and this would be one route that they would use to get to it.
 
   "There is little point in wandering too far. Let us return to the top of the path and wait for our men."
 
   The wind chilled us to the bone, despite our wolf cloaks as we awaited the arrival of Bjorn the Scout and Harald. Soon they struggled up with the weapons. It had taken them far longer than I had expected and there was a faint glow to the east. Dawn was approaching. I felt better with my sword and seax strapped on but I held my helmet. I needed to be able to hear and the howling wind on the cliff top made conversation difficult. I contemplated going back down to the cave to wait but Bjorn the Scout's outstretched arm pointed to the entrance of the cove. I could just make out the first of the fishing boats. I guessed that it was Aiden.
 
   It seemed, from the cliff top, impossible for them to navigate the tiny tunnel of rocks but amazingly they managed to do so. Then I saw the second fishing boat. As Aiden leapt ashore a huge wave suddenly crashed into the second boat. It was hurled against the rocks. Unlike our experience they did not merely graze the side, they struck with great force and the side of the small boat splintered and shattered. The warriors within were thrown into the sea. We were helpless to do anything. We could merely look down and watch. Aiden threw a rope out. It snaked through the air and landed in the water. I saw arms grasping for it as Aiden and his crew pulled and tugged the survivors to safety. Aiden's boat had not been secured and, to my horror, I saw it picked up by a freak wave and smashed on the rocks to the side. We were now trapped. We had no way to return to our drekar!
 
   Miraculously all of the warriors who had been spilled into the sea appeared to have survived but when I saw Aiden, clearly now as the power of the sun grew, tending to one of them I knew that we had not escaped unscathed.
 
   "Snorri, go down and show them the way. Bjorn the Scout, now that there is light take Harald and find the tower."
 
   I risked the path once more and I waited at the cave. If we had an injured warrior then he could use that for shelter. Cnut was the first one who reached me. He shook his head. "I would not wish to do that journey again."
 
   "Me neither. Who was injured?"
 
   "Olaf Sweet Tooth. Aiden thinks he has broken his arm. He will have to wait until the light is better to be certain."
 
   "Left or right?"
 
   "Left."
 
   That was a relief for he would be able to recover and use a shield. "This cave here is handy as a shelter. It was fortunate that Aiden found this cove. Olaf will need this." I pointed to the water below where the broken shards of wood from the two fishing boats bobbed and dipped as it was taken out to sea. "There is no way back now. We have to take that tower. I will wait on the headland. I have sent Harald and Bjorn the Scout to find where the Welsh keep watch." 
 
   As I crested the cliff I saw the light from the sun shining on the mountain of Caer Cybi. It looked close enough to touch. A tendril of smoke on the far side showed where the hill fort was. Now I understood the need for towers on this coast. The fort would be blind without them. I also saw how we could approach the fort. We could stay on this side of the island. It looked to me as though there was a possibility that the summit might overlook the fort. As soon as Snorri reached me I would send him to scout out the mountain. I saw, now that the light was better, that there were a couple of huts and farms between us and the mountain. They might be a problem. The other problem might be the High Priestess sensing our presence.  I hoped that Aiden's power was strong enough to detect any danger.
 
   Cnut and Snorri arrived first. "Aiden has taken Olaf into the cave. His arm has been broken and he has put on a splint."
 
   "We have not enough men to spare to watch over him."
 
   "He knows. He is just angry at his own clumsiness."
 
   "That was the work of the Weird Sisters. Snorri, take one warrior and climb the mountain. Find us a safe route and see if you can see the women. " I pointed at the huts in the distance. "Avoid those. We will wait for you by the tower."
 
   Gradually the other eight men clambered to the top. The last to join us was Aiden. "You can stay with Olaf if you think he needs care."
 
   "He does not." He looked to the rounded rock which rose in the distance. "That is the mountain then?"
 
   "Aye and we have chosen the best approach. They keep no watch from its peak."
 
   There was a noise from the east and a flurry of rocks told us that someone approached. It was Harald. He looked sheepishly at his feet as though they had caused the rock fall and he had nothing to do with it. "Bjorn the Scout has found the tower, Jarl, and he watches. It is not far and we have found a place where we can observe without being seen."
 
   "Good. Lead on."
 
   I felt naked without my mail and my shield but if we had worn armour then half of my men would now lie dead at the bottom of the cove. The path rose and fell over small rises. We were always close to the sea and, while there were one or two more places where we could see gaps, none could have been used to land. Aiden had found the only one. At one point Harald held his arm before me to stop me stepping forward. "Be careful, Jarl, here is a hidden gulley."
 
    I peered over the ferns and saw, to my horror, that it was a sheer drop. "Thank you Harald. That makes up for your slip." I regretted the lack of armour as soon as the narrow path, obviously largely used by sheep, went between towering walls of bright yellow gorse. Soon my hands and arms were lacerated by the thorns. It made for a formidable defence.
 
   "Keep your head down on this part, Jarl Dragon Heart. The tower is yonder but this is dead ground and they cannot see us."
 
   Finally Harald waved us to our knees and we crawled the last part. Bjorn the Scout crouched beneath an overhang of rock. Harald said, "Slither on your belly Jarl. It will be easier."
 
   I crawled next to Bjorn the Scout. I could see why he had chosen this place. He looked up at the tower. It had a stone base with mortar but the upper courses were a dry stone wall with a wooden platform on the top. At the base were five warriors. I saw that they had a shelter made of three walls of stone and a wooden roof. It faced the sea. They had a fire going. They had lines reaching into the sea; they were fishing. We were far enough away from them to be able to speak; the surf would drown out any noise we made..
 
   "There are three men in the tower. It looks like they keep a watch on the three sides. The landward side they ignore. One man is asleep in the shelter. The others rose a short while ago."
 
   That made nine in all. "Is there any way we could approach unseen from this direction?"
 
   "No, Jarl. We will have to back track. It should be possible to get around to the landward side. We can use the gorse to keep us hidden. A sudden rush should achieve our end."
 
   "How do they communicate with the other tower and the fort do you think?"
 
   He pointed, "Do you see at the top of the tower? They have a burning torch there and when one of the men moved I saw a metal brazier there. My guess is that it is filled with something which will smoke and that will alert the fort to danger."
 
   I tapped him on the shoulder, "Come back. We will leave Aiden here and Siggi the Silent to keep watch. Siggi can signal with a whistle if there is danger. Ten of us should be able to deal with these sentries."
 
   I gathered them around me. "Aiden, I want you and Siggi to go back to the place Bjorn the Scout watched from. If you see danger then have Siggi whistle like a kestrel. The rest of you, we are going to use the gorse as cover and get around to the landward side of the tower. When we are in position then we rush them. It is a pity that we have no bows for the greatest danger comes from the three men in the tower. If they light the signal then all our hard work will have been in vain." They nodded. "Bjorn the Scout, Harald and Cnut I want you three to get up the tower as soon as you can and kill those three guards. None must escape."
 
   The first part was easy for we were in the dead ground still. As the land climbed we had to keep closer to the gorse and we suffered from the thorns. There was a cart track which cut through the undergrowth and headed towards the hill fort. Bjorn the Scout crept under the gorse. After a few moments he returned, "I can see the tower. I will wave when it is safe to cross the track. There is a stone wall on the other side and more gorse. We can use that for cover."
 
   "I will go first." He nodded and slithered back to the gorse. I crouched, ready to move as quickly as I could. His arm came down and I ran across the track. It would not do to fall as Aiden had done and I dived under the gorse on the other side. I turned and looked towards the tower. Bjorn the Scout had been right. They kept watch from three sides only. No one looked in my direction. I waved. A few moments later Cnut leapt over and crashed into me. "You wait here and gather the men. I will find a better place from which to launch our attack."
 
   I did not have to crawl and I just crouched as I moved down the slope. I found a gap in the yellow, thorny bush. Looking inland I saw three circles of stones which showed where huts had once stood. This would be the place from which to attack. I could not see the shelter with the six warriors but I could see the tower and the men who watched. I used the gorse as cover for I knew they might, occasionally, glance inland. After what seemed an age my men joined me. Although the noise of the wind and the gulls would disguise any sounds we made it was not worth the risk to speak. I used hand signals. I pointed to the gap and then at the three who would assault the tower. When they nodded I waved them forward. As soon as the entrance was clear I drew Ragnar's Spirit and led the others towards the unseen men in the shelter. I waved to my left and Magnus Red Beard and Ragnar Siggison ran to cut off the escape of any we failed to kill.
 
   I heard a cry of warning from above me. I ignored it and pulled my sword back. As the shelter came into view I saw that the sentries had heard the noise and armed themselves. They might have been prepared for danger but the sight of wolves with red eyes jumping out of the sky towards them froze them with fear for a heartbeat. I grabbed the shaft of the spear in the warrior's hand and thrust my sword deep into his chest. As his lifeless hands fell from the spear I swapped hands and held the spear in my right. I looked at the tower and saw a sentry with the torch in his hand. I hurled the spear. Ragnar himself must have guided my aim for it pierced his arm and then his neck. He and the torch tumbled from the tower and he crashed at my feet. As I turned I saw Magnus stab the last of the sentries. We had taken the tower and our enemies knew nothing.
 
   I looked up to Cnut. "Can you see the other tower?"
 
   "Aye, Jarl."
 
   "Then leave Harald up there to watch it while we signal our drekar. Go to the beach and build a fire."
 
   "Will the other tower not see it.?"
 
   "They will look to this tower and see no signal. I am hoping they will think these sentries were cooking fish. However we will have warriors waiting in case they investigate."
 
   "Magnus get up into the tower. Keep your eye on the tower south of here."
 
   Cnut had finished examining the dead warriors. "Their weapons are better than those of the men of On Corn Walum but they do not wear mail."
 
   "It may be that their better warriors do. Now we wait for our drekar and Snorri. Light the fire."
 
   There was much driftwood on the beach and we used part of the roof of the sentries' shelter. Soon the smoke rose. I hoped that the other tower would assume we had lit the fire to cook fish. There were signs that the sentries had fished from the rocks which surrounded the bay. When I saw the sails in the distance I breathed a sigh of relief; Erik and Haaken had brought them from the north. The headland would hide them from prying eyes. Worryingly the tide had yet to turn fully. There was a line of rocks down the middle of the bay. I began to walk into the sea to see its depth. Our drekar were shallow bottomed. They could still float in water which came up to my chest. When the water lapped against my chin I knew they would be safe.
 
   As I walked back in Bjorn the Scout laughed, "Did you feel like a swim Jarl."
 
   I nodded, "Aye, Bjorn the Scout. I feel refreshed now." 
 
   Aiden and Siggi clambered down the path to the beach. Aiden looked pleased with himself. "You did well to spot that cove, Aiden, although I would have preferred to navigate it during daylight."
 
   "As would I, Jarl but I did not know if it could be seen from this tower. I can see now that it would not." He stood. "And now I will fetch Olaf Sweet Tooth." Siggi mimed going with him. The two headed back across the headland.
 
   While we waited for the drekar to edge around into the bay I took off my byrnie and my kyrtle. We would be moving as soon as Snorri returned and I wanted dry clothes when that happened. Erik edged 'The Heart of the Dragon' closer; he brought her in under a couple of oars rather than the sail. Instead of using a ship's boy to test the depth he had one of the Ulfheonar jump into the sea. When the warrior's head rose from the water with his hand raised, the anchor was dropped. Soon armour and shields were ferried ashore and then my warriors. 'Josephus' anchored next to my drekar. 
 
   Wolf Killer and Haaken One Eye joined me."It went well?"
 
   "Aye and the other tower cannot see this bay but I would not have the drekar leave the bay yet. We await Snorri. The fire is already lit so let us have some hot food before we head to the hill fort."
 
   "We saw the mountain from the sea but we could not see the fort."
 
   "No and I am anxious for Snorri's news. We are in the dark until he returns."
 
   We had cooked our meal and begun to eat it when Snorri and Arne returned. He looked happy. Haaken asked, "Did you have trouble? You took your time."
 
   "We wanted to find at least two routes back here. We saw Kara, Jarl. She and Angharad were walking around the fort. There look to be almost as many women within its walls as there are warriors."
 
   "And how many warriors are there?"
 
   "There looked to be almost sixty."
 
   "And Elfrida?"
 
   "I am sorry Wolf Killer we only saw Kara but there was a hut with two guards outside. Perhaps that is where she is being held."
 
   I frowned, "Did Kara look in distress?"
 
   There was a pause then Snorri shook his head, "She appeared to be laughing and joking." He looked at my son whose face was as black as thunder, "I am sorry but that is what we saw."
 
   "She may be leading them on."
 
   I nodded but I was worried."Perhaps. You have two routes then?"
 
   "Aye but I should warn you that none of the paths to the mountain can be travelled quickly. The island is covered in gorse. The paths twist between it. There are many paths but all lead to the foot of the mountain. There is one route which twists along the cliffs and another which heads directly for the summit. We can reach the summit unseen. The defences appear to face the port."
 
   "Do they have a ditch around the fort?"
 
   "Not as such. There is plentiful rock and the fort is made of stone. It is about the same size as your home, Jarl. There are round huts within made of stone and wattle and daub. They will burn."
 
   I had made up my mind. "Can we reach the mountain quickly?"
 
   "We can easily reach there before it is dark."
 
   "Then we do that. Wolf Killer, I want ten of your men to go down the coast and take the other tower. They can then come back here and wait at this tower until we return."
 
   "That cuts down the men we can use to attack."
 
   "If we do not then we may find our escape blocked." I stared at my son. He nodded. "Lead on Snorri. Bjorn the Scout, bring up the rear. Aiden, I want you close to me. I fear we will need your skills as much as those of the Ulfheonar. There is magic about this place."
 
   "I know, Jarl, it feels like a weight upon my shoulders. I hear the voices of the dead and they are all around. They speak in strange tongues and they are not happy."
 
   "This is from the time of the Romans."
 
   "Aye Jarl. The books tell me that the Romans slaughtered the ones they called the druids in the sacred groves on this island. Their bodies were not buried but dismembered and scattered. They are restless and seek revenge."
 
   "But we are not Roman!"
 
   "I know Haaken, but we are trespassers. Be careful as we near the mountain. It is no Wyddfa but there is a power which sleeps beneath its stone."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Snorri led my snaking column through the bright yellow gorse. In places it was so high as to hide us from view. He had marked our junctions with his sword so that he knew when to turn. The cut gorse lay on the trail in the form of an arrow. The mountain was always in sight, no matter in which direction we turned we could always see it looming before us. As Snorri had said, it was not a real mountain but it dominated this tiny island and none of us would underestimate the power. For my part my mind was filled with concern for Kara. Her brother had thought that she might have been duping them. She was clever enough to do that but something in my heart told me that she was not. Aiden's warnings of the power of the mountain made my heart feel like lead. Had my daughter been suborned? Had I lost her?
 
   The paths began to climb. We smelled smoke and Snorri gave the signal for caution. We were near to some huts. We saw them not, for the gorse hid them but we could smell the smoke to our left. I knew that my Ulfheonar could move silently but I was not as sure about the men of Arturus. I need not have worried; no one gave us away. 
 
   We passed through a dry ghyll. As we emerged into the lighter afternoon air I saw that we were now at the foot of the mountain. I peered to the south east and saw our tower. Snorri said, "You can see the other tower from here too."
 
   "This means they can see us." My son joined me. "I hope your men have taken that other tower. This is a bare mountain now and we will be seen as we ascend."
 
   "Do not worry. Magnus Strongarm is a good warrior. He would make a good Ulfheonar save that he is oathsworn to me."
 
   I nodded. That was good enough for me.
 
   Snorri said, "We can only be seen for a short time. When we round this bend in the path we can only be seen by the birds in the sky and the fish in the sea."
 
   He was right but, as we stepped from the shelter of the mountain a mighty wind struck us from the west. Aiden almost staggered. Snorri turned, "What ails you, Aiden?"
 
   He shook his head as he leaned against the rock of the mountain. The touch of the stone seemed to steady him. "That is my home beyond that sea and here the power of the mountain grows. I can feel it in my fingers. It is hard for me to walk. I feel as though I am carrying Ulf Bjornson on my shoulders." He looked at me and, for the first time in a long time, I saw doubt on his face. "They need no defences on this side because the mountain protects them." He took the blue stone from around his neck and held it tightly. It seemed to ease whatever pain he was feeling. "Your sword will save us this day." He looked at Haaken and Cnut who were as equally surprised as I was. "You two will need to watch the Jarl's back closer than you have ever done."
 
   Haaken said, "I have stood by him since I lost my eye. I will protect him."
 
   "And I was there when Odin touched the sword. You need not fear for the Jarl so long as I live. I will die before I allow harm to come to him."
 
   Aiden nodded, "Then let us hurry, Snorri. I feel as though there are eyes upon us!"
 
   There was no longer any gorse to worry us but there was a sheer drop to the sea below. Now that we were closing in on our prey I began to worry about getting the women down this path. It would be neither easy nor safe. We would cross that particular bridge when we came to it. As we twisted and turned our way up the rocky path I began to worry more and more about the difficulties we would encounter bringing down the women. Elfrida, in particular, would be a burden. She was with child.
 
    As we paused at the foot of the last climb I looked down my line. Ulf Bjornson would have to carry her. I waved him over. I spoke quietly to him. I did not want her husband to interfere. "Ulf, I want you to be the last one, with Bjorn the Scout, to attack the fort. I want the two of you to find the women. You will be responsible for getting Elfrida down this trail." He glanced involuntarily at the rock strewn path beneath his feet. He nodded. "If you have to then carry her. Do not worry about anything else other than saving Elfrida. It is a great responsibility for she carries my grandchild."
 
   "It will be an honour, Jarl."
 
   Snorri led us up the last hundred or so paces. Behind us the sun was setting and we would need to avoid being silhouetted against the dying light. Just below the summit Snorri waved us to sit. There was a small dell which was sheltered from the wind. He came over to me and spoke quietly. "It is over that ridge."
 
   "Go and watch the camp, Snorri. You have done well. I will join you." Wolf Killer, Haaken and Cnut all joined me without being asked. "Have the men rest, eat and drink." They all had water skins and some dried venison. "Then join me on the ridge where we will spy out the land." I looked at my son. "You will keep silent, no matter what we see!" He opened his mouth as though to argue and then nodded. "Aiden, come with me. Your eyes and your powers will be of more use this day than a dozen swords."
 
   I took off my helmet and shield and laid them on the ground and then bellied up to join Snorri. He had been right about the defences. There was just one gate and that led down the other side of the mountain towards the port. I could see the masts of three or four ships within the harbour. It was not a large fort but the warriors within its walls looked to be well armed and they wore armour. The standard of Gwynedd flew from the gatehouse. The witch was under the protection of their King. I could see that we would be able to get over the walls quite easily. It was just three or four paces high. We could use our shields to raise warriors. We had done so before. There were eight men patrolling the walls but their attention was largely on the gate. When they passed below us they glanced up but we remained still. We would look like three more rocks. 
 
   I felt movement close by but did not turn around. It was Arturus with Haaken and Cnut. I continued to examine the defences. We would attack in the depths of night. There our small numbers would not be as apparent and our fearsome appearance would give us an advantage if we were seen. I saw that they had stables and I heard the neigh of a horse. I wondered where the women were when I saw, beyond the fort, Kara, Angharad and her woman Demelza walking up the road which led from the town. Snorri was right, Kara did look at ease. I heard my son snort and I put my hand on his arm. He sank back down. I counted the guards and saw that we would be slightly outnumbered. Of course I did not know how many were within the huts or the small warrior hall. It was possible we would be well outnumbered. We did not have time to watch for a long time and gather numbers. A chill came over me as I realised there was a stake in the middle of the fort and kindling around it. The dream I had had while sailing close to Wyddfa came back to me. We had no time to lose. As my eye moved across the fort I found the hut where I assumed Elfrida and the others were being held. There were two guards standing outside a small hut on the opposite side of the fort from the stables and the gate. It was quite close to the rear wall of the fort. I watched as Kara and the two Priestesses entered the gate. Kara appeared to be laughing. They headed for a large hut which was close to the gate and they entered. I had seen enough. The light was fading fast now as it began to dip below the horizon and I slithered back down to the dell to join the rest of my men.
 
   When they had joined me I explained what I intended. "Wolf Killer, your archers will stay on the ridge and they will clear the walls of sentries. That will be on my command." He nodded. "They then keep the walls and our escape route clear. We will work in threes. Two hold a shield while the third mounts the walls. They will be clear by then and we do not move until all of our men are safely on the wall. Bjorn the Scout, Snorri and Ulf will secure the captives. Wolf Killer you and your warriors will secure the gate and Kara. You will take Aiden with you. His skills may be necessary; if she is under the witch's power then he might be the only one who can save her.. The Ulfheonar will deal with the warrior hall. If we can eliminate the threat from the warriors then our escape will be easier. If any escape through the gate then we are in trouble. We know not how many other warriors are in the town. This whole island is the stronghold of their king."
 
   My son said, "Why can I not rescue my own wife?"
 
   "Because I want you to secure the gate and I am Jarl still. I have good men, Ulfheonar who will rescue your wife. You lead your men and secure the gate. That is an order." I paused and narrowed my eyes, "You can, of course, remain up here with the archers if you feel you cannot obey my orders."
 
   I saw the others all stare at my son. This was a crucial moment. He had to obey my commands or we would fail. I wanted his head to rule and not his heart. He had to understand that my commands were for the best. I saw his head drop forward and he nodded.
 
   "Good, now rest. Snorri, set Siggi the Silent and Harald Long Legs to watch the fort. The rest of us will sleep. Until it is time."
 
   I knew that most would not but they would, at least, lie down and close their eyes. Aiden and Kara had both taught me how to lie with my eyes closed and go into my own mind. I did so but I held the pommel of my sword in my hand. I found the blue stone comforting and my worries and fears began to ease. Aiden had been correct. The power of the stones was greater here than it had been in the land of On Corn Walum.
 
   I found that I had slept. It was one of those sleeps that Butar, Ragnar and Olaf had enjoyed in their later years. I awoke when Aiden touched me and pointed to the skies. The moon had gone behind a cloud. I donned my helmet and hefted my shield. Drawing Ragnar's Spirit I moved towards the path which led down to the fort. My men all rose. I saw my Ulfheonar touch their wolf pendants while Wolf Killer's men touched Thor's Hammer. It was a ritual before battle.
 
   We would be moving in the shadows of the mountain and I hoped that we would be invisible. I turned to make sure that my warriors were all ready. The archers looked down from the summit. From now on there would be no words; it would be hand signals only. Each group of warriors was ready. Haaken and Cnut were at my shoulder. I waved my sword above my head and descended down the slope. The Ulfheonar, sure footed as goats, followed me. I watched the ground to avoid any stone which might be sent skittering down the mountain to alert the guards and sentries. 
 
   I paused as I saw a shadow on the wall. It was a sentry. There was a lighter shadow which I took to be his face. There was a second one and his back was to us. We hurried down the last twenty steps to shelter beneath the wall. Haaken and Cnut held Cnut's shield and I put one tentative foot upon it. I waited until the rest of the Ulfheonar were in position, each one with a foot on a shield. Then I waved my sword and the arrows flew. Even as they sped towards their targets I had placed both feet on the shield and was being raised to the wall. I scrambled on and looked around. The guards on this side had all been silenced. The range had been so close that the archers had aimed at their heads. They had died instantly and, more importantly, silently. I reached down and helped Cnut on to the ramparts. The two of us easily pulled Haaken up.
 
   The guards on the other side of the fort, at the gate, peered towards the land. We began to move along the walls to allow Wolf Killer and the rest of his warriors to climb. The Norns had been silent for some time but there was a sudden grating of a blade on stone. It sounded like an avalanche in the night and the guards on the gate turned. Even as arrows sped towards them they sounded the alarm. Speed was now of the essence. I saw a ladder and I began to descend. I wondered if no one had heard the alarm and then the doors of the warrior hall were thrown open. There were shouts and cries in Welsh and warriors erupted from every hut. 
 
   It was vital now that we all stuck to our plan. I ran with the Ulfheonar to the warrior hall. I now saw why there had not been a quicker reaction to the cry. They had taken the time to don armour. This would not be as easy as it might have been. A wall of warriors ran towards us. I knew that Haaken and Cnut guarded my sides and I blocked the sword thrust from the first warrior with my shield. I jabbed with my sword but this was no novice and he contemptuously flicked Ragnar's Spirit aside with his own shield. He was not intimidated by my appearance and it would not do to underestimate this warrior's skill. His open helmet allowed me to see his face and when his eyes flicked to once side I knew that he would feint with his sword. I did not fall for the feint and when he punched with his shield I was ready with my own and our shields locked. He was strong and I felt myself going backwards. My two companions were busy with their own combats. I used a trick of my own. I spun around so that his weight took him past me and he struggled to regain his balance. I swung my sword as he passed and heard the grunt of pain as my sword sliced across his unprotected leg. I continued my spin and he became disorientated. It allowed me to hit him in the back with my shield and he sprawled to the floor. This was no time to be generous and I plunged my sword into his back.
 
   Turning I saw that the enemy were flooding from the hall and we were struggling to contain them. Glancing over my shoulders I saw that Bjorn the Scout and Snorri had done as I had asked and were guarding the hut. Then I cursed as I saw that the gate was open and my son was not to be seen. He had disobeyed me. The distraction almost cost me my life as a sword came towards my back. Cnut saved me and his shield took the blow which was meant for me. I stabbed the would be killer in the throat and then watched in horror as another warrior rammed a spear through Cnut's back. I screamed in rage and brought my sword down to split his skull in two. 
 
   I had no time to see how Cnut was for another two warriors ran at me. Suddenly Haaken was by my side and we locked shields. The two spears hit our shields and we both pushed. The spear is good at range but we were now in close. We opened our shields and our blades darted out to smash the spears in two. The two warriors' hands went to their swords but our hands were quicker and the two were despatched in two blows.
 
   "Aiden!"
 
   Cnut needed help and Haaken and I were now committed to defending ourselves as more warriors raced towards us. We stood over Cnut as more of my Ulfheonar saw our dilemma and joined us. The moment of danger eased as I felt Sigtrygg join me and the three of us hacked, slashed and stabbed our way through the Welsh warriors swarming like disturbed ants as they tried to get at us. Soon we had a single line of ten warriors and I yelled, "Wedge!"
 
   Sigtrygg and Haaken guarded my sides as I stepped forward. The Welsh were in a disordered mass and although my wedge was but a few warriors deep we were like an armoured boar and we stepped boldly into them. They hurled themselves at us, hacking at our helmets and our shields; both were too strong to be damaged. Our swords darted out and sliced into unprotected arms, hands, necks and faces. I felt a clatter as a sword hit my helmet. I stabbed forward and saw my sword penetrate the face of the warrior who was already screaming his victory. His scream changed to a death cry. I felt a huge push from behind. The warriors of Wolf Killer had joined us and with their weight we pushed the Welsh back to the warrior hall. When their backs were against the wall and they had nowhere to go the slaughter began. We worked and killed faster than we had ever done so before. Cnut was wounded and he needed our help.
 
    When the last warrior slid down the wall I knew we had won. I turned and ran back to Cnut who lay in Aiden's arms. The spear which had done the damage lay at his side. I threw my shield to the floor and knelt next to him. I glanced at Aiden who shook his head. Cnut tried to chuckle but he just brought up some blood. Aiden wiped his mouth and my oathsworn said, "The Galdramenn has done all that he can, Dragon Heart. I have done my duty and my sword was in my hand. Do not grieve. I know that you will watch over my family and I am content. Had you died then all hope for them would have gone." He winced and closed his eyes. As he opened them he said, "I can see Old Olaf. Jarl let me touch the sword. I would greet my comrades with its memory fresh." I handed him the sword so that he held his own and Ragnar's Spirit. He smiled, lifted his back and shouted, "Ulfheonar!" His eyes closed and Cnut went to Valhalla. Despite his words I could not contain myself and tears flowed. Like Haaken he had been there since the beginning and he had seen the birth of my sword. It felt as though a part of my heart had gone to the Otherworld with him.
 
   I stood. Across the fort I saw my son with his arm around Elfrida and the gate still loomed wide. There was no sign of Kara. I felt the anger rise in my throat. I bit back the words I wanted to say. We had a brave warrior to bury.
 
   "Aiden, find me a wounded Welshman; have the rest killed. Sigtrygg, secure the gates. Haaken have Wolf Killer's men collect the weapons and keep him from me until I am ready to speak to him." 
 
   He nodded, "Do not blame your son, Jarl. He thought of his family."
 
   "And it is because he disobeyed orders that Cnut died. That will take a long time to forgive."
 
   He nodded and left. Sigtrygg had returned. "The witch escaped on the horses with Kara. They have fled."
 
   "I know. Build a pyre. Use anything that you can find which will burn. We will burn our dead and honour Cnut."
 
   "But the pyre will be seen."
 
   "Nonetheless we will do them honour."
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw my son begin to come towards me but Haaken restrained him and shook his head. I saw Haaken say something to him. He turned away. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout joined me. They looked at Cnut's body. "I thought he would outlive us all, Jarl."
 
   "As did I. What happened?" They looked at each other and I snapped, "You are Ulfheonar! The truth!"
 
   "We killed the guards and found the women safe and sound, then Wolf Killer came into the hut. He had five of his men with him. When we came out of the hut we saw that Kara, the priestess and four guards were riding through the gates. Six of Wolf Killer's men lay dead."
 
   I nodded, "Thank you. Take the new Ulfheonar and escort the five of them back to the drekar. Ulf is guarding her. We are going to light a pyre and it may bring enemies."
 
   "But Wolf Killer…"
 
   "I care not what he says. You obey my orders Not my foresworn son!"
 
   The sun peered over Wyddfa in the east. I saw Snorri and Ulf leading the five women out of the gate to begin their descent to the bay. My son had held Elfrida in his arms until Snorri removed her from them. Haaken restrained Wolf Killer. Sigtrygg said, "We have the pyre ready, Jarl."
 
   I saw that, in addition to Cnut and the six men who had died following my orders we had lost two more Ulfheonar. Harold White Hair and Einar Siggison had only served me for a couple of years but they would be missed. We laid the three Ulfheonar in a line abreast on top of the other warriors. We placed their swords in their hands and their shields across their chests. We removed their golden wolf pendants from around their necks. They would be returned to their families. Finally we laid their wolf cloaks across their bodies so that all would know the mightiest warriors from our land were coming to Valhalla.
 
   "Allfather! Take these brave warriors to your table. They died fulfilling their oaths with their swords in their hands. They will have fine tales to tell!"
 
   I thrust the brand into the fire and as the flames licked around the dried wood my men had gathered they all took out their swords and yelled, "Ulfheonar!" 
 
   And so Cnut went to the Otherworld. No more would he chant out the rhythm for the oars. No more would he stand at my shoulder and protect my back. His children would grow up fatherless and his wife would mourn him until the end of her days. He had died fulfilling his oath and protecting his jarl. It was a good death. But, as I turned away I knew that it was an unnecessary death and the blame lay with the one warrior who had disobeyed me, my son!
 
   I glared at the prisoner Aiden had found. The Welshman did not look as though he had long to live. He had a bad stomach wound. "Tell him I will end his pain if he answers my question." Aiden spoke. The prisoner opened his eyes and then nodded. "Ask him where the priestess would have gone." The prisoner looked at Aiden when the question was asked. When he said nothing I said, "Tell him the other woman is my daughter. I only wish to save my daughter."
 
   I know not if Aiden added any words but the man opened his eyes and then spoke. "He said she would go to the palace at Aberffaw. Hywel ap Rhodri is there."
 
   "Give him a safe passage to the Otherworld." Aiden slipped the sharpened knife across his throat. "Who is this Hywel ap Rhodri?"
 
   "He is the warrior fighting his brother, Cynan, for the throne of Gwynedd."
 
   "Then let us leave while we may."
 
   "Jarl, there are warriors coming from the town."
 
   Although we could have defeated any men sent from the town we could afford no further casualties. "Then let us get back to the drekar. Sigtrygg, take the rearguard. Snorri find us a quick way down."
 
   All the way down the mountain Aiden was desperate to speak with me but I had a black and dark humour. I was angry. We had lost warriors when we need not have done and we had failed to save my daughter. All of it was my fault for I had failed to make my son into the warrior and leader he needed to be. Each comment and question from Aiden was greeted with either silence or a curt reply. When he became silent I knew that he would wait until I could not avoid the questions and ask me again.
 
   As we neared the headland above the bay I saw Elfrida and the others far ahead. I was relieved. It was not her fault that her husband had let me down. He had been kept from me by Haaken. Haaken, as Cnut had been, was close to my son and Kara as anyone and he was almost like family. Now he was the last of the original Ulfheonar. He would be peacemaker. I knew that my tiredness was aggravating my mood but we still had to find this royal palace and then find out how to rescue my daughter. 
 
   Elfrida, Seara and the three girls we had rescued from Jorvik awaited us on the beach. The tide was not right yet to load the ships which waited just at the edge of the bay. Elfrida ran to me and threw her arms around me. "Thank you, Jarl. I knew you would come for me!" She kissed my cheek and said, quietly, "I am sorry Cnut died."
 
   I nodded, "You are safe and I am happy." I held her at arm's length. I saw her eyes flicker to her husband who approached down the beach behind us. "Tell me about Kara." Her eyes dropped. "The truth; I need the truth."
 
   She sighed, "She has been drugged, Jarl. I tried to tell her but she did not believe me. She does all that the Priestess wishes. She was given the potion when the witch first came to our home. She tried to persuade me to drink it too but I thought of my baby and I refused."
 
   I know not if it was the memory or the baby for she suddenly winced. "I would not ask if it was not important."
 
   She nodded, "When they came again she fought the Priestess and said we should not be taken. She said you would be angry. Then the witch threatened me and my baby. She threatened to give the other four to their men to use unless Kara drank the new potion she had brought. Kara drank it and gradually she changed. Each day she was given a draught and each day she became less like Kara and more like Demelza. She acted as though she did not care anymore. It seemed she only had eyes and ears for the High Priestess. By the time we reached here it was as though her body and her mind had been taken over. Angharad controlled her completely." She shook her head, "It was not her fault, Jarl. She did all for me!"
 
   I put my arm around her to comfort her. "And what does the High Priestess want from my daughter?"
 
   "She uses her to speak with the dead. Kara is more powerful than you can possibly imagine. It is something to do with the combination of your mother and Kara's mother. The world of the Hen Coel and the world of the Norse. I did not understand it but the priestess believed they could change the world. They have started to use that power." She dropped her eyes. "They stopped Aiden from seeing in his dreams. I know not how they did it but I have not dreamed either. I fear they put something in my drink. She also used the mountain to control the weather and seas. It was frightening to behold."
 
   I held her closer and spoke quietly in her ear again, "They could not have done that with Aiden. There is darker magic at work here. You will be safe now. Your husband and his men will protect you."
 
   "Snorri told me about Cnut. Do not think badly of Wolf Killer. He thought only of me."
 
   "Wolf Killer, take your wife and the others on your drekar. Keep them safe." He nodded. I stared at him. "Let us see if you can obey that order at least."
 
   He looked angry but Haaken put his arm around him and whispered in his ear. He nodded and went to Elfrida. I ignored him and waved my Ulfheonar and Aiden over. "They have gone to the Royal Palace at Aberffaw. The Weird Sisters are toying with us. Had the tide been in we could have reached the palace before them. As it is we will have more walls to assault. They will be ready for us. My daughter's mind is controlled by another and they know we will come. This Hywel ap Rhodri will be waiting for us."
 
   Snorri said, "Elfrida said that your daughter has gone over to the witch."
 
   "It matters not we rescue her whether she wants or no. We use force if we have to and then, when she is no longer under the power of the witch then we will regain our daughter."
 
   Tostig looked nervously at the others, "Can we fight witches, Jarl?"
 
   I said coldly, "We are Ulfheonar and we can fight anyone. If this witch wishes to speak with the spirit world then we will allow her to do so… as a spirit!"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   It took a frustratingly long time for the two drekar to be able to draw in and to load us on board. I shouted over to Karl, the captain of 'Josephus', "Follow us. We sail south to Ynys Môn. Keep five ship's lengths behind in case we are met by other ships. I would reach the bay unobserved if I could."
 
   I took off my helmet and cloak and then looked at the leading bench. There was no Cnut. Haaken stood. "Sigtrygg, there are few others who could replace Cnut. You are the one we choose. Take the oar!"
 
   My Ulfheonar began banging their oars on the deck. Sigtrygg looked at me and I nodded. He was a good choice. There were none as loyal nor as obedient. I would that my son was as obedient.
 
   We backed out of the bay and then turned. "Aiden, what do we know of this Hywel ap Rhodri?"
 
   "I spoke with the men of Dyfed. They know of both brothers. They are fighting a civil war. It may be the reason he has given sanctuary to this priestess. It gives him an ally and he can use her power for his own ends. As for her she can manipulate men to her will. She is a dangerous adversary, Jarl Dragon Heart. Do not underestimate her."
 
   "I will not. So this Hywel he is not king?"
 
   "Not yet but he would be."
 
   I stared south. Aiden had pointed to Aberffaw on his chart and it would take just a few hours to reach it. Did we have enough men to assault it? Our losses had been heavy. Arturus' crew had been diminished. He had lost a further two men when his men had taken the tower at Trearrdur. Nor was I certain that I could rely on my son. It mattered not if we had not enough men. I would do as I had sworn. I would rescue my daughter and kill the witches. I owed it to Cnut and the other dead warriors.
 
   We rowed at a leisurely rate. The wind was from the south east but I knew that we could not reach Aberffaw before the witch. They had a head start and we had to sail all the way around the island. They would be prepared. I walked to the prow and stood with one hand on the dragon prow and one hand on the pommel of my sword. I could feel the power of the blue stone. In the distance I saw Wyddfa. It dominated the sky in this land of the Cymri. Aiden knew that the palace was on the main island. That was gentler than Ynys Cybi. There were cliffs but they were lower and the rocks were not quite as savage. Unlike that island this palace was set amidst sand dunes. Its protection was a shallow river through which we could wade. We had not enough men to assault directly. We would need to use subterfuge. It confirmed my decision. We would use just the Ulfheonar and we would abduct my daughter. That would be our prime objective. If I could kill the witch and her followers then I would do so. My heart told me that was just revenge. It was my wrath but I cared not. Vengeance filled my heart.
 
   This decided I strode down the middle of the drekar and returned to the stern. "Aiden, fetch the map!" 
 
   We pored over the map which now had more detail upon it. When we reached our home then Aiden would make a new one with all the added detail we had found. Every rock and shoal would be marked. Who knew when it might prove vital. We worked out that we could land to the north of the estuary. There looked to be a beach there, at least there was at low tide. If we landed when the tide was low then we could work through the sand dunes which Aiden told me lay on the south side of the river and approach the palace that way. I would use our other ship, 'Josephus' to intimidate them. They could sail down the river at high tide and draw the attention of the men of Gwynedd. It was then that we might be able to gain entry to the palace. Aiden answered as many questions as he could and then I turned to Erik. "We need to speak to Karl and Wolf Killer."
 
   The oars were run in and the sail lowered. The 'Josephus' slowed and hove to next to us. We were now just south of Ynys Cybi. I went to the stern. "We are going to land my Ulfheonar at the mouth of the estuary at low tide. The men I took from you will crew 'Heart'. At high tide you will sail as close as you can safely, down the river. I want the attention of the garrison on you." Karl and my son were watching me and nodding. I looked at my son as I added, "Do not endanger either your ship or the women. If the tide turns or you are attacked then head for sea and wait for us there."
 
   The two men looked at each other and my son asked, "And if you do not return?"
 
   "We will and this time I will have your sister with us. Keep your archers ready should we have to leave in a hurry."
 
   They waved and I saw Elfrida comforting her husband.
 
   "Make sail, Erik, and take us to the mouth of the river. Ulfheonar, prepare for battle. The spirit of Cnut will be watching over us. Let us do him honour this night!" We all donned our armour and checked our weapons.
 
   There were just eighteen of us and Aiden to do the impossible. The deaths, injuries, wounds and losses had pared our numbers down considerably. I saw, as we approached the shore, that there were many rocks and small islands. One of the islands looked to have a hermit's cell upon it. However what we did not see were any watch towers. From the charts and what we had learned the palace was almost half a mile inland and on a small piece of high ground. We deduced it could not be that high as we would not see any buildings from the sea. The cliffs were obviously higher.
 
   We used Harald Long Legs to test the depth as we bobbed up and down on the swells of the sea. When the water came up to his neck we knew that we could risk edging a little closer. Harald kept walking. Occasionally a wave which was larger than normal would cascade over his head but he kept going and gradually more of him remained out of the sea. When it came just below his chest Erik had the rowers back water and my men began to disembark.
 
   "I will wait, yonder, by the island with the hermit's cell." Erik clasped my arm, "May the Allfather be with you Jarl. I know that you will find Kara and bring her home."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   Even as I descended into the chilly, salt water I wondered at his words. From what Elfrida had said Kara was now a willing ally of this witch and her cult. Even as the thought flitted through my mind my hand went to my pommel and my wife's voice came into my head. One word echoed around, 'No!' In her heart she was my daughter. She had the blood of her mother and my mother in her veins. There was loyalty there. We just had to overcome the witchcraft and the drugs. It would not be easy but what, in life that was worthwhile was ever easy?
 
   The sands, to the south, seemed to stretch for miles and I saw the river ahead of us. I wondered how on earth we would get a drekar down it. We waded across and it was waist deep. We did it swiftly for we were heading for the safety of the sand dunes on the other side. Aiden must have been reading my thoughts. "This is low tide, Jarl." He pointed to the wet sand beneath our feet. "When it returns it must cover here and the river is already up to our waist. If Karl is careful he can show his dragon to the men of Aberffaw. That is all he needs to do. We need their attention on the sea and not the land."
 
   He was right of course. Cnut's death and my son's failure had made me doubt myself and my plan. We scurried into the sand dunes like gulls seeking food. Once we were all hidden from sight I sent Snorri and Bjorn the Scout off to scout the palace. We had eaten on board the drekar but we had none of us enjoyed a full night's rest. We headed for the other side of the dunes following the fresh tracks left by Bjorn the Scout and Snorri. I took us steadily. Once more we would make a nocturnal attack. At least that was my plan but we were now in the hands of the tides. It was not just the Norns who were working us. Karl and the 'Josephus' could only show themselves at high tide. Erik thought that would be after dark. However Karl had been told to sail as soon as it was safe. He would come when he would come. We were now tied to a course of action which would be followed to its conclusion. The difference was that I now just had my Ulfheonar. I relied on no one else and my oathsworn would not let me down. They were the best that there were.
 
   We had seen neither the palace nor the town from the mouth of the estuary but we had seen the river bend away. The tracks we followed also bent and followed the line of the river. We slumped down in the dunes after we had walked half a mile. We did not want to alert any watchers and sentries on the high ground by showing ourselves. We would wait for our scouts. I saw the Ulfheonar lying in the sand. All look relaxed and yet I knew that they were ready for action the moment I gave the word. Many had their eyes closed but they were not sleeping. They would jump up at the slightest sound.
 
   It was warm in the dunes and our clothes began to dry. I lay back and closed my eyes. It was the trick taught to me by Kara and Aiden. I heard Haaken questioning Aiden. "What do we do if Kara does not wish to return? What if she fights us? Elfrida said she was not herself and we know not the effect of these potions."
 
   Before Aiden could speak and without opening my eyes I said, "We bind her and gag her. Ulf Bjornson can carry her and Aiden can use his magic and his powers of healing to undo that which the priestess has done."
 
   "I may not have that skill, Jarl."
 
   "We will raid ever monastery and church to gather every book we can until you do. I will not rest until my daughter is returned to us in mind and spirit as well as body. If we do not then this witch has won."
 
   The two of them were silent. I was enjoying the blackness of my mind. It helped to focus my thoughts. Aiden suddenly said, "I have been thinking about the change in Kara after that visit by Angharad. "
 
   "Aye."
 
   "When she lost her powers. We all assumed that the priestess was right and it was because Kara was changing. That was a lie."
 
   I sat up and opened my eyes, "How do you know?"
 
   "It was the potion, the medicine which Angharad gave to Kara which deprived her of her powers. Kara became a woman years ago. Your wife knew that when she died. Kara may not have seen many woman's summers but the spirits changed her years ago. Kara was drugged. She is drugged still, with a different drug and potion. I could spend years trying to find an antidote but I hope that nature will rid her body of the effects of the magic."
 
   I saw hope in Aiden's eyes and, for the first time in a long time, I felt it surge in my breast. I saw a movement ahead, from the east. It was Snorri and Bjorn the Scout. They dropped down close to me. 
 
   "The palace is on the other side of the river. They have a wooden bridge but we saw cattle in the water; it is not deep."
 
   "Did you see Kara?"
 
   Snorri shook his head, "No but we did see that priestess, Demelza. She was at the river with a bucket."
 
   "Then they are within. How many guards and warriors are there?"
 
   "It was hard to say. The palace has four gates. It looks a little like a Roman fort save that it is built on a slope. And there is no ditch."
 
   I was beginning to see how the rock of this island which gave it such good materials for buildings also stopped them making defensive ditches.
 
   Bjorn the Scout pointed to the east. "We can head that way and remain unobserved. There is a small ridge which creates an area of dead ground on the far side of the palace. If we approach from that direction then we will be on the opposite side from the 'Josephus' when it comes."
 
   "Good. Then let us go."
 
   Aiden said, "I have an idea, Jarl. I spy a way we can sow confusion amongst our enemies. When we waited for you the prisoner said that this Hywel ap Rhodri fights against his brother, the King. If I were to teach your men the Welsh for, 'The King comes! Death to the rebels!' they might take us as mercenaries who are part of a larger army fighting for his brother."
 
   Haaken laughed, "I think it would work and it would make a saga to keep us amused all winter."
 
   I too thought the ruse worthwhile and we spent a short time learning the phrase. It did not need to be perfect we would be seen as Vikings anyway but if it caused hesitation amongst our enemies then it was worth a try. 
 
   Before we left I pointed to the new Ulfheonar. You three are to guard Aiden and Ulf when they take my daughter. We will deal with the warriors who try to stop us but you must get my daughter back to the drekar." I pointed to the high ground. We will not be able to use the river. We run towards the cliffs and find a way down." None questioned my orders but I truly did not know if there would be a safe way down to the sea. We had no time to scout out the land. Perhaps it was as the place at Ynys Cybi. It, too might be covered in gorse. We would soon find out.
 
   Snorri and Bjorn the Scout loped off and we followed in single file. Sigtrygg had now adopted the position at the rear. Aiden ran between Haaken and myself. This was like the original Ulfheonar. When Cnut and Haaken had first fought alongside me we had had only a dozen or so warriors. We had only a few more than that now but each one was closer to me now. Our losses had created an unbreakable bond between us. 
 
   Once we emerged from the dunes we had to move carefully. As we crossed the river Bjorn the Scout remarked, "It is deeper now, Jarl. The tide turns." It was just above our waists as we waded across. Soon the drekar could approach the palace without risk of grounding.
 
   There was a steep bank leading to the west and the north. That would be where the palace would be. As we slowly and carefully made our way up the bank I wondered what they meant by palace. Even Lundenwic had not had a palace. The only palace I had seen before was the one in Miklagård. I could not see one on this remote island being as grand as that one. We waited in a drainage ditch which had wild gorse growing from it. It made an effective screen and we were able to watch the comings and the goings from the main gate. We watched for a time and I saw sentries on the walls but the gate remained open. A glow at each of the towers showed that there were other guards within them.
 
   There was a sudden shout and an alarm bell began to toll. I saw the guards at the gate slam them shut. We saw nothing then save sentries moving from the towers at the corner of the wooden and stone walls. Their faces flickered in the glow from the torches. Then, after a short while, the gate opened and two horsemen with the dragon standard of Gwynedd emerged and led a column of fifty men out. They turned towards the estuary once they had left the gate and they rode between the high ground and the river. Although I could not see it I knew that it was a drekar which had been spotted. I hoped that, this time, my son would obey his orders and not risk his drekar. He would not be able to turn in the narrow river until the tide was at its height. Elfrida was with him and that would ensure he obeyed my orders. It had been his concern for his wife which had caused him to disobey me the first time.
 
   Snorri risked peering from the side of the ditch and he waved when the column of warriors was far enough from the gate to allow us to enter. We rose as one and raced towards the gate which was still open. There were two guards there but they were speaking with each other. Their attention was not on the road before them and they fell to the blades of Snorri and Bjorn the Scout before they even realised that they were under attack.
 
   When we entered I could see that this was a grander place than the hill fort had been. The halls and buildings all had stone foundations and slate roofs. There were men on the walls but I ignored them. It was obvious which building was the palace. It had two sentries outside. This time they did see us and raise the alarm. My men began shouting 'The King comes! Death to the rebels!' 
 
   The sentries on the walls looked to the south and the east seeking the rest of our army. It allowed us to enter the hall. The two guards who had sounded the alarm lay in widening pools of blood. 
 
   "Spread out and find them!"
 
   There were servants as well as soldiers inside the palace. We could not afford to discriminate and any who crossed our path fell to our swords. The women generally ran and when we saw that they were not the three we sought we allowed them to go. They had left guards for the priestesses for a column of men ran from a guard room and hurled themselves at us. I shouted to Aiden, "Keep looking! We will hold these!"
 
   There were ten of them and we outnumbered them but they came at us in a column and Harold Olafsson died as he found himself attacked by two of them. I slew one of his killers as Haaken despatched the second but it allowed the others to rain blows upon us. They were using spears and had the advantage of length. I felt a spear slide across my mail. My armour had been made by Bjorn and it turned it. The Weird Sisters were at work for the head of the spear slid into the side of Rolf Rolfson. I barely had time to raise my shield and deflect the spear which jabbed at my neck. I heard a roar as Sigtrygg threw himself bodily at the attackers. He had scant regard for his own safety and his blade carved a gap between them. Haaken and I plunged into them and we two laid about us with our swords. I punched with my shield and, when I saw a Welsh face with an open helmet before me I head butted him and he fell to the floor. I swung Ragnar's Spirit across his throat and then I realised that our attackers were gone. They had all died to the fury of our attack. It had cost us. As well as Rolf and Harold, Arne and Siggi had both been wounded. I heard a shout and we ran towards the sound. I heard the clash of arms and metal on metal. There was a scream and we flung open the doors at the end of the passage.
 
   I saw Aiden and the other four engaged in a furious fight with eight guards. Haaken was before me and he rushed to their aid. Suddenly a knife appeared, wielded by a woman's hand. She had been hiding behind the door. It tore through the cloak, the mail and the leather byrnie into Haaken's back. I swung my sword and it ripped across Demelza's middle, cutting through to her spine. Her mouth hurled a dying curse at me as she fell.
 
   Angharad screamed and ran at me with a scythe held in her hand. She shouted at me as she came. I guessed she was cursing me. I held my shield before me and, as she swung the blade in my direction I blocked it and stabbed up through her body. The end of my sword came out of her neck and she was frozen in death. There was hate in her eyes until the end. I was disappointed that her end had been swift. I had wanted to make her pay for her deeds and for the losses we had suffered. 
 
    I heard another scream. I turned at the cry and saw Kara throw herself at me. She had a knife in her hand. Suddenly a fist came from nowhere and struck her on the side of the head. She fell as though hit by a poleaxe. I saw Ulf looking in horror at his hand. 
 
   "I am sorry, Jarl. But she would have slain you."
 
   "You did right, Ulf. Aiden, bind her and gag her." I saw Haaken writhing on the floor. "Magnus Redbeard, help Haaken. Go out of the seaward gate and get the two of them to the drekar we will cover your backs."
 
   I looked around to see who was left. Sigtrygg, Snorri, Bjorn the Scout and Karl Knutson were all that remained. Nor could we do anything for the passage into the other world of our dead for the guards who had been on the walls now raced towards us.
 
   I hesitated and Sigtrygg said, "The gate is the best place to hold them!"
 
   I nodded and we ran. There were just five of us against the rest of the garrison. Those were not good odds. The hall was a maze of passages and doors.  A pair of warriors burst from one to our right. Sigtrygg slew one and Bjorn the Scout the other but not before Knut had taken a spear thrust to the leg. Then, mercifully, we were outside. I saw the open gates ahead and the three dead guards. My new Ulfheonar had acquitted themselves well. We turned at the gate and Sigtrygg and I grabbed a discarded spear each. I jammed my sword into the hard packed earth. The sentries ran at us. They too had spears. I parried one spear and then jabbed quickly mine into the man's chest. My spear was hacked by another guard and I picked my sword from the ground and slashed across his face. I heard a grunt next to me. Knut had a spear sticking from his belly. He grabbed his killer's head and pulled him on to his sword. As he slid to the floor he said, "Ulfheonar!" and then he died.
 
    I was tiring now but we had to buy more time for Aiden and the others to reach the cliffs. I blocked another spear and, dropping to my knee jabbed my sword into the groin of the spearman. I swung my sword to the side to free it from the body and it fell across our front. There was now a barrier of the enemy dead. Then I heard a trumpet sound and saw that the men of Gwynedd had heard the commotion and returned to their walls. We now had the whole of Hywel ap Rhodri's warband hunting us. This time we would be defeated if they caught us. I had counted them and there were fifty of them.
 
   "We run!"
 
   We turned and ran for the distant sea. I could not see anyone ahead of us but I only had a rough idea of the distance we might have to travel. The heather and the gorse meant that we had to follow the paths which twisted and turned. The men who followed us had an advantage for they would know the paths better than we. There was little point in bemoaning our predicament. It was wyrd. I hoped that we had achieved what we had set out to do and rescued Kara but, already the cost was high. Eight more of my Ulfheonar would not return to Cyninges-tūn. 
 
   I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw that the men of Gwynedd were barely a hundred paces from us. When I felt spray on my face I felt hope. The sea was not far away. My legs felt like jelly and my chest burned but still we ran. My armour felt like I had a mountain on my shoulders but still we hurried on. We almost ran over the cliff but Snorri who had reached it first had seen the edge and he yelled at us, "Stop!" 
 
   Bjorn the Scout pointed, "Look there is a path, of sorts."
 
   I looked where he had pointed and saw that the others were almost at the rocks. There was however, no beach. 'The Heart of the Dragon' was edging dangerously close to the savage rocks and she was crewed by a handful of men from my son's warriors. This would be a stern test of Erik's skill and that of his ships' boys.
 
   "Get down. I will follow." They hesitated, "I command you!" They began to clamber down the narrow track. I turned and faced the two horsemen who galloped towards me. I yelled, in Saxon, "If you follow us then I swear to come back and wreak revenge on you all. Turn back now and I will never return."
 
   In answer one of the horsemen galloped towards me with a long spear in his hand. I stood my ground. At the last moment I moved to my right and took the spear on my shield. I swung Ragnar's Spirit and it hacked into the rump of the small horse. I felt it grate on bone and then the rider and the horse disappeared, screaming, over the cliff as the horse reared away from the pain. The other veered to one side and I swung backhanded at him. The tip caught his leg. The men on foot were hurrying after the rider. I punched my shield at the horse and the rider. He wheeled away and rode towards his men.
 
   I had had my answer. "I will return and you shall pay, Hywel Ap Rhodri! You have sown the wind and now you will reap the whirlwind. Better you had never been born than incur the wrath of Jarl Dragon Heart of Cyninges-tūn." They all hesitated for a moment. The sight of a warrior in a wolf skin holding a sword above his head and defying a huge band of warriors confused them.
 
   Holding my shield over my head I turned and headed down the steep and precarious path. I had descended barely ten paces when I felt arrows thud into my shield and ping off my helmet. I kept going, oblivious to the danger. I could see, below me, that Erik had brought the drekar close to a rock. While half of his rowers kept the ship pressed against the rock the other half held their oars as a buffer against the cliff. I saw that Kara and Haaken were already on board and that the others were boarding. Sigtrygg, Snorri and Bjorn the Scout had barely twenty paces to go. Suddenly something crashed into my shield and I felt myself falling into space. I released my shield but held on to my sword. I moved my arms to try to keep my balance but it was in vain. I would hit a rock and I would die. I was saved from a rocky end, ironically, by the carcass of the dead horse I had slain. It broke my fall but I then slid from its bloodied and broken body into the water. I was momentarily stunned. I opened my eyes and saw that my armour was taking me down to the bottom. It was every nightmare I had ever had and it was now a reality.
 
   I closed my eyes, pleased that I had held on to my sword. At least I would get to Valhalla. I put my left hand on the pommel too and, as my hands touched the blue stone I heard a voice in my head, "Fight for life, my son! This is not your time!"
 
   My feet touched the sandy bottom and, as my knees bent, I pushed up as hard as I could with the sword held in two hands. I am still not sure if I would have made it had  Erik and Aiden not dived into the sea. The two of them pulled me to the surface. We broke through the water and I coughed and spluttered. Hands pulled me up as arrows slammed into the side of the drekar. As I rolled onto my back like a beached turtle, I heard Erik shout, "Lower the sail!"
 
   As the ship's boys released it, I felt a sudden gust of wind move us away from the arrows, stones and spears which cascaded down upon us and into the open sea.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   My Ulfheonar held their shields above the rowers as the angry men of Gwynedd continue to rain missiles upon us. I coughed up more seawater and, as I turned my head I saw that Haaken looked pale and Aiden was trying to get his mail from him. Forgetting my own encounter with death I crawled towards him and held his legs so that Aiden could pull the mail off his body. We repeated it with his byrnie and his kyrtle. I saw that the knife had not penetrated very far. Yet Haaken looked close to death. I saw a frown on Aiden's face. Before I could ask him anything an arrow thudded into the deck a hand span from Aiden's leg. He barely glanced up. He leaned forward and sniffed at the wound.
 
   As he raised his head he looked at Kara who, although bound and lying between the rowing benches, glared death and hatred at us both. "It was a poisoned blade, Jarl. He is slipping towards the darkness of death."
 
   "Save him Aiden; I cannot lose the last of the first Ulfheonar!"
 
   "I will try, Jarl but I know not what poison she has used."
 
   As he went through the potions and antidotes he kept in his leather satchel I regretted that the deaths of the two witches had been so swift. I would they had suffered. I realised we were out of range when Sigtrygg and Snorri joined me. "Aiden, Bjorn the Scout has an arrow in the leg."
 
   I looked up at them. "Take it out and bind the leg. Aiden is trying to save Haaken's life. You will have to heal Bjorn the Scout." They nodded. I turned back to Aiden. "What can I do?"
 
   "Find charcoal and grind it into a paste with water. Make it fresh water not sea."
 
   I struggled to my feet. My body felt as though it had been battered by a giant troll. There was a small bag of charcoal which we kept as fuel when we ate ashore. I put a handful in a pot. Aiden had not said how much. I used a beiti-ass from the rack by the stern to grind the charcoal into a powder. I watched Aiden as I did so. He had opened the wound and was encouraging blood to flow out of it. Then he said to one of the ship's boys. "Fetch me a pail of sea water."
 
   As the boy went to the stern I saw that Josephus was three lengths behind us. My son and his wife had made it. This time he had obeyed me. The lesson was, however, expensive. It had cost Cnut and other Ulfheonar their lives. Even now Haaken might die and it could have all been prevented if Wolf Killer had only done what I had ordered him to do.
 
   "Jarl, the charcoal?"
 
   My mind had been wandering. I was as guilty as my son. I mixed water and made a grey sludge. I saw that Aiden was washing the wound with sea water. I showed him the paste. After carefully putting a salve into the wound he took a further handful of the paste and smeared it over the injury. "Add more water to the paste and we will make him drink it." He bound a bandage around the wound to hold the paste in.
 
   "I thought that only worked if someone had swallowed poison."
 
   "So did I but I am running out of ideas." We held his head and Aiden poured the disgusting looking mixture down his throat. Even though he was barely conscious Haaken's body tried to gag and to vomit. Aiden held his nose and Haaken had to swallow. "Stand back."
 
   We both released our hold on him and allowed him to lie on the deck. He was still for moment and then his body convulsed and shook. He began to vomit all over the deck. Normally Erik would have been angry but, as he steered the ship to safety he watched as, at first, a grey sludge emerged and then it became flecked with red blood and black bile. After what seemed an age he stopped and lay still. I was not certain if he was dead. 
 
   Aiden put his head to Haaken's chest and said, "He lives still." He then went to the vomit and sniffed it. "Some of the poison is here I can smell it." He took off his blue pendant and put it in Haaken's hand. "Jarl, put Ragnar's Spirit in his other hand." I did as I was asked, "Erik, get us as close to Wyddfa as you can. I have done all that I can. Now it is up to the spirits." He rose and went to Bjorn the Scout. 
 
   I sat on the bench closest to Haaken and stroked his head. It was cold and clammy. He felt like a corpse already. Kara's face was close to me on the other side. She was lying between the benches bound and gagged as I had ordered. I looked at her as I stroked Haaken's head. There was pure hate in her eyes. This was not my daughter. The witch had made her into monster. Perhaps the best thing would be to throw her over the side. Even as the thought came into my head, I knew that I could not. Despite what she had done it had not been her fault. I was her only parent now and it was my responsibility to bring her back from the dark place she now inhabited. She had saved us before now and I had to save her. The trouble was I did not know how. It did not take long to bind Bjorn the Scout's wound. 
 
   My new Ulfheonar were at the oars and Sigtrygg and Snorri joined them. I heard Ulf say, "We are risking the straits again then, Magnus?"
 
   Aiden answered him. "It may be the only way to save Haaken but I think the journey will be less fraught this time. The Weird Sisters did not take Jarl Dragon Heart at Aberffaw; I cannot see them taking him now."
 
   Silence descended as we entered the straits and all that could be heard was the creak of the oars in the rowlocks and the flapping of the canvas. Sigtrygg had no chant to call out. We were all in the power of the mountain. As we drew level with it I heard Kara begin to cough. Then she began to twist and turn. Aiden came and removed her gag. Her cries could hurt no one now. She began to curse. "You will all die a painful death! You have killed the High Priestess and the Mother will punish you all. None of you will ever return home! We will be taken by Ran to her depths and crabs will eat your eyes and fish will devour your flesh.
 
   "Gag her again, Aiden. We need not this!"
 
   "It is part of the healing, Jarl. Look at Haaken." I saw that some colour was returning to Haaken. She convulsed again and a trickle of thin red blood came from his mouth. Then he sighed and lay still. I began to move and Aiden said, "Hold! The stones and the mountain are doing all that they can. Do not interfere!" The blue pendant she wore around her neck had fallen out of her dress when she had convulsed and it gleamed a little.
 
   I was not used to being ordered around but I obeyed. Just then Kara began to keen and wail. "Stop! Stop! You are hurting me!"
 
   I looked and there was no-one near her.
 
   Aiden pointed to the mountain. I knew that it was the cave, now covered in a rock fall, to which he pointed. "It is your ancestors who help us now, Jarl. Your mother's spirit is strong here. I can feel her. She wrestles with Kara for her heart and mind." He pointed to the dragon prow. "See, we are nearly past. The crisis will be soon!"
 
   Even though she was bound, hand and foot, Kara's body arched and she gave a primeval scream and then fell unconscious. She and Haaken were both like corpses. What had we done?
 
   We had been so concerned with the two of them that we had not noticed that it was coming on to dark. Erik said, "We should land if we can, Jarl."
 
   Sigtrygg said, "This is still the land of Gwynedd. We will need to sail further north. We need to land past the Maeresea. There are dunes there and we can rest in safety."
 
   I looked at Erik and nodded. He shook his head. "'The Heart of the Dragon' is hurting too Jarl. She will need much work when we reach home." He paused and looked at the setting sun. "If we ever reach home."
 
   Aiden closed his eyes, "Oh we will reach home. The sacrifice of the Ulfheonar has ensured that."
 
   As we sailed into the blackness Sigtrygg said, "We will have to find more Ulfheonar, Jarl. There are but seven of us left."
 
   "Do not forget, Haaken, he lives still. But you are right. We will ask at Windar's Mere and Thorkell's Stad. I fear there are few candidates in Cyninges-tūn."
 
   "It is meant to be Jarl. There has been much upheaval. Words have been spoken which should not have been and your family is riven from each other. I heard your words to the men of Aberffaw but you will have to wait some time to keep your word."
 
   "I will not be foresworn."
 
   "I know but you cannot take eight men there and expect to win, can you?"
 
   I laughed. "You are right. I would need at least ten!"
 
   For some reason that set all of us, save Kara and Haaken, laughing. Even the ship's boys laughed. I ordered the men to stop rowing as we passed the Dee. The land to the west of us would grow emptier. The lantern we hung from our stern was a marker for the other drekar and I waved it from side to side to show that we would be landing soon. Erik anchored in the sea just offshore from the sand dunes. Aiden and I would stay on board with the two who were still struggling with the demons. The rest would go ashore and cook food.
 
   As the men who had come from the 'Josephus' clambered over the side I thanked them. "I am in your debt. Had you not brought, with Erik, the drekar in so close then none of us would be alive now."
 
   Arnulf, who was their leader paused and said, "It was an honour, Jarl. For years we have heard of the courage and the deeds of the Ulfheonar. We have now seen them in action and the tales do not do you and your warriors' justice."
 
   Erik sent the ship's boys ashore to fetch us some food. He joined Aiden and I as we sat with Haaken. It was so silent, for the others had camped well away from the ships, that I jumped when Haaken spoke, "Am I in Valhalla?"
 
   I was so relieved that I could have shouted. Instead I said quietly, "No, old friend, but it was touch and go for a while."
 
   "What happened? The last I remember was seeing our new men fighting against great numbers and then I felt a sharp pain in my back."
 
   "The High Priestess stabbed you with a poisoned knife." Aiden took my sword and gave it back to me and then took back his pendant. "The blue stones and Wyddfa saved you."
 
   "Not to mention our Galdramenn. You owe him your life."
 
   He nodded, "Thank you Aiden. And where are we now?"
 
   "We are north of the Maeresea. The rest are ashore. Food will be coming soon."
 
   He shook his head. "My stomach is full of writhing eels."
 
   Aiden nodded and poured him a horn of ale from the barrel we carried. "Here, this will do you as much good as food."
 
   The ship's boys came aboard with the food. I had thought about going ashore but I did not want to leave Kara alone. I felt, as her father, that I owed it to her. I was disappointed that my son did not choose to join us. Perhaps he brooded about my curt comments and criticism. He had to learn to take such things. That was the way to becoming a man. To know when you had made a mistake and admitting it. 
 
   Kara still glared at me. I nodded to Aiden, "Sit her up Aiden. She will need drink and, I daresay, food."
 
   He gave a rueful smile. "She may need it but until she emerges from this dark place she will not thank us for it."
 
   We sat her up and, surprisingly, she did not struggle. That may have been because she had had enough of being horizontal. She had been listening to us for she spat out. "Aiden is right; I do not wish to eat."
 
   I smiled, "Then you recognise Aiden? That is a step in the right direction at any rate."
 
   She looked confused and Aiden smiled. "You are right, Jarl. This is a sign she is getting better. She should have water at least. The salt air dries lips and she may become ill." He went to the water skin. I stood and, before she could do anything I pinned her shoulders. She tried to move her head away from Aiden's hands and so I held her head straight. She kept her lips together. Aiden smiled and pinched her nose. She had to open her mouth and, when she did so I pulled her head back and Aiden poured the water down her throat. She coughed and spluttered but she kept some down. 
 
   Aiden looked at her cheek. It was beginning to blacken. "Ulf struck her a powerful blow at the palace."
 
   "He had no choice."
 
   "Then let us hope this is just bruising and that nothing is broken. She will not thank your new warrior for a disfigurement."
 
   After they had eaten the crew came back aboard. Sigtrygg arranged the watches so that there were always two crew awake. One would watch Kara while the other would watch the sea. I was exhausted after the last two days and I slept like the dead. It was a sleep free from dreams and, for that, I was grateful. Kara was still asleep when I awoke. Sigtrygg was on watch and he was sat next to Haaken who had also woken.
 
   "She looks peaceful, Jarl."
 
   "Aye. Aiden does not know when she will come out of this."
 
   Haaken nodded, "Cnut would think it a fair exchange if his death meant that she was returned to us."
 
   "You and I are the last of the Ulfheonar now, old friend."
 
   "That does not matter, Jarl. Sigtrygg and the others are every bit as good as those who have died. It is not the names and faces which are important; it is the hearts. And our comrades are in Valhalla. It is wyrd."
 
   And he was right. I had a more settled mind as we set sail for Úlfarrston. Kara slept most of the way. Aiden moistened her lips as she slept. "I think there is a change now, Jarl."
 
   "When will we know?"
 
   "I cannot say. This is unfamiliar territory for me. The only person I could ask is Kara and she is not Kara, is she?"
 
   It was as we passed the northern coast of Mann that I saw a real change in her face and her expression. She opened her eyes and looked terrified. She saw me and said, "Father!" She tried to stand but, as she was her hands and feet were bound, she fell over.
 
   Aiden raced to her side and, without asking my permission, took a knife and slit the bonds holding her ankles and wrists. She staggered towards me and threw her arms wide. The men at the benches started in silence. The last time she had lurched towards me her intent had been to kill me. I held my arms open. If she wished me harm then it was wyrd. She threw her arms around me and buried her head in my chest. She began to sob uncontrollably. Aiden took his cloak and put it about her shoulders. Not one person on the drekar spoke and all that could be heard were the sobs from Kara. I stroked the back of her head as I had when she had been a child and had suffered a nightmare. In that moment she became my little girl once again. It was as though the years had rolled back.
 
   Eventually she stopped crying. Aiden waited with a water skin. She took her head from my chest and looked into my eyes. I could see fear now filled the space that had been hate. "I had such nightmares! What has happened to me?" She looked at her wrists and the red marks from the ropes. Her hand when to the bruise, which was now blackened, on the side of her face.
 
   "You have been to a dark place and you have met Hel. Now you are safe. We are almost home."
 
   Aiden stepped forward, "Here, drink, you will need it."
 
   She nodded her thanks and drank heavily from the water skin. She saw behind us 'Josephus'. She nodded towards it. "Is my brother aboard?"
 
   "He is."
 
   Her legs gave way and she sat on one of the chests we used for seats. "Elfrida!" She suddenly turned and looked astern. "I dreamed…." She shook her head. "I cannot speak of that dream. I may never dream again. It was horrible and I saw…" She looked up at me and it was though she had a sudden flash of the events of the past month. She stood and threw her arms around me. "I saw you and… I am sorry." Her arms came around me and she cried once more.
 
   From the mast head came the cry, " Úlfarrston!"
 
   "You were bewitched by the High Priestess and she changed you."
 
   She looked from me to Aiden and back, "It is true Kara. The potion she gave you was a way of hiding your power and to take over your mind. I think you were strong and something inside you fought against it but when she returned and took you she gave you a more powerful drug and it allowed her to control and manipulate you. The effects may still be with you but when we bathe in Cyninges-tūn Water and your mother's spirit can speak with you then all will be well."
 
   She looked at me for confirmation, "It is true Kara and I will live close by from now on. This will never happen again. I almost lost my daughter once but I will not risk that a second time." I put my arm around her and we approached the jetty. I saw Pasgen and his people as they came towards us. It looked safe. No one had come in our absence. Looking down the empty benches I thought of the warriors who had given their lives for Kara and for me and would never return. I would honour them and watch over their families for them.
 
   I was the first from the drekar and my arm was around Kara. Pasgen raised his hands and said, "Thank the Allfather that you have been successful!" He looked beyond me as the handful of warriors trudged down the gangplank. He shook his head, "You have lost so many."
 
   "We paid a high price and that is sure. We will need ponies for the women."
 
   "I will see to it."
 
   As he hurried off we turned to watch 'Josephus' tie up behind us. My son led his wife towards us and the other four women followed. I saw the fear on their faces as they approached us. I smiled, "You need not be afraid. The real Kara, my daughter, has returned to us. The power of the witch has gone."
 
   I saw relief on their faces and Seara, who had once been Kara's nurse, ran to her and threw her arms around her. "My baby! I had thought they had taken you forever!"
 
   Kara looked at me with terror returned to her face. "The nightmares? They were reality?"
 
   "Aye, daughter but they are in the past. We will forget them now." I stared at my son but I saw nothing in his eyes. He would not forget. The chasm was not diminishing; it was growing.
 
   We trudged back to our home in silence. This was ever thus. When my warriors returned from a raid, no matter how pleased we were to be back in the bosom of our families our thoughts were with those who had not returned. As soon as we saw the Water to our right with the reflection of Olaf shining on the Water it became an even more poignant return. For Kara, Aiden, my son and myself it was even more dramatic for we all felt the presence of Erika, my wife.
 
   The gates were open but Kara's blackened hall, standing alone, was a physical reminder of what had happened. As I looked across the Water I felt my heart sink. My old home had gone too and I would need to build a new one. I turned and said to my son, "Until we build a new hall then Kara will stay with you."
 
   "And you, Father, what of you?"
 
   "I will stay with what remains of my Ulfheonar and we will stay in the warrior hall."
 
   Elfrida put her hand on mine, "Please stay with us."
 
   I shook my head. "There will come a time when I can but not yet. It is too soon." I smiled, "Besides this will add urgency to the building of a new hall!"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The first thing I did was to go, with Haaken, to visit with Cnut's wife and his family. She was the wife of a warrior and she was stoic but I saw the sadness and the loss on her face as she fought back the tears. I think that, like the rest of us, she thought he was invincible. We were all wrong. All of us were mortal. Their three children stared up at me. I looked at the two boys and their sister. "I will be your father until your mother chooses another. Should you need aught then you ask us and when you boys are ready to be warriors then we will train you. Your father is in Valhalla and he watches over you."
 
   Haaken said, "And I will be as a father to you all too for Cnut was ever my friend.
 
   As Haaken and I left I said, "Now you had better go to your family. I will visit my old home."
 
   He looked towards my son's hall. "What about you and Wolf Killer? You need to build bridges."
 
   "He has yet to say he is sorry and the wound is too raw yet."
 
   "I have never known you have a stiff neck, Dragon Heart; do not get one now."
 
   "I am home now and perhaps the Water and my wife will heal the rift."
 
   I used one of the ponies Pasgen had loaned us and rode around the northern edge of the Water. Like so many other things we had had our horses and animals taken from us. The Allfather knew where they would be. It meant we would be weaker for a while. Until we grew a hard shell again then we would be in danger from many enemies. The blackened ring of burned wood and the stark graves were a vivid reminder of what had happened just a short time ago. The earth was still fresh. Nothing grew upon the fresh graves but I knew that nature would soon colonise its top and green life would sprout. As I walked towards my wife's grave I smiled, my sweat hut had survived. When time permitted I would sit there and I would purify myself. I looked across the Water. That would be my new home. I would be amongst my people again and close to my children. That would heal the split between us all. I picked a blue flower from the top of my wife's grave. This plant grew every year and covered the soil in a blanket of blue. As I did so I think I heard her voice telling me to begin to build. She was right. The witch had destroyed but I would build.
 
   I returned to the far side of the Water and set to work immediately. "Sigtrygg, have the young men cut down trees! We begin my hall again." 
 
   Sigtrygg whose wife had died some time ago, grinned. Like me he was eager for a new start. "Aye Jarl Dragon Heart. And where shall we build it?"
 
   There was a small knoll just two hundred paces from the wall. Although outside the village it had a perfect view across the Water towards my old hall and my wife's grave. I pointed. "There on the high ground. We will build a ditch. Aiden, help me off with my armour and then lay out the lines for the post holes! When it is finished we will put a wall around it and the old wall. It will make this one easier to defend and harder to take."
 
   Aiden said, "I have had ideas about how to build a better hall which is stronger and easier to defend. The rock here is close to the surface. I will get the men to hack deep holes into the ground and the bedrock. We will used rocks and the sand from the Water. If we build up the earth then it will be higher than your old hall. We can build a double wall and fill it with sand and rocks. With the ditch around it will make it hard to assault."
 
   "Good and I want as much made from stone as we can. It will be like those huts we saw on Ynys Cybi. They had an outer wall and an inner wall too. They were filled with stones. It makes a home sturdier and warmer." I pointed to the Old Man. "And we have plenty of stones."
 
   Soon the northern part of Cyninges-tūn was filled with the sound of men working. Every young man came to help. Even Bjorn left his anvil and took an axe to hew down trees. It was as though Cyninges-tūn was being reborn. We were rising from the ashes. We all shared the labour as we had all shared the pain of the loss of so many warriors. There were more widows in my town now. Even my son and his men came to help us. Tactfully he worked on the other side of the hall from me but it meant we worked even more quickly. After three days of hard work we had a ditch dug and the posts of the hall in the ground. Aiden had the men who had been miners bring down stones from the Old Man and the lower courses of the hall were built in stone. The slaves we had taken from On Corn Walum meant that we had more to do our work. We had just finished the lower level and the sun was dipping behind Olaf when we stopped work for the day. It would be another glorious evening. I went to the Water to bathe. As was my wont I immersed myself completely in the healing waters of Cyninges-tūn. When I lifted my head I saw that my son had joined me.
 
   He stripped off to join me in the Water. I decided to begin by speaking of subjects where we would not come into conflict. I did not enjoy this chasm which was between us. "How is Elfrida and your unborn child?"
 
   "They both appear well. Seara and the others protected her from the witch."
 
   I sensed something beneath his words. I did not comment on it for I wanted our rift healed. "She is young and she will become stronger because of this."
 
   "She should not have been placed in such danger."
 
   "It was wyrd. It was the witch and her plans which caused this. We could not have avoided it."
 
   He plunged beneath the surface and then rose dripping. "It could. If you had not sent Kara to your hall then Elfrida would not have been taken. If any harm comes to my unborn child then I will never forgive my sister."
 
   I could not let that pass. "Take that back, my son. You do not mean it. I sent the women to my hall for protection."
 
   "And my sister allowed the killers in. I do not blame you but I do blame Kara."
 
   I began to become angry but I steeled myself. Anger would help no-one. "She was under a spell. None could have foreseen that."
 
   "She is a volva and she should have seen it."
 
   I could see there was no arguing with him and I began to make my way from the Water. He put his hand on my arm. "I cannot live here any longer."
 
   "You would leave?"
 
   "As soon as the child is born. I came here to ask your permission to build a warrior hall and start a settlement to the south west of where I held the Grize Dale for you. I would build a home on the Kent."
 
    The river flowed down the far valley and emptied just five miles from Úlfarrston. "You would be your own Jarl?"
 
   He nodded, "It is time. Many of the people would follow me I know. The land is good there. It is better for crops than the Rye Dale and we are closer to the sea. It does not suffer the cold as much in winter as Cyninges-tūn."
 
   As we rubbed ourselves dry I thought about what he said. If he were anyone other than my son I would think this was a good idea. It would protect the approaches from the west and the south but it was my son, it was Wolf Killer. If he and Elfrida moved so far away then I would rarely see them. I was used to speaking with my children every day. "You would be in more danger from enemies to the south and the west. If Mercia or the men of Jorvik come then you would be the first place they would see. You may be putting your family in more danger."
 
   "I am happy with that for it will be my responsibility only." We were both dressed, "I would have your permission but I will do it no matter what you say."
 
   "You would go against your father?"
 
   "If I had to."
 
   I shook my head, "I no longer know you, my son. I thought that your disobedience at Ynys Cybi was just the work of the weird Sisters but now I can see that it was not. Brave men died because of your mistake and we almost lost your sister. You have yet to apologise to me and my men for what you did. You may go and you may build your hall. I cannot change what is. You are still my son. Your mother would not allow me to reject you as you seem to have rejected us. You go with my blessing."
 
   "I do not reject you! I am doing what you did at Hrams-a. I am making a home for my family." I said nothing. "I will go with my warriors tomorrow and begin my hall and my walls."
 
   "You will not finish the work here first?"
 
   He shook his head, "Now I put myself and my family first."
 
   My grandson, Ragnar, was born just a moon after we returned. He was healthy and, thankfully, so was Elfrida. She always seemed frail and delicate to me but my daughter reassured me that there was an inner strength to my son's wife. She was upset at the move. She confided in me, as I held my grandson for the first time and we were alone, that she had not wanted to leave Cyninges-tūn. She did not blame Kara for anything which had happened. I was lucky to have Elfrida as my son's wife. I hoped that, through her he would see sense and come back to us.
 
   "I know the hall is almost finished and you will be there in a month or so but you are always welcome here. You know that."
 
   "I know."
 
   "And I would have my grandson know his grandfather. I will not be a distant memory."
 
   She laughed, but there were tears in her eyes. "Then you will have many opportunities to come and visit. It is not far. You know that."
 
   "I know that but the cold draws on and if we have another Wolf Winter then he will grow up and see me as a stranger."
 
   She shook her head. "No, Jarl. I will tell him of his grandfather the great Dragon Heart. He will not forget you."
 
   They did indeed leave a month later. His hall and fort were finished as was mine. I think he was disappointed in how few of my people went with him. He had less than twenty families and most of those came from his own oathsworn. A further fifteen younger, untried warriors also went. I gave him sheep, pigs and cattle for he would starve otherwise. We had lost horses when the witch had left us but, mercifully, our herds and flocks remained. He took his drekar and moored it in the Kent. It was as though he was building a wall between us. Kara was the most upset of all. He could not keep his coldness from her and she wept each night before and after he left.
 
   The settlement seemed emptier even though so few had left us. However, we soon had more people who wished to settle in our home. Many were people who were not Norse. Some of those who came from Úlfarrston envied us our lives and wished to join us. I found myself wandering around the homes of my people, old and new, just speaking with them. I had lost my son, his wife and my grandson. I had lost warriors and it made those who remained even more precious to me. 
 
   With so many warriors now settled close to the Kent in Elfridaby we did not have enough men to defend a serious attack. Sigtrygg and Haaken visited the farms and other settlements seeking those warriors who wished to fight alongside us. We had no shortage of young men who were keen to share in the voyages and adventures we seemed to enjoy. Some, a few, might become Ulfheonar but others would row in my drekar and fight with us. What none of them had, was armour. They would not just be given a mail shirt. They would have to earn it. Our last foray had cost us not only men but armour, horses and weapons. I had had to pay Bolli to repair 'The Heart of the Dragon'. We would be weak for some time. Sigtrygg had risked my displeasure when he had advised me not to visit my wrath upon the men of Gwynedd until we were stronger. I saw the wisdom of his words.
 
   One advantage of living amongst my people again was that I was able to see how to improve our lives and to make them safer. My new hall was built partly of rock and stone and partly of wood. I had a ditch dug around three sides and connected to the Water. We had a stone lined ditch. If all else fell then my people could find refuge in my hall. I had three small wooden bridges constructed over the water filled ditch. If we were attacked then they could be drawn up and used in the hall. 
 
   I also initiated training for all of the men who lived by the Water. If we were to be attacked again then we would need every warrior we had. I enjoyed working with the men of the settlement. They were keen to be part of the defence of their homes and even more they saw it as a chance to work with other warriors like Haaken and myself. The stories of our voyages were the stuff of legend. It helped to take my mind off the absence of my son, Elfrida and young Ragnar. 
 
   Kara and her women moved in with Aiden and me. I missed the quiet I had had and I missed the space but I happily traded it to be close to my daughter again. Aiden helped to heal her. The potions of the priestess had had an effect and it took some time for her to regain her powers. They came back slowly. It was the power of the Water and my wife's spirit which did it. I was patient. I had nearly lost her. I had lost my son. I now knew what I wanted.
 
   The winter, that year, was benign. We had snow and we had ice but their icy grip on the land was short lived and lasted only for the time of the month of the long nights. We used the time of the snow well and I made a new leather belt for Ragnar's Spirit as well as a fine scabbard. It did not do to offend the gods by covering their gift in a shabby sheath. I also spent some time making a shield to replace the one which lay off the coast of Aberffaw.
 
   At Yule we were visited by Siggi and Trygg. They spent most of their time at sea. They were the life blood of both us and Úlfarrston. The trade they brought made us rich. The iron and copper mines produced much ore and we traded both the ore and metal products to many places. Once a year they travelled to Miklagård. It was a long journey but we had contacts now and the rewards were great. The spices and fine cloths they brought back reaped huge rewards at the markets. They were also bringers of news. They told us of the outside world. We were an insular people. We raided and we fought. Siggi and Trygg were our acceptable face to the rest of the world.
 
   This time they came especially to see me. The hall I had had built had a number of small chambers which led off from the great Hall. I had seen such rooms in Miklagård when I had been there and Aiden had designed them. It meant Aiden and I could be alone with my two captains who obviously wished to speak with me privately. They were genuinely pleased to see Kara well again and it was a sign that powers were returning when she smiled at me and took her women off to the Great Hall.
 
   Once alone they handed me a jug. "This is a gift for you, Jarl. It is some of the red wine from Miklagård which you liked."
 
   "Thank you." It was indeed a fine gift. The amphora was a large one and would have taken careful storage on the long journey from the east. I was touched. I insisted that they shared a beaker with me.
 
   We chatted about trade and their voyage and then I said, "There is something else on your mind. Speak. We are all friends."
 
   The two captains saw much and were like my eyes and ears on the high seas. Siggi nodded and smiled, "It is true what they say. The Dragon Heart sees into your mind. The men of Gwynedd seek your head. The Priestess you slew was to be married to Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog. You have taken his bride."
 
   I frowned, "The High Priestess is usually a virgin and cannot be married."
 
   "That is why they kidnapped Kara. She was the only one who had as much power as the High Priestess."
 
   Trygg nodded, "Some say more."
 
   "And the men of On Corn Walum, Mark of Tintagel also seeks vengeance. Luckily the men of Wessex press their borders and they will not be in a position to attack for some time. You hurt them grievously."
 
   "Where did you hear this?"
 
   "On the Sabrina. You still have friends there. They are grateful that you hurt the men of On Corn Walum. They have fewer raids from that land now."
 
   "Then I need not worry. The men of Gwynedd are poorly armed. And the men of On Corn Walum have no ships."
 
   "But they are allies with Mercia. You have upset a complicated alliance, Jarl Dragon Heart. The marriage of Angharad and Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog would have brokered a peace between Mercia and Gwynedd. Neither ruler is happy. King Coenwulf is rumoured to want to expand into the north. With Wessex threatening him in the south your lands would bring him iron and copper."
 
   "I care not for their state of mind. I have new walls and I am safe behind them. But what you say about his desire for my lands is disturbing." They looked at each other. "Go on, give me all."
 
   "Everyone knows how many Ulfheonar you lost. It is said that every Ulfheonar has a golden wolf about his neck and armour which is magic. They believe that you are weak but your warriors are rich beyond belief."
 
   "They have the golden wolf pendant but their armour is not magic."
 
   "Those are the tales they tell. It encourages treasure hunters and the lack of warriors makes them believe they might succeed. The ale houses in Lundenwic are filled with tales of this land which is seen as being filled with riches. And you are now seen as weak." He sighed. "And it is not just you who is danger. King Egbert has put a price on your son's head. Harald Klak is not happy about his brother's death and he too has offered gold but this is for your head. We heard, in Lundenwic, of many warriors who thought to claim the reward."
 
   "So the sword alone is no longer what draws them close. Now it is me and my land. They think I have lost enough men to make an attack worthwhile."
 
   "I am sorry that we have to tell you this. The stories of your exploits make many men jealous and others seek the reputation of being the ones who kill you. The land the Danes control in the east is growing. It is said that Northumbria will not last long and the Danes are already flooding north."
 
   We drank in silence while I took in their words. This could not be happening at a worse time. My new Ulfheonar were not yet trained. I had warriors who were willing but were untried and had neither armour nor good weapons. I smiled at the two men, "Thank you for the wine. Would that you had better news to bring to me."
 
   Trygg smiled, "The men of Mann now see an opportunity to raid Ynys Môn. Your raids and the destruction of the fort at Ynys Cybi have encouraged them."
 
   I laughed, "Good then there is some good news."
 
   After they had gone I sent for Haaken and Sigtrygg. My daughter also joined us and I told them what I had been told. "We had better send a warning to my son about King Egbert and Klak."
 
   "You had better mention the Mercians too. If they come up the west coast then they would reach Wolf Killer before they reached here."
 
   Haaken looked at Kara, "Have you sensed danger yet?"
 
   She shook her head, "I am sorry Haaken One Eye. My powers are returning but slowly."
 
   Aiden put his arm around her shoulders, "Do not worry, Kara. They would not come in winter no matter how gentle it lies upon the ground. They will come when the trees are in leaf and they can sneak up on us. They will wait until our farmers are in their fields and our hands are employed." He smiled, "This hall is stronger than the other. There is less wood to burn and it has higher walls."
 
   She laughed, "I know, Seara complains every time she has to enter. She says there are too many stairs for her!" 
 
   Seara was little older than I was. She had been the children's nurse when she had come to us as a slave. Now she was more of a companion to my daughter. The three rescued captives did more of the work now..
 
   "Have some of this wine, Kara."
 
   She shook her head. "Angharad has made me wary of taking anything which changes my body and affects my mind. Besides there will be more for you." We all had another beaker. "I am sorry I caused this chasm between you and my brother."
 
   Aiden said, "It is wyrd. The Dragon Heart wanted your brother to learn how to become a leader. Perhaps the Weird Sisters were listening and this was their answer. He is learning to lead now is he not?"
 
   I had not thought about that but it made sense to me. 
 
   "What do we do about the armour and the weapons for our new warriors? We can train the men we have to be better warriors but we all know that armour is vital."
 
   "I know, Sigtrygg, but I have spoken with Bjorn and he is making mail as quickly as he can but it takes a long time. There is much skill in linking the mail. As for the swords; they too take time."
 
   "Then we will have to let the new men use spears. We can teach them how to use them to protect us while we fight with our swords."
 
   Sigtrygg was intrigued. "What do you mean?"
 
   "We have eight Ulfheonar but we have another twelve warriors who have fought with us before and have good swords and some mail. If the new men form a rank behind us their spears can keep the enemy from us. We just have to change the way we fight until Bjorn can make the new weapons. They can use throwing spears too.  They have a smaller head and are lighter. They should be easier to produce in large numbers."
 
   Aiden suddenly smacked his hand against the table. "Bjorn's apprentices cannot make swords nor can they make mail but they train by beating out metal."
 
   "I know I have seen them. It builds up their strength and improves their skills."
 
   "They can make metal plates the size of Kara's hands. Now that we have more animal hides they can make leather byrnies and women can attach the plates to the byrnie. It is not mail but it will protect them. Do you remember Jarl, we saw them in Miklagård?"
 
   Sigtrygg smiled, "That might work."
 
   Haaken looked wistfully at the fire which burned. "Think of the fine weapons and mail we left in Gwynedd. Would that we had it now."
 
   Kara said, as she stood, "We have our lives and we should be grateful for that."
 
   After everyone else had gone I said to Aiden, "Have we much gold left?"
 
   "Yes, Jarl. Are you thinking of buying weapons and armour?"
 
   I shook my head, "That would be a waste of gold. Bjorn makes the best of both. No, I would have a wolf pendant made for each of the new Ulfheonar. They did well and they deserve it."
 
   "We have enough."
 
   "I would like these different from the first ones you made. I would have each of these have a pair of small blue stones for their eyes."
 
   He smiled, "The stones which saved Haaken? I think that would be a good idea but we will need more gold if all the new Ulfheonar which wish to join us are to have one."
 
   "Then we will get more gold. The monasteries have plenty and we have not raided for some time. Come the end of winter we will visit the monasteries and replenish our supply."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   When the snow had gone and while Haaken and Sigtrygg took the four new warriors who wished to be Ulfheonar to kill their wolves, Aiden and I went to Elfridaby to see my grandson. I had carved a piece of wolf bone during the winter into a handle and Bjorn had made me a beautiful blade. When fitted together they made a fine gift. I took it with me as a gift for Ragnar. I saw that they had built the hall where we had had a fort some years earlier. Although destroyed by raiders my son had learned from that destruction and made it stronger. He had used some of the stone from the old Roman fort and made the lower level stone. The ditch was formidable and the walls as high as two men. It would do.
 
   Elfrida made a great fuss of us when we arrived. This was her home and she wanted us welcomed. My son was less effusive but he was, at least, polite. While Elfrida went to bring us ale we spoke of the dangers of King Egbert and his hired killers. 
 
   "I have cleared the forest back as far as possible. It is now out of bow range. We have two tall towers and, on a fine day, we can see to the sea."
 
   "Then you had better hope that his men come when the sun shines." Even before the words were out of my mouth I regretted saying them but we do sometimes speak without thinking.
 
   Aiden came to my aid. "You might think of towers such as we saw on Ynys Cybi. I thought they were good for they gave ample warning."
 
   "But we eliminated them."
 
   "Yes Jarl Dragon Heart but your men were Ulfheonar. The ones who come here will be the sweepings of the towns."
 
   "I will use that idea, Aiden. I have some of my warriors who are farmers now. They could build towers. It would not need warriors to man them. Anyone with eyes could do so."
 
   That cordial exchange saw the ice in my son's heart begin to melt. He spoke at great length with Aiden and I went with Elfrida to bounce Ragnar on my knee and to make the ridiculous noises other grandfathers made. When he giggled and smiled I felt inordinately happy and that was strange.
 
   "Thank you for this opportunity, Elfrida. He is a fine boy."
 
   "I hope he will take after his grandfather."
 
   I glanced over to where Aiden spoke with my son, "I am not certain his father would agree with that."
 
   "He is stubborn. I bear Kara no ill will. It was not her fault. It could as easily have been me. Angharad tried to suborn me too. If I had not been carrying Ragnar here then I, too, may have succumbed. But I would drink nothing which might harm my child. Be patient with him. He will come around."
 
   "You are the best thing that could have happened to him, Elfrida."
 
   She smiled, "Your coming to Lundenwic was wyrd. I am content. I left a nightmare and found a perfect world. I will always be grateful to you."
 
   My son smiled at me as we left. That too made me happy. Aiden confided in me about their conversation as we rode back to my home. "He wants to prove to you that he can be a good leader."
 
   "Can he be?"
 
   "I believe he has improved. He is not complete but I am not certain that you were at first."
 
   "Perhaps. And what do you think of his home?"
 
   "He has done a good job. It would take a well led warband to take it."
 
   "But."
 
   "But?"
 
   "There was a 'but' in your mind."
 
   "You are becoming more fey, Jarl. I was going to say but he does not have warriors like your Ulfheonar to defend it."
 
   "I have but eight."
 
   "It matters not. You have told me, as has Haaken, that at first you only had eight such warriors. With you there are nine so you are already better off. Begin to look at the horn as half full, Jarl. And you will get more. When the warriors return from their hunt you could have four more."
 
   As events turned out we only had three. Thorstein Ill-luck slipped on the rocks and broke his arm. He would have to try again. The other three, however, had all done well and killed a wolf each. Vemund Haroldson, Olvir The Red and Rolf Tryggson were all welcome additions especially as each of them had a short mail byrnie and a good sword. We now had twelve Ulfheonar, counting me. It was not perfect but it was better.
 
   Rather than being satisfied with my hall, my wall and my ditch as they were, we spent time to improve them. We used our experience of attacking other places to make ours harder to take. The gorse we had seen in Ynys Cybi had made us move in one direction. We encouraged the wild brambles to grown in areas we did not use as paths and against our walls. We made sure that all the paths became killing grounds. We knew the distances our archers could accurately send their arrows and we marked the distances by white stones. We had used such devices in Lundenwic in the days we had fought for King Egbert. Finally we demolished all the empty huts belonging to those families who had left to follow my son. We had more space than we had and Aiden and Scanlan were put in charge of deciding where new buildings went. This would no longer be haphazard. I wanted killing areas inside Cyninges-tūn. We would force attackers to go where we wished.
 
   Each day without a sign of enemies was a relief. We were weak and we had been hurt but we were getting stronger. So long as the many enemies we had delayed then the more chance we had of surviving.
 
   Bolli repaired our ship. Erik sent a message to say he was happy with the repair. I took the Ulfheonar and the six warriors who had chosen to fight and to crew for me, down to my drekar. The ship's boys had grown but our losses meant we could not afford to lose their experience. They were kept on and seemed happy to do so. The river looked empty without 'Josephus'.
 
   Bolli was there with Erik and they were examining the repaired dragon prow. "Is there any permanent damage?"
 
   "No Jarl, my father built well," Bolli smiled., "but we have strengthened the bow in case Erik here decides to make this drekar into a Greek warship and ram his enemies."
 
   "Good. When can we sail?"
 
   "We are ready now Jarl but I thought we would remain close to home until our numbers increased."
 
   "I would but we need gold. Our losses have hurt us. I need gold to buy more horses and to pay for the new armour and weapons. We will not sail far. It is a risk I know but I intend to make a voyage and a raid of no more than five days. It will also allow the new Ulfheonar to work with the old. It is important that they are all of the same mind."
 
   "Then the earliest we could sail will be tomorrow."
 
   "We will be here before dawn and we sail on the first tide."
 
   As we marched back to Cyninges-tūn Haaken asked me about my strategy. "I do not object to raiding but are we not in danger of leaving our people weak and undefended?"
 
   "You think of your family, Haaken One Eye, and you are right to do so. I have spoken with Aiden about my ideas. This is the best time for us to raid. Winter's grip is still on the land. No crops will be sown for a while and there will be no new births. Our men can stay close to home. Thorstein Ill-luck has a broken arm but he still has the potential to be Ulfheonar. He and Bjorn can command the men. We have improved our defences and, as I said, it will only be five days, if that. We will not venture far."
 
   I also left Aiden at home. Thorstein was a fine warrior but he was young. Aiden had a sharp mind and if danger came then I knew that my Galdramenn would know what to do. Finally I spoke with both him and Kara and asked if they sensed danger. Kara showed her lack of confidence in her powers by hesitating. When Aiden shook his head and said, "The spirits are quiet." Then Kara concurred. We left, not feeling totally secure but gambling that the Weird Sisters had, temporarily, tired of toying with us.
 
   Erik had spent part of the winter training his ships' boys in the art of archery. We had so few warriors now that we needed them to augment our men. They were happy to do so and thought of themselves as warriors. With such a short voyage we did not need many supplies and we rode higher when we sailed. The fact that we only had eighteen warriors also meant that we rode higher in the water. That did help us. It meant that it negated our lack of oar power. However I would still be wary of other sails. We could no longer rely on our ability to out run anything we saw. 
 
   As we passed Úlfarrston I saw that Siggi and Trygg's ships were at sea. They, like me, had taken advantage of the clement weather. "Where do we head, Jarl?"
 
   "We will try the Maeresea. Mercia is richer than it was and there will be monasteries there. I am gambling again. I hope that the Norse in Dyflin will not have risked that river."
 
   "It is narrow, Jarl."
 
   "Aye Erik but not at its mouth and I hope that those trees which overhung it have not been cut down."
 
   Haaken was on his usual bench at the front and he smiled, "Are you gambling too that there will be a monastery just waiting for us?"
 
   "No. Siggi said that he has heard that the Pope and King Coenwulf had had a dispute. It means that Coenwulf now reaps the rewards from his monasteries for they no longer pay tribute to Rome. From what Siggi heard in Lundenwic that may not continue. While it does his monasteries are wealthy and there is one which is close to Caer. It is between the Dee and the Maeresea. Siggi did not know its name or its precise location but he said that Caer was but half a day's march from it."
 
   Haaken smiled, "And that means it will rely on Caer for protection."
 
   "Indeed. We have raided in this area before. It is close to where we took Scanlan. I have spoken with him and, from his description I have a good idea where it will be."
 
   We hugged the coast as we headed south. We knew there were monasteries there but we had raided them before. I was not sure if they had been repaired. The one Siggi had identified was relatively new. If the King of Mercia was investing monasteries then it made sense he would have one closer to a fort than those on the Lune and the Ribble. I wondered at the hypocrisy of these Saxon kings. It was not long ago that they were, like us pagan. This dispute with the Pope seemed to me a clever way for a crafty king like Coenwulf to become wealthier. 
 
   It took all day to reach the Maeresea but that proved propitious. It meant we edged our way down, in to the darkness, as the sun was setting behind us. We lowered our sail and sculled down to the trees I remembered. From Scanlan's words and my memory I hoped and believed that there was a nearby road. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout took off as soon as we had tied up. We did not light a fire but we ate on board and prepared for our raid. 
 
   Sigtrygg spoke with the new Ulfheonar. Even the four who had been on Ynys Cybi had not raided with us. "The monks in these monasteries are not warriors. They may try to stop us from taking what they have but they are weak. It does not do to kill them unless we have to. Now that the Mercians follow the White Christ they feel precious about their holy men. If we kill they make seek revenge. Do not kill or wound unless you have to. A blow to the head with your shield will normally be as effective as a sword thrust."
 
   I saw them nodding, "It is not just their gold we seek. Take any holy books which you can. They are often worth as much as gold and Aiden finds them useful. The linens and the cloths which they have are often worth much, to our women at least. Leave nothing which may be valuable. We do not need slaves and so we travel light. All of you will be with one of the more experienced warriors. This is your first raid and you will learn what we do."
 
   Snorri and Bjorn the Scout returned a short while later. "We have found a road which heads south. it goes towards Caer."
 
   "Then we will head along it. Erik, we have too few crew to leave guards. Use your own judgement."
 
   "Aye, Jarl, my lads will be able to take us to the middle of the Maeresea. May the Allfather be with you."
 
   "And may Ran and Icaunis be kind to you."
 
   The first part was difficult as we travelled through woods and along animal tracks. Within a short time we came upon the road. It was Roman and I knew enough of the letters to see that it was twenty five miles to Caer. I hoped that the monastery would be between us and the fort.
 
   The land through which we travelled was flat but, as it began to rise I wondered if they had chosen high ground for the monastery. We were, quite literally, searching in the dark for the monastery but, as ever, the monks told us where they were. We heard the bell tolling for another of their prayer sessions. It sounded remarkably close and we halted so that Snorri's remarkable ears could identify the direction. He pointed to the east. I guessed that there had to be a track of some kind which led from the Roman Road to the monastery. We kept heading down the road but watched for a trail to the left. Bjorn the Scout found it. We turned up it and halted. Now was the time to prepare ourselves and make sure that we would be ready for whatever we found. We each took our swords from our scabbard; it was one less job to do when we were closer to the monastery and here none would hear.
 
   We trotted up the trail. I saw ruts which showed that carts regularly used this. Bjorn the Scout and Snorri led. The trail wound upwards between yew and elm. For some reason the followers of the White Christ believed that yew was special. It was another indication that we were on the right track. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout halted. I could smell wood smoke and the perfumed incense the priests used in their rituals. There was a glow ahead and we moved cautiously. A low stone wall was all that surrounded the monastery. It was there to keep wild animals out and their own in. It was not a deterrent to raiders. Snorri clambered over and took the bar from the door so that we could enter. I pointed to the gate and circled the six warriors who had accompanied us. I gave them the sign to keep watch.
 
   Inside there were various buildings. They looked to be wooden. In the old days I might have burned them but now I wanted to be in and out as quickly as possible. The one with the glow of candles had, I could just make out, a cross on the top. That was their church. The other buildings might also be occupied. I waved Haaken to the right and Sigtrygg to the left. I circled my hand over my head and Snorri and Bjorn the Scout loped off to the rear of the monastery to discover if they had another gate.
 
   I was left with the four Ulfheonar who had just been given a golden pendant. I knew that they treasured it already. I gestured for them to follow me and I headed for the church. I heard chanting and the sound of prayers from within. I waved Harald Long Leg around to the rear. More often than not they did not have another exit but it was as well to be prepared. I gave him a few moments to get around and then I opened the doors. I did not fling them open. I wanted surprise and not terror. The terror would come later. I opened them slowly and silently.
 
   I saw that the priests or monks, I could not tell the difference, all wore black robes and that there were ten men within. The priest at the front had his head down and I smiled when I saw that the table he used was covered in a white linen cloth and had two candlesticks which gleamed suggesting that they were made of gold.
 
   I waved for Siggi to go left and Magnus to go right. Ulf and I walked towards the altar. The priest looked up and saw us. I recognised the Saxon word he shouted, "Vikings!"
 
   Panic ensued. The monks ran. Ulf used his shield to smash into the face of the young monk who tried to pass us. I saw Siggi and Magnus do the same. I put my sword at the throat of one of the priests and shouted, in Saxon, "Resist and you die. Put your hands in the air with their palms out and you shall live. I give my word!"
 
   There was another door and Harald stepped in behind the priest at the Altar. His shoulders slumped and he said, "Do not harm us, Viking, we surrender."
 
   The monks did as I had asked, "On your knees and you may put your hands together to pray."
 
   The priest asked, "So that you may kill us easier?"
 
   "I gave you my word and I am never foresworn." I smiled, "You may pray for my death if you wish. I am not afraid of the White Christ. I want your hands together so that you cannot try anything foolish."
 
   His mouth opened and closed and then he said, "You mean it do you not? You will allow us to live?" I nodded. He smiled, "Then you will be the one they call the Dragon Heart." Again I nodded. His smile became more like that of a wolf and I became suspicious at that moment. He had appeared afraid until I told him my name and then he seemed almost happy.
 
   "Siggi, collect the gold and the cloths. Magnus take that holy book which is near to the priest."
 
   When Magnus went to take the book the priest held on to it. "Do not be foolish, priest. You can make another book but you cannot make another life."
 
   He allowed Magnus to take the book. "That book is the work of many lives. What will you do with it? Burn it?"
 
   I laughed, "We do not hate your teachings we just do not understand them. The books you make are worth gold. We will sell it and with the gold we will buy better armour."
 
   "There will come a reckoning, Viking, even for the one who carries renowned sword."
 
   "I know. When I go to Valhalla I will have to answer for all my misdeeds. Odin will not see this as one." I turned to Ulf. "They have cords as belts. Use them to bind them hand and foot."
 
   Magnus and Siggi had what we had come for. "Wait at the gate. The others will be there before too long."
 
   When they were all bound I said, "And I kept my word. None of you died."
 
   The priest smiled, "No, Viking but you shall and soon. I pray for your death and I expect it within the next moon!"
 
   I felt a chill run down my spine.
 
   Once outside I saw that the others had little to show for their efforts although Haaken sported the bell we had heard tolling. He was grinning. I shook my head, "Back to the drekar. Snorri, Bjorn the Scout, rearguard."
 
   I was distracted as we raced back down the Roman Road. I kept thinking about the priest, his reaction to my name and his words. I needed to speak with Aiden and Kara. They might be able to understand this puzzle. He seemed confident that I would be dead in a couple of moons. How did he know? I had not heard that the priests of the White Christ could speak with the spirits. How did he know? Perhaps he was just trying to unsettle me. 
 
   Dawn began to break from the east. I would not risk sailing whilst we were still tired. We would sail in the late afternoon. That would give me the opportunity to talk about the raid with the Ulfheonar. When we reached the drekar I saw that the tide had gone out. The drekar was much lower. Had we been loaded then it would have been grounded. As it was it did not make much difference to her. 
 
   Erik and the boys had been busy. We carried skein nets on board and they had had them in the river when the tide was going out. The result was fresh fish. "Do we risk a fire, Jarl?"
 
   "Aye, Erik, the new warriors have done well and we can leave if we are disturbed. Have one of your boys on the mast head to keep watch."
 
   "We took off our armour and looked at the treasures we had collected. There were gold candlesticks but the other items were made of silver with golden decorations. Sigtrygg, however, had discovered a small chest filled with gold and silver coins. They bore the face of Penda who had been king of the Mercians. We had a good supply of linen as well as some fine pots. Our women always sought them. The greatest prize, however, was the book. It was beautifully made; we had learned the good from the bad over the years.
 
   Haaken nodded appreciatively. "That will fetch a high price."
 
   "Aye but our markets are more limited now. We may have to risk Frankia again. I will let Aiden look at it first. Who knows what he might glean from it."
 
   Ulf looked at the book with a dubious expression on his face. "Are they not just the words of the White Christ? What can we learn from them?"
 
   Sigtrygg laughed, "You would be surprised. Sometimes they are records of their kings and their lands. If this monastery was made for a Mercian king then they may honour him with their writings."
 
   The smell of cooking fish reached us and we broached the barrel of ale. "Is it always as easy as that, Haaken?"
 
   "No Olvir. We were lucky. We did not reap huge rewards but they were enough." He pointed to the lack of mail on the six warriors who had come with us. "We need all of our warriors with mail shirts. We will never have enough warriors to defeat the sea of Saxons but if we have well armed and well trained warriors then we can keep them at bay."
 
   I waved my arm to include them all. "You all did well today and you will be rewarded. Bjorn is making mail shirts as fast as we can."
 
   Sigtrygg laughed, "The other way to get a mail shirt and a fine helmet is to defeat someone in battle. Sadly the men of On Corn Walum and Ynys Cybi did not have good armour. We can only hope the Saxons are foolish enough to try to get at us."
 
   "Do not tempt the Norns, Sigtrygg."
 
   Both he and Haaken gave me a quizzical look. They knew that I was not easily intimidated by Saxons. The fish arrived and we ate. The fish was good and welcome after a night's endeavours. When we had eaten and quenched our thirsts Haaken asked, "What did you mean, Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   "When the priest heard my name his expression changed and his comments worried me. He spoke of my imminent death. The followers of the White Christ do not believe in witchcraft. I think he meant that there were Saxons seeking me."
 
   "Perhaps he was trying to frighten you."
 
   "No. Do not forget what Siggi and Trygg told us. King Egbert seeks my head. The Mercians are allies of On Corn Walum. We have many enemies. We will be on our guard. Danger stalks us and we must be wary."
 
   We left at high tide, in the early afternoon. The Maeresea could be treacherous. Erik was pleased as we left the estuary for we had a wind from the south west. It meant we did not have to row and yet we moved quickly. We saw no one for we kept to the coast and it was dark when we saw the tower at Úlfarrston. It was too late to make the journey home and so we stayed with Pasgen who was pleased to offer us his hospitality. He and his people had become almost our people over the years. We had shared trials and tribulation. He had aided us and we had come to his rescue. We made no demands upon each other. He did not serve me but I knew that he was as loyal an ally as there could be. We did not tax nor did we ask for tribute. I knew that was how empires worked and I also suspected that the Saxon kingdoms operated the same way. We did not. I controlled the profits that we made but I ensured that all were cared for. We had no poor in my lands nor did Pasgen.
 
   As we enjoyed his hospitality I mentioned the possible dangers to him. It was right that I did so. "Be wary of all Saxons. If you see them then toll your bell and prepare for war. I doubt that they will hurt you but they may use you as a means to get to me. They all think I am weak because I lost so many men."
 
   He laughed, "You could have but five men and you would not be weak. This land is your ally, Jarl. I have seen that. If you were attacked then every man in Úlfarrland would come to your aid. You may not have the title of king but you have something more valuable, you have the respect of all. Fear not."
 
   "I am not afraid for me but I would not have my friends hurt because of me."
 
   "We would not be without you."
 
   The next morning we returned home and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that it looked as when I had left it a couple of days earlier. Kara looked to me to be more like her old self. Since her return from Ynys Cybi she had been more affectionate towards me. She threw her arms around me more and she smiled as she had as a child. I saw Aiden watching her and smiling himself. I handed him the book of the White Christ. 
 
   "We will sell this when next we trade with Frankia but for now see if it adds to our knowledge."
 
   "I will. How did the raid go?"
 
   "We found some treasures but it was the information I gleaned which might prove more useful." I told them both of the priest's words and my conclusion. Surprisingly they both nodded their agreement. 
 
   Aiden said, "I think you have seen beneath his words and into his heart. There will be danger."
 
   I shook my head, "And we are not ready yet."
 
   "There is good news, Jarl."
 
   "My son and his men have returned?"
 
   "No, Jarl but eight warriors have come from Ulla's Water, Windar's Mere and Thorkell's Stad. Three have mail and all have weapons."
 
   I smiled, "That is good news. Sigtrygg has the gold. I will see Bjorn. It may be he has ideas for improving our weapons."
 
   Bjorn was bright red and sweating like a horse when I found him. He gave a rueful shake of his head as I entered, "We are making weapons as fast as we can, Jarl. My sons have made many of the metal plates Aiden asked for. We can do little else."
 
   I put my hand on his shoulder and regretted it immediately. It was slick with sweat. "I am not here to harass you old friend. I come for advice. What weapons can you make in large numbers that we could use quickly?"
 
   "There is danger?"
 
   "There could be and it might be soon."
 
   "Arrow heads and spear heads are easy to make. If you have the shafts, hafts and flights then we could make enough for every man and youth in the whole of Cyninges-tūn."
 
   "You are a life saver, Bjorn. I will get the hafts and shafts made. Change what you are producing. How many iron plates for the leather byrnies have you made?"
 
   "Each warrior will have some protection. There is not enough to completely cover the byrnies but you did not want that anyway."
 
   "You are the life blood of this, my home, Bjorn and your son does you great honour. He is a fine warrior."
 
   I could see that Bjorn was touched, "Often we hope our sons will follow us and be as we were. Ulf has shown me that need not be the case."
 
   There was meaning beneath his words, "You are speaking of Wolf Killer?"
 
   He nodded, "He is not you, Jarl, and I know, from Haaken's words, that he made mistakes. Is that not what all young do? They make mistakes and they learn."
 
   "But Cnut died because of his mistake!"
 
   "It was his time, it was meant to happen. He saved your life and that would make him happy. He will not be grieving in Valhalla. Think on that jarl." I nodded, "I only speak because we are old friends."
 
   "I know and you are right to do so."
 
   As I walked back to my hall I realised that his words about my son had made me forget shields. I would have my Ulfheonar and the warriors making shields as well as seeking the ash and willow for the spears and arrows. The children could collect the feathers. This was a task for the whole of Cyninges-tūn. We would be depending upon our own resources. 
 
   The next few days saw everyone working as hard as Bjorn and his smiths. Surprisingly there was a happy, almost festive atmosphere. I think the fact that every single person was contributing to our efforts made the difference. The only ones who were not working on the weapons were those who caught the fish and made the ale, bread and cheese. I had Snorri and Bjorn the Scout travel to Ulla's Water, Elfridaby, Windar's Mere and Thorkell's Stad to warn them of the imminent danger of a Saxon attack. If I was wrong and seeing a wolf where there was only a dog then I would apologise. But I would rather apologise to someone living than to their grave.
 
   Seven days after we had returned from the raid on the monastery both Kara and Aiden dreamed. That in itself was a rarity since the visit of the witch. Of greater significance was the fact that they both dreamed the same thing. They saw two hosts marching towards us. They saw no faces in their dreams for all that they could see was metal and mail. They did see, however, that they came with the sun over their shoulders.
 
   I questioned them both about the details. I had dreamed and knew that, sometimes, it was the small details which were the most important.
 
   "When they came with the sun over their shoulders which shoulder was it?"
 
   Aiden closed his eyes, "Their right shoulder."
 
   "Then they cannot be coming from Hibernia. They are coming from the south and the east."
 
   "How were they dressed, Kara, in your dream?"
 
   "One of the bands I saw had byrnies down to their knees and carried axes. The other had spears and short byrnies."
 
   Sigtrygg was impressed as he heard those details. "Then one is Danish. They will be coming from Jorvik and the other will be Saxon. They will be coming from Mercia."
 
   Haaken shook his head. "It is all very well knowing who they are and where they come from but we do not know when nor can we predict numbers."
 
   He was right. "Haaken, send Snorri and Bjorn the Scout to the south. My son and his tower can watch for the Danes, have a rider warn him of Aiden's dream."
 
   Kara looked at me sharply. I shrugged, "Until he is happy to be near you again it would not do to make him even more stubborn than he is. It is the same dream but he does not need to know that."
 
   Haaken hurried off. "Sigtrygg, send a fast rider to Thorkell's Stad. Tell Einar I have need of a dozen warriors. He will know why and ask the same of Windar."
 
   "Why not ask for more of their men?"
 
   "We do not want to take away their defences. We have been tricked before. Remember the witch? This could still end up as a trick to lure warriors to defend my home. And I would have the pass to the sea watched by the shepherds."
 
   While my men heeded my bidding I walked my walls with Aiden. "There are too many walls to defend. We do not have enough warriors."
 
   He was right. Even if Einar and Windar sent me the twenty four warriors I needed we would still only have sixty or so warriors. "But we can line the walls with everyone save the young children and their mothers. Those who can, can use a bow and everyone can throw a spear. We have made many throwing spears." I looked at the open spaces we had made. The Water protected one side and the Old Man the other. Their only approach, from the south, was along the side of the Water. We had a gate there and they would attack that. We had demolished all the houses in a direct line from my hall so that archers could continue to loose arrows at an attacking enemy. It was three hundred paces from the gate to the ditch around my hall. They were killing grounds. "We need to slow them up in the open spaces."
 
   "We use fire."
 
   "Fire?"
 
   "We put straw between the two end huts. They have to pass through those. We soak the two huts in pig fat and seal oil. When we fall back from the walls then we fire them. It will make smoke, slow them down and, perhaps kill them."
 
   "Destroy our own homes?"
 
   "If the enemy reach them they will destroy them anyway. We can rebuild huts. Remember Lundenwic? It stopped them then."
 
   I nodded, "You are right. Then we hold them at the ditch. We will need food within my hall in case they besiege us."
 
   "It will be a tight fit but we can shelter them all." He pointed to the two towers we had built. One faced north and one faced south.  The mountain on one side and the Water on the other had eliminated the need for four such towers. "We can use the south tower to watch them and to use our best archers."
 
   "We have spare shields. We will fight outside my hall and make them come over the ditch."
 
   "I will seed the ditch with stakes. It worked in Lundenwic; it should work here."
 
   "The difference is I cared not for those in Lundenwic. These are my people."
 
   "And we will save them, Jarl Dragon Heart. Old Olaf watches still and the spirits in the Water will not desert us."
 
   It seemed an anti climax when no one came in the next two days. The warriors arrived from our friends. They sent thirty altogether and half of those were archers. We had perilously few of those and they were even more welcome than the warriors. My son had received the news and was making his own plans. It hurt me that I could not go to his aid but Windar and his men would maintain contact so that they could go to the aid of Elfridaby. My worry was that they might not be in time.
 
   We received two messages almost at the same time. Pasgen sent a rider to say that Siggi had seen four Saxon ships disembarking men at the mouth of the Lune. He said that they met up with some on the shore already. Of course he could not get any closer to identify their standards. They could be Mercia or even Wessex. When Snorri and Bjorn the Scout rode in to tell us that Mercians were at the southern end of the Water we knew who had landed. Our enemies were less than ten miles away. There were more than a hundred of them. We rang Haaken's stolen bell and its tolling brought everyone who could hear from the outlying farms, within our walls. Our day of destiny had arrived. I had but twelve Ulfheonar, including myself, and our enemies had many mailed warriors. I needed the help of the gods and my sword.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   I spread my Ulfheonar along the wall so that every defender could see one of us wearing the wolf cloak. The warriors too were spread out along the walls. The young men, the old men, the smiths and the farmers were given a shield and a spear and they filled the gaps. I hoped that the Saxons would think we had a mighty host. Only half of the ones they saw were warriors and only half of the warriors had fought in a battle. We had managed to find helmets for half of the ones who were not warriors. It remained to be seen if they could act as warriors. They were not good odds. Aiden stood beside me while Kara organised the women in the hall.
 
   "I have had the hay placed next to the dwellings to be burned and the huts soaked in fat and oil. Cnut's sons both asked for the honour of lighting them."
 
    "Good. Their father will be watching them."
 
   I peered south. It was just a moving snake which I saw. I saw the banner of Mercia but that meant nothing. It could just be an eorl who led them. It might not be Coenwulf. I saw no other banners. Mark of Tintagel had stayed away. I marked that knowledge for the future. I had still to pay him back as well as Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog. I had not forgotten. Their approach was steady and we could do little more to prepare. Each archer had twenty arrows to hand. Every warrior had three throwing spears as well as a longer one to keep them at bay. Suddenly the silence broke as Haaken began to sing.
 
   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
 
   Haaken's song ceased but the whole of the line took up the chant, "Dragon Heart, Cnut and the Ulfheonar." I saw his sons with tears coursing down their cheeks as they proudly stood with their burning brands. I nodded my thanks to Haaken. This was a new song. I knew that he must have conceived it when he saw how few our numbers were. It was what he did. It had been effective. The ramparts were filled with those who thought not of their own danger but of the glories of the past. Their hearts were filled with pride and they had forgotten the warband which marched steadily towards them.
 
   When they were two hundred paces away they halted. I frowned. Normally they would have kept on. Then, at their fore, I recognised a yellow shield with a red boar upon it. I had seen that when Coenwulf had attacked Lundenwic. There was a warrior there who knew how we fought. He was wary of arrows.
 
   "No one is to release an arrow until I command."
 
   I saw the Saxon turn to the other leaders who were standing around him.
 
   "Snorri, Bjorn the Scout, do you think you can hit the warrior with the yellow boar shield?"
 
   "Aye we can hit him but not necessarily kill him."
 
   "It matters not. They think they are out of range. Let us put a little fear into their hearts."
 
   I watched as they chose their best arrows with their finest flights. They smoothed the feather with saliva and turned the arrow so that it was perfectly placed and then they nocked their flights. The both pulled back and, without speaking to each other released their arrows at precisely the same moment. They flew high and were unnoticed by the Saxons. They plunged down. One struck the side of the warrior's helmet and was deflected into his shoulder. The other struck his foot. Immediately the Saxons made a shield wall and began to move back. His oathsworn clustered around him with their shields. They retreated another fifty paces. They knew that they would now be out of range of the deadly arrows. I saw that the warrior was not dead but wounded.
 
   Ulf Bjornson asked, "Jarl, could I make an attempt?"
 
   "You are an archer?" He nodded. "Then you have my permission." I did not know he was an archer but with his powerful arms and shoulders he had the strength to reach them. Did he have the skill? 
 
   He too chose his best arrow and he pulled back the bow. I saw that the bow was longer than that used by most men and he pulled it back a long way. One of the Saxons was standing before the fallen warrior. He had his back to us. The arrow descended like a kestrel and plunged into his back throwing him on to the wounded Saxon. The effect was instant. They moved back another hundred paces. My people all cheered. This was not a victory but it was hope. Even the youngest youth on my walls saw that the Saxons had to be losing confidence.
 
   We watched a debate between the wounded leaders and the other eorls. Haaken shouted. "See what three arrows can do! When Jarl Dragon Heart gives the command aim your arrows true and the Mercians will fall like rye to a scythe!"
 
   Out archers all began to emulate the three Ulfheonar and selected their best arrows. The Saxon debate ended and they began to march resolutely towards us. This time they came in a block of men with their shields held before and above them. There was no way that we could get our arrows to penetrate at this range. It meant we had to allow them to close. Still they came cautiously and steadily. Their leader had a spine that was certain.
 
   "Ulfheonar, when you have a target then take it but do not waste arrows. You other archers release at one hundred paces." 
 
   My three best archers worked independently. Their first three flights struck only shields but, when they were two hundred paces from our walls one arrow found a gap and hit a warrior in the third rank. He fell and there was disruption in the column. Three more arrows flew before they could seal the hole and two more warriors fell.  They halted until they were ready. They came even more cautiously. Four warriors had fallen and they had not even reached our walls. They were just beyond our hundred paces marker when a warrior on the extreme right of the column was hit and fell into the Water. I deemed that they were close enough. "Every archer, release!"
 
   There were just twenty eight archers but their effect was greater than their numbers. At this shorter range the arrows had more power. My Ulfheonar were aiming for the tiniest of gaps. Inevitably more warriors fell and with the rain of arrows they had no time to regain cohesion. The Saxons ran at the walls and the ditch. They found the stakes. The outer ditch had no water. The leader with the yellow shield and red boar had remembered Lundenwic. Faggots were thrown into the ditch and they formed a shield wall around the axe men who began to hack at the gates. 
 
   "Archers! Back to the hall!" There was little point in risking them further. The men with the spears were as effective. The throwing spears were hurled down. As ever the Saxons had brought few archers.  Had they done so they could have pinned us down.  As it was we were able to find gaps in their shields. Four of my defenders were struck by their handful of archers and fell to the ground. We had hurt them more but our small numbers made each loss more significant.
 
   Sigtrygg shouted, "The gate has nearly gone!"
 
   "All but the Ulfheonar, back to the hall. "Ulfheonar, shield wall!"
 
   We moved down from the walls. The Ulfheonar were the last down and we formed up, as we had planned, between the fire huts. I spoke to Cnut Cnutson. "When I give the command you fire the huts and then run back." He nodded, "If you are caught by an old man like me your father will not be best pleased!"
 
   He nodded seriously and I saw the man in the boy. He would do. There were just twelve of us. "Wedge!"
 
   I stepped forward three paces and the others formed up behind me. We waited until we began to see daylight through the gates as it was hacked to pieces. We had a wall of spears held before us. I would not need Ragnar's Spirit yet. We had to judge this well and I had only five who had fought in a wedge together. The new warriors would have to learn quickly or die!
 
   As soon as I saw the first warriors through the broken gate, I yelled, "Ulfheonar!" We had but twenty paces to run. It was just enough to get up speed and my dozen mailed warriors struck the reckless axe men who had broken through. They were all speared like fish. The six spears of the first three ranks all found flesh. I halted in the gateway and pulled back my spear to strike at a second face which appeared before me. It went through his open helmet and out of the back of his head. I twisted as I withdrew it. 
 
   I heard a grunt from behind me and Haaken said, "Sigtrygg has taken a spear in the leg!"
 
   We could not afford to lose any men. "Withdraw! Back to the hall!" In a well practised move we all jabbed forward and then turned and ran. I yelled, "Cnut Cnutson! Now!"
 
   The two boys obeyed me instantly. The dry hay and kindling ignited as flames leapt up the walls. The two brands were thrown on to the roof as the boys raced back to the security of my hall. They easily beat us there. As I jumped over the hay it caught fire and I felt the flames singe the hairs on my wolf cloak. Behind me I heard the screams as the warriors who had been closing in on us were caught by the fire. I turned and saw three of them covered from head to foot in flames. They soon fell to die writhing and become blackened corpses. 
 
   As soon as we reached my hall we pulled up the bridge and placed it before my door. The hall was ringed by a solid wall of men. Each one had a spear. We might not have had enough to stand on my walls but we had enough for my hall. Above us the archers were in the tower and on the top of the stable which was next to the hall. We were ready. Had we killed enough to put the odds in our favour?
 
   As before I had my experienced warriors spread out amongst the novices. I wondered if the retreat had made them less confident but I saw them nodding and smiling at each other. If they survived this day then they would be well on their way to becoming warriors. The burning huts formed a wall of smoke. The wind was from the north east and we could not see what they were planning.
 
    I looked up to the tower. "Can you see anything?"
 
   Aiden was there, "They are demolishing the wooden walls."
 
   That vexed me. What could that mean? Time passed and the flames died. It was when the smoke cleared that I realised what they were about. They were going to use the walls of our home to make bridges across the ditch as they had in Lundenwic. The difference here was that they did not have to construct the bridges; they cut down whole sections of the walls. I could do nothing about that; short of burning down our own walls.
 
   Aiden, "Have the archers target the men carrying the bridges. They cannot carry a bridge and a shield."
 
   "Aye, Jarl."
 
   "Ulfheonar, place yourselves where they put the bridges. They must not cross!"
 
   The Saxons advanced behind a wall of shields. They stepped over the smoking, charred remains of their comrades; a reminder that we were not sheep to be shorn! The archers had no targets but they would soon have one when the shield wall parted to allow the bridges through. 
 
   "Use your throwing spears when you see a target but do not waste them!"
 
   I noticed Bjorn the smith readying his throwing spear. His son Ulf was on one side and one of his other sons, Bjorn Bjornson on the other. I allowed myself a smile. It would take a mighty Saxon to get past the three strongest men in Cyninges-tūn. Young Ulf Olafsson was next to me. He had seen barely thirteen summers. He had a leather byrnie on him; it was too large and his father's old helmet, also too big; it was at an unnatural angle. He held the throwing spear as though it was a sword.
 
   "Ulf, rest the end of the spear on your shoulder then you will be ready to draw back and hurl it."
 
   "I am sorry, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "You have done nothing wrong Ulf. You are learning as your father did. I will tell you when to hurl. Have you killed any yet?"
 
   He shook his head, "My first struck a shield."
 
   "Then you and I will see your first kill together." I noticed that he stood a little taller and his jaw jutted out defiantly after my words. The shield wall was just five paces on the other side of the ditch. The Saxons had picked up some of our throwing spears and they began to hurl them from behind the shield wall. If you had a shield then they were not dangerous for you could follow their flight. Ulf did not have a shield and I had to hurriedly hold mine above his head. The spear stuck in it. I turned my shield and wrenched it out. I jammed it into the soil. "Now you have a second one." I saw that two of the Saxons were parting to allow the bridge men through. "Now Ulf! The Saxon on your left!"
 
   He hurled it with all of his might. The warrior on the left had opened his body slightly to allow his own swing and the spear plunged into his side. The range was less than ten paces. He fell sideways and tripped up two of the men who were carrying the wooden bridge. Aiden's archers did not hesitate and the six men were soon covered in so many arrows they looked like hedgehogs. "Well done Ulf!" He beamed, "Now keep behind me. You have neither shield nor armour; I have both.
 
   I glanced down the line. We had not been as successful in repelling them everywhere and I saw Ulfheonar fighting desperately to stop them using the bridges they had thrown across. Perhaps because of my presence we kept them at bay longer closer to us. That proved to be our undoing. Bodies fell into the ditch and soon they did not need a bridge; they had one made of corpses. A Saxon stepped to my left and stabbed forward with his spear. He caught Arne the Fisherman in the leg. Even as the spear was pulled back to finish off Arne I jabbed with my own spear. It tore into his neck but an axe smashed my spear in two. I swung the broken end back handed at him and he jerked back. I let go of the broken spear and it sailed into the side of another Saxon's head. I drew Ragnar's Spirit.
 
   Ulf, just behind me was so excited he yelled, "Ragnar's Spirit! The sword touched by Odin! Now you will die Saxon!"
 
   I ripped sideways with the edge and it sliced through the bare neck of the Saxon. Although there was a human bridge now it was unstable. The bodies began to be crushed beneath the water and the Saxons had to fight to keep their balance. I saw that there were two of the warriors who had been to the monastery close by me. They both had short mail byrnies. "Harold and Sven, to my side now!"
 
   They obeyed me instantly. "What do you wish, Jarl?"
 
   "We are going across the ditch. They have lost good warriors here and the ones behind have no armour. If we drive them hence it may help the others. Are you with me?"
 
   "Aye!"
 
   "Now!"
 
   I stepped on a body of a dead warrior in the ditch. I was expecting it to move and it did. I sprang forward and thrust with my sword as I did so. As I withdrew it I ripped it sideways into the unprotected belly of the next warrior. I swung it to the left and the point sank into another Saxon's side. Suddenly the three of us had a gap and I roared, "Ulfheonar!" It was to give the others heart but they took it to mean that I wished us all to advance. Throwing spears materialized above me and fell amongst the Saxons who were trying to react to our attack. Aiden concentrated the arrows on the men before us too and I could see the burned huts and the destroyed walls beyond. A warrior fights for his lord and those to whom he has sworn an oath. He will keep fighting so long as there is hope. Although many Saxons were across the ditch, more were not and those who were not were now being driven back. Although I was tiring I knew that one more push would break their resolve.
 
   "On!"
 
   I punched a warrior in the face with my shield. He had weakly raised his sword. My shield brought a mushroom of blood and as he stepped back I stabbed him in the chest. A warrior stood with his spear raised and he hesitated. The hesitation cost him his life. Ulf Olafsson threw his last throwing spear and it hit the warrior in the side. He fell to the ground and Ulf took out his seax, leapt on the body and ripped it across his throat. The novices had become warriors and we roared after the Saxons. The ones who were isolated close to our walls turned and fled. Arrows followed them. The Saxons we followed had no armour and they ran, their legs fuelled by fear! They began to out distance us. I did not want them to regroup.
 
   I turned to look at the warriors who followed me. My Ulfheonar were there and another ten of my men, including Ulf, Harold and Sven. "Come, let us end this."
 
   I slowed down to a trot. The Saxons began to extend their lead but I did not want us to reach them exhausted. Every half a mile or so I slowed to a walk and then trotted again. We had found we could cover vast distances like this. I saw the forest ahead. We were almost half way to the sea. Were their ships there or would they head inland? We could not run all the way back to Mercia. Haaken began to chant one of Cnut's rowing cadences. It seemed to work. I found that it was easier to run to the rhythm. We covered the next couple of miles quickly. There was a sudden roar ahead and the sound of battle. Now was not the time to trot.
 
   "Run!"
 
   Inevitably the ones without armour like Rolf Rolfson and the younger ones like Ulf Olafsson reached the battle first. When I reached the skirmish it was confusing. I saw the Saxons battling with my men but there were others who were fighting from the forest sides. It took a few moments to make out who they were. They were Pasgen's men. I did not want them to die on my account and I hurled myself at the four Saxons who were trying to get at the men of Úlfarrston. I punched one in the back with my shield as I brought Ragnar's Spirit down diagonally across the sword arm of a second. The other two turned to face me. The man from Úlfarrston took his chance and plunged his spear into the thigh of the Saxon. I took the second Saxon's sword on my shield and stabbed at his middle. His own shield came around but not quite quickly enough and I scored a red wound on his leg. He reeled and, as he was going backwards swung at me weakly. I hit at his sword with mine and it shattered. As he tried to run Ulf Olafsson appeared from nowhere and rammed his seax into the warrior's groin.
 
   I nodded at the young warrior. "Take his sword and his armour, Ulf, you have earned it!"
 
   I left the forest and ran back to the trail. The forest floor was covered with the dead and the dying. I saw no Ulfheonar nor were there any fighting yet. I ran down the trail towards Úlfarrston. The sounds of battle were receding. Passing, 'The Heart of the Dragon' I saw, to my dismay, that they had holed her. She was up to her thwarts in the river. She would not sail again this year. I forced myself to run harder. They would pay for their actions.
 
   When I emerged from the forest it was getting on to dusk. We had run almost fifteen miles and my legs knew it. As soon as I saw the estuary I saw that they had only brought or left two ships. A handful of survivors had discarded armour and weapons and were swimming out to the two waiting ships. Had my ship not been damaged I would have crewed her and destroyed the two Saxon vessels. As it was I knew that they would be able to escape. I allowed the warriors who were young and still had some energy to finish off the Saxons. There was neither honour nor glory for me in such killing. I also knew that they would become better warriors because of the experience.
 
   Pasgen, who was bleeding from a wound on his arm, joined me. I patted him on his back, "Thank you for your intervention. I hope you did not suffer too many losses."
 
   "A few, Jarl Dragon Heart, but we also sought them for revenge. They sank two of my knarr and killed their crew. One was my sister son. They had to pay."
 
   I nodded, "And they have. Your men fought well."
 
   "I will make sure that we are prepared next time and we will not wait to be attacked. The next Saxons we see we attack first and then ask their corpses if they come in peace. Have they not enough land in Mercia without coming here?"
 
   "The Saxons are fighting each other and each is trying to get as much power as they can. They all want the throne of Britannia." I shook my head, "I am content just with my own parcel of land."
 
   "Did you suffer many losses?"
 
   "They destroyed my walls and damaged my drekar. They killed some of my warriors but they paid a heftier price."
 
   One by one my Ulfheonar returned. None had died but Olvir and Siggi both had wounds which would need the attention of Aiden. We had, however, lost at least eight of the young warriors including four from Windar's Mere and Thorkell's Stad. They had died during the pursuit in the forest. There the mail of the Saxons and their weapons had proved superior to courage and youth.
 
   "We will leave the bodies in the forest and here for you and your men, Pasgen, it is small enough payment."
 
   He nodded his thanks and we began to make our weary way back the fifteen miles to Cyninges-tūn . As we passed 'The Heart of the Dragon' Sigtrygg said, "Poor Erik he will be distraught at the damage."
 
   I was intending to continue north when a thought struck me. "He stayed with the ship! Where is he? If those bastards have hurt him…"
 
   We looked around the river bank for sign of him. Ulf, Harald and Sven had no armour upon their backs and they leapt into the river to search the wreck. They dived beneath the surface. When they rose, spluttering, they all shook their heads.
 
   "Search the banks!"
 
   Sharp eyed Snorri found him, "Jarl Dragon Heart. He is here and he is wounded."
 
   When we reached him we saw that he had lost much blood but he breathed still. We tore his clothes from him and saw that a sword had entered his shoulder. He was still bleeding. I ripped the bottom from his kyrtle and rammed it against the wound. "Snorri, run to Pasgen I want horses, now." He ran off. "Ulf Bjornson, pick him up we will carry him as far as we can." As Ulf carried him I pressed the improvised bandage against the wound. I had to staunch the bleeding somehow and we had no time to build a fire and heat up a weapon. I regretted the absence of Aiden.
 
   We had reached the edge of the Water when Snorri returned leading two horses. "Snorri ride to Cyninges-tūn and tell Kara and Aiden that Erik is close to death."
 
   He galloped off. "Haaken, mount the horse. I want you to hold my horse's reins." I climbed the third horse. "Ulf give me Erik." I sat him across the neck of the horse and held him with my right arm. I pressed the cloth into the wound with my left hand. "Ride Haaken!"
 
   It was hard to keep my balance with my mail and Erik in my arm but I could not let him die. He had served me many years; first as a ship's boy and latterly as my captain. He was almost the equal of Old Olaf and Josephus. Given time he would have become better than they had been. He could not die. The horse was not a big one and he was struggling. That was not Pasgen's fault. He did not know why we needed the horses. When I saw the remains of the walls of Cyninges-tūn I almost wept with relief. Haaken must have sensed my anxiety. "He will live Dragon Heart. Olaf smiles on him."
 
   I looked to the right and saw the reflection of the Old Man in the Water and Haaken was correct. The sun's rays made his image look as though he was smiling. I hoped that my oldest friend was correct. I spied Aiden and Kara as my weary mount struggled towards my home. They had a fire burning close to where the gate had been. The two of them lowered his body, which looked to be more dead than alive, to the ground so that they could tend to him. They laid him gently on the ground and Aiden immediately grabbed a red hot iron from the fire and sealed the wound. At the same time Kara cradled his head and poured a liquid down his throat. The three girls we had rescued from Jorvik and Seara waited close by. The four of them picked up his body and carried it towards my hall. He was now in safe hands. I dismounted. I ached all over and I felt as though I had not slept for a week but I had to speak with Aiden about Erik.
 
   "Will he live?"
 
   "The wound is sealed but he looks pale. He had lost much blood."
 
   "Why just the women?"
 
   "Kara gave them all a blue stone and purified them. Kara believes the power of the spirits, your wife and your mother will heal him. I am a man and my influence might have worked against him." He saw my look. "Do not worry, Jarl. She has regained her power and more. Her time with Angharad was not all bad." He looked down the Water at the weary line of warriors who followed us. "Did we win?"
 
   "That is a hard question to answer. Until we had found Erik I would have said we had won but now I am not certain. The Saxons are gone and will not return for some time but my ship is damaged and my captain close to death. You tell me; did we win?"
 
   He smiled and put his arm around my back. He pointed to my hall. "Your hall stands, you lost but a handful of men and our enemies are defeated. We have won. Believe in your daughter and the blue stones and Erik will live. We can rebuild the walls and I watched our young men fight. We have more warriors now. They began as boys and they emerged as men. Do not let despair fill your heart. I know the absence of your son weighs heavily upon you but you are jarl still. Your people live still. We are stronger now."
 
   He was right but it was hard to see it. I had lost Cnut. My son had gone and now Erik's life was in danger. The Weird Sisters had much to answer for.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   I was alone in my depression. All else were filled with the euphoria of victory. Only my four oldest Ulfheonar understood my pain. For the rest they were too excited about having defeated the Saxon band. After I had eaten I walked around my people and took their congratulations. They had all seen me fight; that was unusual. They had seen the danger we were in and now understood what we did. Bjorn was delighted with the weapons and armour we had taken. "Some of it is not good but it is easier to make poor armour better than begin to make good armour. The swords are useable. The next time your warriors fight they will have a helmet, shield, sword and, in many cases armour. We should celebrate." He hesitated, "My son is a good warrior?"
 
   I smiled and patted the iron sheet which was his back, "He is Ulfheonar. I cannot praise him more."
 
   He nodded, "I fought alongside him, Jarl, and I was proud. As a father should be." He suddenly realised what he had said and he put his hand to his mouth. "I am sorry, Jarl,… I."
 
   I smiled, "Do not worry old friend. I am still proud of my son but there are problems. It is something we have to go through but I believe it will turn out for the best."
 
   "I hope so. He is a fine boy and I like him."
 
   I laughed, "That boy is now a warrior and a father too."
 
   "You will be the same as I am. To us they are all still boys."
 
   I stood by the Water. The day had been one which had seen us almost lose and then, against the odds, win. What was in store for us? Kara found me and slipped her arm around my waist. "You need sleep father. " I looked down at her and saw, once again, my little girl. "Today you were magnificent. No one else could have led the people as you did. I feel my power returning and that is because you did not give up on me and you persevered. I am in awe of what you do."
 
   "I do nothing. I just try to do the best that I can."
 
   "And that is why we love you so for you do not see how good that is. Fear not for Erik. He is strong and he fights for you. He was close to death but he serves you. He may not be Ulfheonar but he is your man and he will not go quietly to the Otherworld." She began to lead me back to my hall. "Today I watched you do something magical."
 
   I looked at her, "Magical?"
 
   "Yes, father, I saw you turn young boys, shepherds and fishermen into warriors who defeated Saxon warriors. If Haaken does not write a saga in honour of this day then I will."
 
   I shook my head, "I am tired."
 
   "I know."
 
   "And I miss your mother." For some reason I began to weep. I have no idea why.
 
   She pulled me tighter to her and I heard her voice thick with emotion. "I know and she misses you. She gave her life so that I would live and have my power and I would exchange it all for her back here with us."
 
   There were no more words to be said save the unsaid words that we both missed my son. She left me at my room and closed my door. I heard her tell the slave that I was not to be disturbed. That night I dreamed.
 
   I was on my beach but the Water was rising. It grew closer and closer to me. I tried to move but I could not. It was as though I was fastened to the sand and the rocks. Then I realised that the Water was no longer liquid it was the molten metal I had seen in Bjorn's smithy. I could feel the heat as it came closer to me. Suddenly a giant eagle swept down and lifted me in his talons and I found myself climbing high over the Water. I peered down and saw Windar's Mere and, away in the distance, the sea. It was filled with Drekar and they were all heading north. The eagle turned and took me over the land, towards the east. Below me I saw Elfridaby and it was surrounded by baying warriors who banged and hacked at its gates. I saw Elfrida being dragged away and my son transfixed by a spear. I called out and tried to reach for them. I tore myself from the eagle's talons and I fell towards the earth. I tried to stop myself but I could not the ground grew closer and closer…
 
   "Father!"
 
   I opened my eyes and saw Kara. Her soft hand was on my brow and she was stroking my head. "I dreamed."
 
   "I know. I did too as did Aiden."
 
   "I did not see your mother."
 
   "She was with my brother. There is danger there."
 
   "The warriors, they were real?"
 
   "They were real."
 
   "But what of the drekar? They were coming towards Úlfarrston."
 
   She frowned, "I did not see them."
 
   I rose. "Then we have a problem. How can I go to the aid of my son if there may be danger from the south?"
 
   "I know not. But you cannot abandon your son."
 
   I nodded. This was the work of the Norns once more. "And Erik, how is he?"
 
   "He lives and he is awake."
 
   "Then I will speak with him while I make my decision."
 
   Eanfrith was with him. She rose, "I will fetch some milk and mix it with honey."
 
   I looked down at Erik who still appeared to be perilously pale. "I am sorry I could not save the drekar, Jarl."
 
   "You should not have tried. You were alone. We can repair the boat and we can always build a new one but Erik Short Toe is unique."
 
   "But she lies in the river!"
 
   "We will send Bolli and his men. They can haul her from the river and begin the repairs. You need to heal yourself."
 
   He nodded and closed his eyes. He suddenly opened them. "Eanfrith said you were attacked."
 
   "The Mercians came but we drove them hence. They sank our ship so that we could not pursue them. We will do so when the repairs are finished."
 
   Eanfrith returned with the milk and honey. "Your ladies return. You are in their hands now. Obey them."
 
   Once I had eaten and prepared myself I went out to view the damage. Already my people were busy clearing up. I saw a smoking pile by the Water. They were the bodies of the Mercians. Their ashes would be used to feed the fields. Some good would come from their attack. I was greeted by smiles and cheerful calls. They saw hope in the attack for we had all joined together and it was that joint effort which had defeated them. Wyrd!
 
   Haaken and Sigtrygg were at Bjorn's smith. I could hear the clang of hammer on metal. When I entered he stopped. "How is Erik?"
 
   "He will live." Haaken nodded. "I dreamed as did Kara and Aiden." The three of them looked at me expectantly. "Wolf Killer is in danger. Danes!"
 
   Haaken knew the accuracy of my dreams. "When will this be?"
 
   "I know not."
 
   Sigtrygg shook his head. "We are in much danger here, Jarl. If another enemy comes how will we protect ourselves?"
 
   "He is my son."
 
   "But the dream may be of an event in the future."
 
   "True but it may also be imminent. I will seek Snorri." I turned to Bjorn. "Those light throwing spears were effective. Thank you."
 
   He shrugged, "They were easy to make." He smiled, "It was good to wield a blade again."
 
   "I was pleased with all of those who fought yesterday. It gave me hope."
 
   I found Snorri and the other Ulfheonar at the warrior hall. It had once been home to forty warriors and now it seemed empty. "Wolf Killer may be in danger. Snorri take three with you and warn him of danger but approach cautiously. If my dream was correct then they may be under attack already. Bjorn the Scout, ride to Pasgen and warn him that there may be danger from Danes in the east. Take three with you and then approach Elfridaby from the south. You can leave Pasgen's ponies with him. Join Snorri."
 
   "This is when we need our horses again, Jarl. That witch's actions continue to haunt us."
 
   "I know. When time allows we need to raid our neighbours for their horses. Take plenty of arrows and your bows." I nodded and smiled at Ulf Bjornson. "And Snorri, take Ulf Long Arrow with you. You may have need of his skill."
 
   He beamed at the new name. Bjorn the Scout clapped him on the back. "Now you are Ulfheonar." He held up his maimed hand. "That is how I became Bjorn the Scout !"
 
   The last visit before I spoke with Aiden was Bolli. The shipwright and his men had helped us to defend our homes. They were, even now, clearing up the damage. I waved him over, "You have heard about the drekar?"
 
   He nodded, "Someone said it was destroyed. That was my father's last ship!"
 
   "It is not destroyed. It lies in the river. It is holed but it is not beneath the water."
 
   He brightened immediately. "We can save her?"
 
   "You and your men can save her. Go now. Leave this work for others." I paused, "Take weapons. There may still be danger."
 
   His face became grim. "From now on we carry weapons at all times and we practise as the Ulfheonar do. No one will take from us the fruits of our hard work. Yesterday showed us that."
 
   As I walked back to my hall with Aiden I reflected that the mood of my people had changed. It was as though, like my sword, they had had to go through fire and blood to make them stronger.
 
   Aiden had the map he had drawn of our lands. Some of the inks were now fading a little for they had been there for some time. The new name, in red, Elfridaby, stood out. 
 
   "If the danger comes from the east then there are two approaches to Wolf Killer's home. If they come by the Hjáp it would bring them down Windar's Mere and the other up across the Greta and by Ingleton."
 
   "If they come by Windar's Mere then we will know. We sent a messenger to warn him of the danger to Elfridaby."
 
   Aiden nodded. "That is why I am certain that they will come from the south. If they do come from Jorvik it is the shortest route and the easiest."
 
   "What are you suggesting?"
 
   He looked at me. "I know your mind, Jarl. You worry about your people being left undefended. You are in danger of worrying too much and doing nothing. If you take the Ulfheonar then you can use their skills and bring terror to these Danes."
 
   I stared back at him, "You dreamed this."
 
   He smiled, "I told you, Kara, your father is gaining skills too." He nodded. "It was your wife who said 'make them fear the wolf'. She meant the Ulfheonar."
 
   "But we are gambling that they will come and that they will come from that direction."
 
   Both of them nodded. Aiden said, "True but Kara's mother has never let us down so we know they are coming and coming soon. As for the direction…" he shrugged and tapped his head, "something in here tells me that will be the direction they will come."
 
   I was satisfied, "And like Erika you, too, have never let us down. I am resolved. But I leave you here. If danger comes then you can use your mind and Bjorn's brawn. The men have been blooded now and they will have iron in their backs."
 
   I summoned the other Ulfheonar. Had the witch not taken every mount we possessed we might have ridden to Elfridaby and reached there much quicker. As it was it would take almost the rest of the day to reach there. Elfridaby was isolated from the rest of our people. It was another reason why I worried so much about him. There were just three left for me to take: Haaken, Sigtrygg and Olvir. I was worried about Olvir for he had been wounded in the battle with the Mercians but he would not stay behind. "I am Ulfheonar, Jarl, and I will do my duty."
 
   It was a noble thought but I knew that it would slow us down. I used one of the fishing boats to take us down to the end of the Water. It was over laden and the thwarts were almost under the surface but Thorir was a good sailor and he balanced us well. It saved us both time and effort. There were no roads from the southern end of the water and we had to use trails. It meant that we left little sign of our passing. With just four of us we were able to move easily through the small trails. Sadly they were also the places where the midges and the biting insects lived and we were all red raw from their bites when we reached the southern end of Windar's Mere. We headed towards the north east and the going became easier. As we moved north the trails became wider and we looked for sign that the Danes had passed this way.
 
   "I see no burning."
 
   "No, that is a good thing but it may be that they come in secret to take Wolf Killer unawares. We should remain cautious." 
 
   There was just one more forest to cross before we reached the area my son and his men had cleared. Haaken remembered the trail. "It does not seem long since Wolf Killer took his Wild Boars to make this land our own."
 
   "Aye and most of those young men have gone to the Otherworld but they did well and fought well with my son."
 
    We had just passed a clearing where men were hewing trees to clear more land for their farm which was along the stream. It was a sign that the sacrifice of my son's warriors had been worthwhile. They stopped work when we passed. "Have you seen any Danes?"
 
   The elder of the men shook his head, "No, Jarl. Are there any about?"
 
   I nodded, "They may be heading for Elfridaby and my son."
 
   "He has made a fine hall there, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   "He has. And how is your father these days, Karl Crostsson?"
 
   He laughed, "He still gets up before any of us and milks the cow. He thinks we are lazy. But he is hale and hearty. He loves this land. We have had peace for some time here."
 
   "Good and I would have him remain so. If there is trouble then get to Elfridaby and if that is impossible then Windar's Mere. He deserves to see old age."
 
   "He still sharpens his sword each day and I believe he wishes to die as old Ragnar did with a sword in his hand."
 
   "You should all keep a sharp sword.  There may be dangerous times ahead."
 
   We left them and I thought about that. Would I wish to do the same if I should reach old age? I was not Norse and yet my ancestors had all died before their time. It seemed likely that I would suffer the same end; a violent death. Perhaps I was not destined for a peaceful old age. Even my mother's lineage had not enjoyed peace.  They had all suffered violent deaths.  Was that to be my end too?
 
   When we emerged from the forest we saw that my son had used the remains of the old Roman fort and his former hall to create a copy of mine at Cyninges-tūn. I was pleased that he thought I had done a good job. He also had two towers. That was wise. He would see my approach. I was relieved to see that his walls still stood and there was no sign of conflict… yet. As we marched towards it I saw that he had built up the ground close to the knoll on the river.  It was not a particularly high patch of ground but it would not flood as easily and it would afford them a good view of their enemies and their approach.
 
   The gates were open when we reached the hall and my son and Snorri strode down to meet us. I could see a frown on Wolf Killer's face. "It is good of you to come, father, but are you certain my sister has this right? Elfrida has not dreamed."
 
   I sighed. There was still bitterness in his heart. "Aiden dreamed the same and it was your mother who came to them." I did not mention my dream. If he did not believe then he did not believe.
 
   "I do not think that Egbert would waste money hiring men to do what others failed to do before. He has remarried! I had thought he had forgotten Elfrida." 
 
   He was obviously not thinking.  Any man would want to search the four corners of the land for such as Elfrida. "He wishes to be the King of the whole land from Northumbria to Wessex. He cannot allow us to live. Even if you had not taken his wife he would still want to swat us for our mere existence. He can buy the Danes but he knows he cannot buy me. Elfrida is an excuse."
 
   He nodded, "But I fear you have wasted your journey. We have not see any sign of an enemy."
 
   "We did not mind the journey and I have only brought my Ulfheonar. If you have no objections we will stay here tonight. Bjorn the Scout and the others will reach us this night and tomorrow we will search to the south for these Danes."
 
   "You are welcome to my roof but I still believe you will be wasting your time tomorrow."
 
   "It is my time and my men do not mind, do you?" I smiled at the Ulfheonar.
 
   I already knew that the experienced Ulfheonar were less than happy with my son's attitude but they smiled and Haaken said, "We are away from our women; the weather is clement and we get to hunt Danes. It is all good."
 
   Elfrida made a great fuss of me and I saw her scowl at my son's lack of affection. It hurt a little but my gurgling grandson more than made up for that. A call from the tower made me hand him back to Elfrida and we went to find out what was amiss. It turned out to be Bjorn the Scout.
 
   "Well, did you see any sign of danger?"
 
   He shook his head. "No, it was all quiet. We spoke with Pasgen and left him his horses.  We followed the coast around and saw no ships out to sea.  Nor did we find any tracks."
 
   "There what did I tell you."
 
   "That does not mean that they are not coming.  Your sister's dream is a warning and we should heed it. It is like the day before a storm my son. The sun may be shining and there might not be a cloud in the sky but we cannot see beyond the horizon and we know not what the Norns are doing, do we?"
 
   It was a tense evening we spent in my son's hall.  Elfrida tried to make it as pleasant as possible but my son's attitude made all of us feel uncomfortable and unwelcome.  We retired early.  We were sharing the warrior hall with my son's men and we were not free to speak but I knew that my men were seething with resentment,.  We were here to help my son and yet he seemed to be unhappy about our presence.
 
   Elfrida made sure we ate well before we left and I made my son promise to keep his scouts out watching for danger.
 
   "Father, we are prosperous here. We have more people settling here and building farms. I would not jeopardise that with talk of war. There will be no trouble and there will be no Danes.  I know that the Mercians' attack on your home made you all nervous and I can understand that but here, as at Windar's Mere, there is peace."
 
   "Just keep your men watching then." I pointed to the towers. "They are a good idea; use them well!"
 
   As we headed back into the forest Haaken said, "You were too soft when he was growing up! He has become arrogant! He wants a good smack!"
 
   Sigtrygg chuckled, "I seem to remember my father saying much the same about me. Perhaps it is a journey all young men have to take."
 
   "Dragon Heart did not."
 
   "And that is why we all follow him."
 
   Before we had left Cyninges-tūn I had identified, along with Aiden, where would be the best place to watch for an enemy. The rivers which passed by Elfridaby meandered their way south and spilled into a large bay. The rivers were too narrow for ships but any attacker could land warriors there. About five miles from the bay was a Roman Road which came from the east and Jorvik. If we waited there we could cover both directions at once.  Bjorn the Scout's news that there were neither ships nor tracks from the south confirmed my decision to look to the east.
 
   When Bjorn the Scout had scouted the previous day he had found us a good place to build a camp. It was a clearing on a piece of high ground above the River Greta. We had water and yet we would be unseen from the road which passed just three hundred paces from us. I organised the twelve of us into four groups of three so that we could share the sentry duties and the scouting. The new Ulfheonar were spread between the veterans. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout went hunting with their men while I led Siggi and Ulf towards the road which led from the east. Despite the fact that I had said they could come by sea I thought that unlikely. If these were Danes then they would travel across country using the Roman Roads. In the days when the Northumbrians had ruled the land to the east they would not have dared to cross the high divide but Northumbria's days of glory were long gone. They would come this way. 
 
   When we reached the road I saw that no one had maintained it. That was not surprising; it was far from the heart of Northumbria. It was less straight than most Roman Roads for the builders had, as they had at Hardknott, allowed for the contours of the land. I took my companions up to the crest of the high ground where we could see for miles in an easterly direction. Sadly there was nowhere for us to remain concealed while watching the road. We would have to wait further west in the small woods which abounded on both sides of the road. We needed to have warning of the Danes so that we could prepare an ambush.
 
   As we lingered at the top Ulf asked me, "Jarl, why are you so certain that they will come for Wolf  Killer."
 
   "You have not met King Egbert have you?" he shook his head. "He craves power the way a fisherman craves fish. He can never have enough. When Elfrida left him for my son it was a sign that he was not as powerful as he thought. His dignity was offended and he wanted to get back at us for daring to flout his authority and his home. He wants her back so that he can punish her and kill my son. It will show his followers that he is mighty."
 
   Siggi shook his head. I smiled at him. "I know Siggi it is not true but it is what he believes."
 
   "There are only twelve of us. Will there be a small number of Danes too?"
 
   "No, there will be a warband. I would estimate at least fifty. I do not think that even King Egbert could afford to hire more than that. They will expect Wolf Killer to have a hall. Indeed I believe they will have had spies to discover exactly where his is. That is why they will come this way. Their spies may have hidden themselves as our scouts did but they will want the fastest way in and out. They will attack at night and they will be ruthless."
 
   "Then how can twelve of us stop them?"
 
   "Come we have exposed ourselves enough. We will head back. I have seen what I wanted to see. As we go back look at the land the way the Danes will look at it and put yourselves in their boots." They both nodded. "To answer your question we will terrorise them. We do not fight fair. We use their own tactics against them. We attack at night. We isolate them from each other. They will need to camp somewhere so that they can attack at night. When they are camped they are vulnerable. They need to sleep and we can use our wolf cloaks to disguise us and put fear into the hearts of these Danes.  They might know that it is us but there will always be a doubt that we really are shape shifters, skin changers, spirits. They are superstitious and we will play on that."
 
   I could see them both taking in my words. I did not mind Ulf's questions. This was all part of their training as Ulfheonar.
 
   "How far is it to Jorvik?"
 
   I smiled. I liked the way Ulf was thinking. He was working out when they would camp. "It is eighty miles or so."
 
   "How do you know, Jarl?"
 
   I pointed to the side of the road. "The Romans put markers down to show the distances. If you can read their words then you know how far it is. When we went to Jorvik to kill Wiglaf we used the Roman Road and I kept a record of the distances. I know how long it took us to get there. So, Ulf, how long will it take them to get here."
 
   "They could reach it in two days of hard marching."
 
   I nodded, "Or three days at an easier pace. Both mean that they would reach here in the late afternoon. They will camp, scout out the hall and then attack the following night."
 
   Siggi whistled and pointed off to the side of the road. "Good, Siggi. You are right. That would make a good place for them to camp." We had descended from the high ground and the flat land was close to a stream and a wood which would give them shelter. The road was just fifty paces from the stream. "I estimate that this is just ten miles or so from Wolf Killer's hall. We will soon find out if you are correct."
 
   It was an hour or so later when we reached our own camp site. There was the smell of food cooking. We would have to forego that from now on. We had to remain hidden. "Did you catch much?"
 
   Snorri pointed to the carcass of the deer which hung from a tree. "Cook it all tonight. This is the last camp fire until we get home." I did not need to elaborate. They all understood the need. We would survive on the cold cooked meat and whatever we could forage. We had cheese and some bread. The bread would soon go stale but we could soak it in the water of the beck and that would make it easier to eat.
 
   I told them what we had found including the place I thought that they would camp. "Tomorrow, Haaken, take your men to the high divide and watch. Sigtrygg take the sea but I still doubt they will come from there. There are good places to watch from."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   We spent the next day resting. We did not have to wear our armour and it felt good to be free of its weight. I was no longer a young man. While we waited Bjorn the Scout and Snorri showed the new Ulfheonar how to make traps so that we would not be surprised at night. I just hoped that the Danes did not use such traps or we could be in trouble. Sigtrygg and his men tramped in during the late afternoon.
 
   "We saw nothing. I agree with you, Jarl. They will not come by sea. It would take them weeks to sail around from Jorvik or even Lundenwic. They could reach us in three days by land."
 
   We showed them where the traps were and settled down to wait for Haaken. When he had not returned in an hour or so then I began to worry. I donned my armour. "Come we will go to find him!"
 
   Sigtrygg looked surprised but I had fought alongside Haaken for as a long as I had been a warrior. I had been with him when he had lost his eye. I knew him. He liked his food and he would have returned well before now unless something had stopped him. Perhaps I was becoming more like my daughter or perhaps I was listening to my inner voices more than I had before.
 
   We moved in single file with Snorri and Bjorn the Scout well out before us. After a mile or so I saw Snorri drop to his knees and I hissed, "Down!"
 
   After a few moments I saw Haaken, Olvir and Magnus appear. "We have found them. We were on our way back when we spied them. They were to the north of where we were waiting. They must have come by a different route."
 
   I mentally berated myself. I had assumed too much. "Where is their camp?"
 
   "They are five miles north of us. They are camped between a small stream and a tarn. It is not a large tarn. They have cover from many trees and bushes." He paused. "It is but six miles from Elfridaby."
 
   That upset my plans. They were close enough to attack this night. "And how many are there?"
 
   "Fifty. Only half are mailed but all are well armed. The mailed ones carry the Danish axe."
 
   "Then we strike tonight. Lead on Haaken. Sigtrygg, bring up the rear."
 
   We loped along in single file. I watched the sun set to our left as we headed north west. This was the work of the Norns. I had been overconfident. The Danes were becoming trickier than they had been. My reputation was becoming too widely known.
 
   Darkness fell before we reached their camp but I could smell the wood smoke long before we got there. That was a mistake. Leaving most of the Ulfheonar half a mile from the camp Snorri, Bjorn the Scout and I crept for a closer look. We moved five paces apart on our hands and knees. It was neither comfortable nor easy but a sentry tended to look at eye level. It proved to be our salvation. I found the trap as I crawled along. Had I walked then I would have set it off. If was a piece of cord and it was disguised by ivy. I took our my seax and cut it. It was also a warning that their camp was ahead. I moved on and then stopped when I heard their voices. There were two sentries close by me. They were less than ten paces away. I listened to their words.
 
   "Thord is a wise leader. I can now see why we did not use the Roman Road."
 
   "I told you that when we set off and you were moaning about travelling over rocks and down valleys. This Dragon Heart has spies and scouts everywhere. He would have watched the road. He also has a witch.
 
   "Did I not hear that she had been taken from him?"
 
   "I heard he got her back. More's the pity."
 
   "We will not be going after him and his sword will we? My cousin fell following Klak when he sought it."
 
   "We could take it. I hear he lost all of his men to the wild Welshmen. Thord says we will see how we fare against Wolf Killer. The gold we get for his head and his young bitch are enough for me. I know the sword is magic but I heard that only he can wield it. What is the point of risking your life for a weapon you cannot use."
 
   I heard another voice barked our, "You two women shut your mouths and keep watch! We are close to our prey! Talk when we are back in Jorvik."
 
   I began to slide back when I heard the reprimand. The two of them would be more observant now. I crept back a long way before I stood. Bjorn the Scout and Snorri were waiting for me. We said nothing until we were back with the others. We spoke in hushed voices for sound travelled at night.
 
   "We were worried, Jarl."
 
   "Never fear Snorri, I was not in danger. I found a trap and then I listened to the sentries. They think you are all dead." I chuckled, "I fight alongside ghost warriors now! We will use the trick we employed at Celchyth." My veterans nodded but I knew the new ones would not know what we were about. "We lay a trap.  After killing the sentries half of us wait outside their camp and the other half go to the other side of the camp. They come through killing as many as they can until the Danes are awakened. Then they run towards the others who ambush them. We keep moving south, to our own camp alternately fighting and then running and laying another ambush."
 
   Snorri saw the worried look on the faces of the new men and he said, "Do not worry. They will soon give up. It is hard to attack invisible wolves and that is what we will be. As soon as we are seen, we run!" 
 
   We all took off our helmets and smeared our faces and eyes with the red juice we used. We also put some on our hands. With our black cloaks, helmets and armour we were almost impossible to see at night. 
 
   "Haaken and Bjorn the Scout, you two stay with Olvir, Vemund, Rolf and Ulf. You will have the first ambush." I put my shield around my back and took out my seax. "You will not need your shield. It will get in the way but if you have it under your cloak it will protect you when they follow. It has saved my life before now. "
 
   Once again we approached on our knees. I had Siggi and Snorri to my side. We crept up on the two guards who had been speaking earlier. I nodded to Snorri and we rose like wraiths behind them. I saw the eyes of one widen as he saw me and then Snorri's seax slid across his throat just as I despatched mine. We gently lowered their bodies to the ground. I took the seax from the dead guard's belt. They would be the weapons of choice this night.
 
   We crept back out and I met up with the others who would follow me. I led them around to the other side of the camp. We passed between the tarn and the stream. It meant we had to cross the water but we made not a sound as we passed through it. I waved them to the side of me and then led them, silently, through the undergrowth towards the sleeping Danes. They were sleeping, conveniently, in pairs. I knelt down and slid both of my weapons across the throats of the first two sleeping warriors. It would become more dangerous as we drew closer to the fire. The warriors closest to the fire would be the better warriors, with mail. The light would also illuminate us. The ones I had slain had no mail.
 
   I glanced to my right and saw Sigtrygg killing another sleeping pair. I began to think that we would kill them all without being seen. I found one man facing the fire and huddled up with his knees in his chest. I brought my seax down on his neck and was sprayed with his dying blood. Just then Harald Long Legs failed to kill instantly and his victim gave a dying cry.
 
   I stood and howled like a wolf. I threw my borrowed seax at another sleeping man and drew my sword. The others began to howl as the Danes awoke and searched for weapons. I swung Ragnar's Spirit into the belly of a warrior who had just picked up his axe. I kicked his dying body into the fire and it threw sparks and burning brands towards the Danes who slept close by. I slashed at a warrior who began to rise with my seax and then I was in the woods. I kept running. I knew where Haaken and his party would be and we needed the Danes to follow us.
 
    I heard a cry from behind me. I turned and saw Magnus on the ground. He had been stabbed in the leg by a Dane. "Siggi, get Magnus to safety!"
 
   I had no idea where Siggi was but he was Magnus' friend and he would be close. I ran towards the advancing Danes. My move surprised them. I plunged Ragnar's Spirit into the chest of a startled Dane as I ripped my seax across the throat of a second. "I am Dragon Heart! I am the Wolf who comes in the night! Fear me you spawn of Egbert!" I howled as I lunged forward and swung both weapons before me. I then turned and ran. My cloak and my armour made me invisible. I felt something strike me in the back but I did not stop. I had a shield and armour behind me. It would take a lucky blow indeed to cause me harm.
 
   I saw Magnus being helped by Siggi and Snorri. Suddenly arrows rained down behind me as Haaken sprung his trap. I kept on running until I reached the second ambush point. I saw that Magnus had been too badly wounded to continue. His leg had been gashed above the knee. I tore a piece of cloth from his kyrtle and bound it tightly around his leg. "Get him to Wolf Killer and tell him that the Danes are here." Siggi shook his head. "I am Jarl and I command you. Obey me. We will survive. Now go." He nodded and left. 
 
   Sigtrygg said, "You will need your cloak repairing." He handed me the throwing axe which had been embedded in my shield.
 
   "I will return this to our friends then."
 
   "Take Harald with you on that side of the trail. Snorri with me,."
 
   I heard the noise of battle and then Haaken ran past us. I raised the throwing axe above my head. I saw a warrior appear out of the gloom ahead of us and I hurled the axe and then quickly grabbed my sword. The warrior fell dead with the axe in his skull. The warrior behind stopped and looked. It was a mistake for Harald's arrow threw him back. Snorri and Sigtrygg blindly loosed two arrows in the air and then put their bows over their shoulders. I heard shouts as at least one of the arrows found their mark. 
 
   A Danish voice shouted, "Halt! Back to the camp. This is a trap!"
 
   I knew that this could be a trap for us. The Danes might be trying to make us overconfident and hope that we went back. I waved at the other three and we moved, through the trees towards the Danes. I did so confidently. Even if this was a trap they would just see shadows moving towards them. I had seen their white face in the dark.  We had nothing white to show where we were. Snorri and I came across two Danes tending to a wounded warrior. We stepped close to them and they only turned at the last moment. Ragnar's Spirit tore across the neck of one of them. Snorri stabbed down and the two Danes fell across their dying fellow.
 
   I heard a scream from the far side of the trail and then a Danish voice shouted, "They are truly the spirits of wolves. We cannot fight what we cannot see!"
 
   This time there was no steady withdrawal. They ran as fast as they could towards their camp. We were hard pressed to catch them. The first thing they did when they reached their camp was to set a ring of torches around it. I saw their leader; I guessed it was Thord. He was a huge Dane and he held his shield with a red skull upon it close to him. He shouted, "You are Ulfheonar! You can only hunt at night.  During the day you become mortal men again. When dawn comes we will seek you out and I will tear your living hearts from your bodies and let the carrion feast on your flesh! You will change into wolves no more!"
 
   His men began to bang on their shields. I cupped my hands and began to howl. Snorri, next to me did the same. I heard two more howls from my right and then another six from close behind me. The Danes stopped banging their shields and peered fearfully into the dark. We could approach no closer but the torches they held made it hard for them to see far into the darkness. As we were just twenty paces from them the howls must have seemed to come from spirits. One or two Danes tried to back off but Thord pushed them back with the flat of his sword.
 
   I began to move back. I heard Haaken and his men howl again. I saw Sigtrygg and Harald as they, too, headed for Haaken. We found them close to where we had sprung the first ambush. I waved them back down the trail. We had done all that we could have hoped. We found the dead Danes littering the trail. Each one was searched. We then chopped off their heads and put each one on the top of one of the many broken spears. We then rammed each one in the middle of the green way. There were eight such bodies. They would mark our retreat and they would put fear in the hearts of the Danes.
 
   As soon as we reached our last ambush point Snorri took us off the trail and through the woods. As dawn began to break, in the east, we were nearing our own camp. We walked for fifty paces through the stream before using some rocks to reach our camp. It would take a sharp pair of eyes to follow our trail. "Haaken, you and your men take the first watch. Wake me in a couple of hours when the sun has warmed the air."
 
   I laid my helmet and shield down; rammed Ragnar's Spirit into the ground and, as my head touched the turf, I fell asleep.
 
   "Jarl. It is your watch." I looked up at Haaken's face. "What happened to Siggi and Magnus?"
 
   "Magnus was wounded. I sent him and Siggi to Wolf Killer."
 
   He nodded and yawned. "They will seek us today."
 
   "I know. It means they cannot attack Elfridaby tonight."
 
   "And we cannot attack them in the same way either. They will be expecting it."
 
   "I know that too. Tonight we use arrows to rain death upon their camp and then we do as we did in the north. We use the wolf to strike fear into their hearts."
 
   "How long can we keep this up?"
 
   I smiled, "We are sleeping now are we not? They will be watching and hunting for us. They will be awake all night again and tomorrow we will sleep once more. Tired men make mistakes and on the third night, unless they have left for home we will kill their sentries again and do as we did this night."
 
   He nodded, "I think that tonight we killed one in five of them. If we can get their numbers down to half they will go home."
 
   I took out the gold which we had taken from the dead Danes. "I want as few of them as possible to return home and I want Egbert's gold as were geld."
 
   He yawned again and lay down, "This will be a good story for the winter fires."
 
   I woke Harald and we ate some of the venison and washed it down with freshly drawn water. We clambered up into the lower branches of a sycamore tree. The leaves hid us from view and yet afforded a good sight of the approach from the Danish camp.
 
    I looked at Harald, he looked like one of the branches of the tree with his long legs and equally long arms. "How did you find the attack last night?" He hesitated. "Come Harald, you are now Ulfheonar. Speak the truth to your jarl."
 
   "I was both afraid and excited. There were so many of them. I am sorry that one made a sound. I should have killed him silently."
 
   "Do not worry. You will learn and it was bound to happen. No ill came of it."
 
   "Magnus took an axe in the leg."
 
   "That could not be helped. To have emerged with just one wounded warrior is to be wondered at."
 
   "How was it that they did not hurt us more?"
 
   I pointed to the Ulfheonar sleeping below us. "Look at them. Even in sleep they are fearsome. Look at my face. All you see is the red. At night all that you would see would be blackness. If they had met us in daylight, in an open field, then we would all be dead. Many of them would die too for we are hard to defeat but we would all be in Valhalla now. We choose our battles. This is not over and it will not be glorious but we will whittle them down, little by little until, when we do face them, we will win."
 
   I was about to descend and wake Sigtrygg when I saw them. They were about half a mile away and I saw their helmets as they came through the woods searching for our tracks. I broke a small branch from the tree and threw it at Snorri. It hit him and he was awake in an instant. He looked up. I pointed to the north east. He nodded and began to wake the others. Harald and I had to remain as still as we could. I watched as they drew closer. They had good trackers and they found where we had entered the stream. The party split up. Half went upstream and the other half downstream. I was confident they would not find where we had left the water for we had stepped on rocks. Our prints would have long dried.
 
   After an hour of fruitless searching they returned to the stream. I saw a heated discussion and then they turned to retrace their steps. I looked at my men and, pointing to the north I drew my finger across my throat. Haaken nodded and they hurried after the Danes.
 
   Harald and I climbed down the tree. I picked up my bow. I had not used it the day before but I would use it now. Harald copied me. His long limbs came in handy when using a bow. He could not send one as far as Ulf Long Arrow but he had power in his pull.
 
   After hurrying through the dark our journey in the daylight seemed almost too easy. We could hear the Danes as they grumbled and complained on the trail. Even when not speaking they were making more noise than us for they brushed against bushes and their weapons clattered. In contrast we were silent. I caught up with my men and I waved Haaken to the right. I led Sigtrygg, Snorri and Harald to the left. We trailed them until we were not far from their own camp. Unlike us they did not use someone at the back to keep watch. It was careless and they were about to pay; with their lives.
 
   I waited until they began to ascend the rise which led to their camp. I knew that they had not brought all of their warriors. There were just thirty before us. We would only have a short time to inflict as much damage and then vanish into the woods once more. I pulled back my bow and aimed for the warrior at the rear of the column. I knew that those who were better archers than I would aim at the ones closer to the front. I released and the arrow smacked through his leather byrnie and into his back. He fell face forward. The two men ahead of him who turned were rewarded by a blossoming arrow in the face. Ulf, Harald and Snorri's arrows found flesh at the front of the column. 
 
   The Danes dropped down and held their shields before them. I whistled and we drew back into the trees. We moved, slowly at first, to disguise the direction we would take. Then I hurried until we met Haaken. I pointed to the north. We would not return directly to our camp we would head for the far side of theirs. I heard shouts as Thord organised his men and they hurried down the greenway. We slipped away from their blundering charge. They followed the trail they had already followed, back to our camp. Snorri and Bjorn the Scout went to the fore and found a trail which led around the tarn and the stream. We walked for an hour and then found ourselves at the northern, unguarded side of their camp.
 
   We cautiously approached. Peering from the trees we saw that there were just five men left in camp. None was Thord. We drew our bows and the five died. Two made a shout before they fell which I worried might draw others. None came. We raced into the camp. "Mount their heads and take their gold. Put anything which will burn, including their food on the fire."
 
   It was a grislier task to mount their heads in daylight but I wanted these Danes terrorising. Although we found much which would burn its initial effect was to make smoke. 
 
   "It is time to leave. Snorri, find us another way back to our camp."
 
   We left the way we had come but turned towards the west. We would make a long loop back to our own hideaway. I saw the thick plume of smoke as it spiralled skyward. I heard the blundering Danes as they hurtled towards their camp. I could imagine the anger of Thord. This was not going as he had planned. 
 
   It was after noon when we approached our camp. Snorri held up his hand. His face told me that he sensed danger. I drew my sword and we approached in a half circle. When I saw Siggi's face appear before me I smiled. Sheathing my sword I stepped through the trees and found that he was not alone. Wolf Killer and fifteen of his warriors awaited us. I took off my helmet when I saw them. We now had reinforcements. We could end this sooner rather than later.
 
   My son grinned and held out his arm. "I am sorry that I doubted you. After all these years you would have thought I would have known better.  I am stubborn!"
 
   "How is Magnus?"
 
   "My wife cares for him. Have you hurt the Danes?"
 
   "We have killed many of them and we have put fear into their hearts. With your warriors we can end this tonight. They have not slept and they have suffered many losses. We have just returned from their camp." I pointed to the distant smoke. "We left them a reminder of our visit. If your men keep watch we will get a little sleep. Their camp is but an hour away. We will leave before dark." I grasped his arm. "It is good to have you by my side once more."
 
   "Aye father. My wife tells me I have a stiff neck."
 
   "You have a good wife there, my son. She reminds me of our mother. You do well to listen to her."
 
   I took off my shield again and my armour. I found it easier to sleep without it and I felt more secure now that my son and his men had arrived. I managed to snatch a short sleep and felt refreshed when I awoke. I saw Wolf Killer speaking with Haaken and Sigtrygg. There was a guilty silence when I approached them. They had been talking about me. It was understandable. Wolf Killer had been Ulfheonar and had been as close to Haaken as any.
 
   "You have devised a plan then?"
 
   Haaken laughed at the surprised expression on the faces of the other two. "I told you there can be no secrets from the Dragon Heart."
 
   My son smiled, "I should have realised that you would know what we were about. We think to advance from this side and, after killing their sentries swarm over them in their camp."
 
   I nodded, sagely, "A good plan save in one respect." I could see the question on their lips. "What about the ones who will flee? We have attacked them twice and so far they have not seen one body. They know not that Magnus was wounded. As far as they are concerned we are wraiths; we are the spirits of wolves. The next time we attack many will flee. I want none to return to the east. I want Egbert to wonder if his gold was taken and he was duped. I want those other Danes who live in Jorvik and envy us to fear us so that they will never come again. I want this to become a legend of horror which will grow in the telling.  The fifty Danes led by Thord who came to kill the Dragon Heart and vanished from the face of the earth."
 
   "How do we ensure that?"
 
   "We surround the camp. You place your warriors on the far side, the east. When we enter the camp they will see the Ulfheonar. Some will fight and some will run. When they run they will run into you and your men. Slaughter them."
 
   There was a brief silence and then my son's face split into a grin. "I am still learning. I think of the battle and you think of the war."
 
   "You should play chess with Aiden. It will sharpen your thinking." I shaded my eyes so that I could look at the sky. "We had best leave soon. You and your men will need time to get into position. Harald Long Legs, guide them around the camp."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   My son and his men left first. We followed Snorri as we headed along the familiar greenway towards the Danish camp. As we travelled the sun dipped lower in the sky and made the shadows longer. The camp was to the east of us and we were highlighted against the setting sun. Had anyone else been scouting I fear we would have walked into the ambush which the Danes had prepared. As it was he suddenly stopped and sniffed. The moment he did we all had our weapons out. We knew that his instincts were like those of a hunting dog. His movement must have made the Dane who was waiting close by nervous for he launched himself at Snorri, swinging his axe sideways. Snorri threw up his shield and punched his sword through the warrior. 
 
   "Attack!" There was little point in waiting for them to come at us and we charged them. I saw two shadows beneath the trees and I lunged at them. A spear came at my head and I took the blow on my shield. The other warrior had a sword and he slashed it at me. It was aimed at my neck; normally that was the weak part of any armour. I blocked it with Ragnar's Spirit and Bjorn's fine workmanship showed. The Dane's sword buckled a little and I saw the look of surprise on his face. I took advantage by head butting him. The Dane with the spear pulled it back to stab at me again and I brought my own sword around in a wide sweep. As I knocked his spear up my sword went beneath his spear and ripped into his side. The man I had head butted struggled to his feet. I swung backhanded at him and he tried to block my strike. His sword shattered in two. I brought my shield around and punched him in the head. He crumpled to the ground and I stabbed him in the neck. The spearman was trying to hold in his guts. He was losing the battle.
 
   I saw Siggi fighting two Danes. He was doing well but, even as I ran towards them I saw them separate to attack from two sides. I chose the one who was attacking Siggi's right and I charged into him, striking simultaneously with my shield and my sword. He tumbled to the ground and hit it so hard that he was winded. I swung my sword and he blocked it with his shield. I brought the edge of my own shield down on his throat. He gurgled his life away with a broken windpipe.
 
    Siggi slew his opponent and nodded his thanks. I could see no more Danes but I heard, to the east, the sound of men fighting and dying. I waved to Siggi and we ran back to the trail. The Danes' bodies lay in ungainly heaps. Had they successfully sprung their trap things might have been different but this was the third time they had fought us and none were confident any longer.
 
   I saw, however, that we had not had it all our own way. Olvir's body lay surrounded by the Danes he had killed but he was in Valhalla now. We gradually caught up with the rest of the Ulfheonar. Ulf was despatching one as we ran up to him. He wiped his sword on the dead man's kyrtle. "They have fled to their camp, Jarl!"
 
   "Ulfheonar! On me!" The rest of the my men arrived I saw from the blood on their swords and armour that they had fought hard. We needed to end it soon. "Wedge!"
 
   There were just nine of us and that was a small wedge but I had no idea how many of the enemy remained. We marched along the trail towards their camp. The sun had not set but there were many shadows. That could only help us. The survivors were in a shield wall. There looked to be eighteen or more who were left. Their leader lived yet and he stood in the middle of his men. There was only one way we could win against a shield wall and that was to charge and use the weight of our mail as well as the superiority of our training.
 
   "Charge!
 
   I had Haaken and Sigtrygg behind me and they would keep the pace I set. It was not a run, it was  more of a fast walk but the clearing helped us for our footing was firm. I saw the Danes brace themselves for our impact. Thord brought his axe over his head. He timed the blow well. I kept my eye on it as it sliced down towards me. He had aimed it at my right side, the side away from my shield. I did two things at once. I brought my shield across my body to take the blow and I stabbed forward into the tiny gap between Thord's shield and the next Dane. The axe cracked into my shield so hard that I felt as though my arm would break. The shield held and the axe head caught on my boss. I felt my sword strike metal and I pushed harder. There was resistance and then it slid into something soft. I twisted and pushed again. My hand came up against mail links and so I pulled the sword free. Thord was hurt. I saw blood from his mouth. Haaken stabbed at the warrior next to him and he cried out as the sword slid up and over his shield. It tore up through his throat and into his skull. The two of them fell and were joined by a third when Sigtrygg killed him. 
 
   We were inside the shield wall and my wedge split into nine killers who tore into the Danes like a whirlwind. Most of the warriors who remained did not have long mail shirts and were easily taken. It was too much for half of the men and six of them fled east. I blocked another axe which came from nowhere. It made me stagger a little. The Dane thought he had me. I used my own motion to continue to move away from the blow and the Dane found himself overbalancing. I dropped to one knee and thrust upwards. My sword want under his byrnie and slid up into his ribs. I must have found his heart for his body went limp and, as my hand and sword were bathed in blood, he fell to the floor. I heard shouts from the east as the last of the Danes ran into the blades of my son and his men.
 
   I turned and saw that Rolf had been wounded as had Vemund. They would, however, unlike Olvir, fight another day.
 
   "Collect the weapons and their coins. Ulf, fetch Olvir's body we will bury him at Elfridaby."
 
   "Aye Jarl."
 
   By the time my son reached us we were ready to leave. He nodded at me, "You were right, father. They are all dead. We have all that we need."
 
   "Did you lose any?"
 
   He nodded, "Oleg."
 
   "Then bring him with us and we will bury our two dead at your hall. They will be buried with honour."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   We reached Cyninges-tūn three days after we buried our two heroes. Our three wounded warriors needed time to recover sufficiently to make the journey home. I was bone weary. I needed to bathe in the Water and cleanse the smell of blood from my body. I would use the sweat hut and clean myself from head to toe, inside and out. I saw the worried looks on the faces of Aiden and Kara as we trudged through the gate. A shout went up as my people saw their jarl return and the door to my hall opened and I smiled when I saw Erik standing there. He was on the road to recovery.
 
   "I can see, father, that you have lost a warrior and others are wounded. Did you find the Danes?"
 
   "We did and they died." I took out one of the coins we had taken. "King Egbert paid well for the return of his wife!" I looked around the huts and the halls. "You had no further attacks?"
 
   "No, Jarl. Pasgen has sent regular messengers to us. Siggi and Trygg have both returned safely and they brought news of the outside world."
 
   Kara said, "We will have a feast this night to celebrate your return and they can speak with you then."
 
   "They have not returned to sea then?"
 
   "No, that is part of their news but we will let them tell you all. It is better to hear news directly from the bearer. Words do not get twisted then."
 
   "You have changed, daughter. Your journey to darkness and back has brought with it wisdom."
 
   She laughed, "I will send a slave to heat the sweat hut. Your face tells me that you will need it."
 
   I walked over to Erik who leaned against the door. "It is good to see you standing, albeit gingerly."
 
   "You daughter is a fine healer. She says I can return to my ship soon."
 
   I shook my head, "There is little point. When Bolli has repaired it then you can go. "
 
   "But I want to see how the repairs progress."
 
   I spoke quietly, "Erik I need you fit for as soon as my drekar is repaired then I intend to sail back to Ynys Cybi. I have not finished with those men of Gwynedd yet. Become fully healed and then we can sail."
 
   "Bolli thinks it may take another month to make her seaworthy again."
 
   "It matters not when it is ready. If we have to sail in the depths of winter we will do so. The theft of my daughter caused a rift between my children. It was like throwing a stone into a tarn. The ripples go further out. I will have my vengeance." I smiled, "You should know how powerful a Viking's wrath is."
 
   He laughed, "And yet you are not Norse."
 
   "No but I am Viking! Come with me to my sweat hut. It will heal you quicker and we can sail across the Water. It will be good to talk with you."
 
   He nodded, "I have heard of the powers of the hut. It will be good to experience it. Josephus told me of baths like that in Miklagård."
 
   "You think of him often?"
 
   "Just as you think of your wife and Ragnar." He tapped his chest, "He is in here," and then his head, "and here. He is part of me."
 
   Sigtrygg and Haaken joined us as we sailed across the Water. We spent the rest of the day in the sweat hut. The four of us talked of the voyages we had taken and the people we had met. We remembered our dead friends and companions. We smiled at the stories we each told. All of us had been close to death lately and talking of those who were dead was comforting. The one person we did not mention was Cnut for his death was too recent and the wound too raw. I knew we all thought about him but we would not speak until the mid winter feast when we celebrated the old year and looked forward to the new one. Then would be the time to honour our friend.
 
   The Ulfheonar were all invited to the feast as well as many of the warriors who had fought shoulder to shoulder with us against the Saxons. With no imminent danger they could all indulge themselves and we enjoyed the new brew of beer which Kara and her women had produced. It was a fine dark beer with a creamy white head. I would have drunk more but I knew that Siggi and Trygg had things to say to me and I needed a clear head. Haaken managed to stay sober until he had told four or five tales and sung some songs. He had a fine voice. Two of the stories were funny ones but he finished with the story of Aiden's capture and the blood and fire of my reborn sword. It was after that when he almost drowned in ale.
 
   Siggi and Trygg joined Aiden and me as the young warriors engaged in arm wrestling and games of bones. "Kara intimated that the news you brought was serious."
 
   "Aye, Jarl. Wessex has captured much of On Corn Walum. Egbert now has forts on the southern coast of On  Corn Walum. His ships look for the Norse. He was sworn to crucify every Viking he finds."
 
   I nodded. "That is serious. It means we might have difficulty in trading with our partners."
 
   They nodded. Trade was how we prospered. Our iron brought in gold. Our weapons made us attractive to other traders. Without trade we would die.
 
   "We could sail around the lands to the north."
 
   Siggi laughed, "We lived up there, Aiden, the seas are even more dangerous than those around Scillonia."
 
   "What do you suggest then, Siggi?"
 
   "We could trade with Hibernia or Mercia. Gwynedd perhaps?"
 
   I laughed, "Hibernia has nothing that we need and the other two hate us as much as Wessex."
 
   "It is a pity there are not more lands to the west."
 
   "I have heard that there are Aiden. There are rumours of fine lands with no people in them many days beyond the western seas."
 
   "That cannot be true. The ships would sail over the edge of the world."
 
   "That may not be true, Jarl Dragon Heart. When I was in Miklagård I read how in the ancient times they believed that the world ended at the Pillars of Hercules. Then some Phoenicians sailed through them and they discovered this land.."
 
   Aiden was well read. If this were true then, perhaps, we could sail west. That would be an adventure. Siggi and Trygg still looked dubious and this did not give them an answer to their problem.  I thought of a solution.  It was an idea I had had for some time. "We could sail with you. My drekar can handle any Saxon ship."
 
   As soon as the words came out of my mouth I saw that they had been hoping for such an answer. "That would solve the problem, Jarl."
 
   "However we would need to make the most use out of such a voyage. We still have the Saxon ships we captured. If we took three ships and filled them with trade goods then we would only need two such voyages a year. One to Frankia and one to Miklagård."
 
   "And the rest of the year?"
 
   " Orkneyjar?" They both nodded. "And we would need extra crew for your knarr. They would need to be fighting men."
 
   "There are many young men who want the adventure of travel and are not yet seamen. That would not be a problem." Trygg smiled, "I feared our days of trading were over."
 
   "No, my friend, there is always a solution. The difficulty is finding it. You will need to build a hall by the river to store the trade goods until we are ready to sail. The metal, the wood and the weapons will not be a problem but the goods such as hides and skins may be trickier."
 
   Aiden smiled, "I will read in the Roman books. They normally have a solution to most of the problems we find."
 
   "And you had better tell those who use our boats for trade of the new arrangement."
 
   We all downed our horns of ale. "And when will the first voyage be?"
 
   "When I have punished Gwynedd and we have enough goods to fill three knarr!" The news was not a surprise to me and meant that my return to Ynys Cybi was meant to be.  It was wyrd.
 
   It took twenty four days to complete the repairs on my drekar and it also took twenty one days to find the crew who would sail with my Ulfheonar. I had many volunteers but Haaken, Sigtrygg and I wanted reliable warriors and not the glory hunters. We wanted strong warriors who could row for long periods without tiring. I was happy with the twenty five we chose. We also took extra ship's boys. Erik was keen to train a replacement for himself. His brief encounter with his own mortality had changed him and his view of life.
 
   I went with Erik to view 'The Heart of the Dragon' as soon as Kara said he was strong enough to travel. I left my Ulfheonar working with the new warriors. I knew that many would aspire to be wolf warriors as we were but that did not happen overnight. The keen eyes of Haaken and Sigtrygg would find the potential.
 
   When we neared the drekar Erik swept a hand around the trees.  "I will have a hall built by the river, Jarl. I will not allow disaster to befall my drekar again."
 
   "That is good for you need to put down roots. With Siggi and Trygg away less in the future they, too,  may build close by the river. You should take a wife."
 
   He laughed, "I am at sea more than I am at home."
 
   "That is not true. Haaken is married. Many of the Ulfheonar are married. You need children. They are our future."
 
   He nodded and after a short silence broached what was on his mind. "Are you and Wolf Killer reconciled?"
 
   Erik had served with me long enough for the intrusion. "We are not estranged as we once were but I fear he will not return to Cyninges-tūn." I shrugged, "It is good that he lives where he does. He is right about the land. It is gentler than here and will produce better crops. The only danger is from the East."
 
   "The Danes."
 
   I nodded, "They are expanding. They are replacing the Saxons of Northumbria and filling the valleys with their own people. We have dealt them a harsh blow but there will always be younger warriors who will risk the wrath of our people. We are better prepared."
 
   We had reached the forest and were getting closer to the sea. We could smell it in the air, brought on the southerly breeze. "Jarl Dragon Heart why do you risk so much to return to Ynys Cybi?"
 
   "I could say that I wish to weaken Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog who fights with his brother, Cynan, for the kingdom of Gwynedd but deep down I know that the reason is revenge."
 
   "You will risk the lives of others to do so? You will risk your ship?"
 
   I looked at my young captain. He had changed. Before he was hurt he would not have questioned my actions but he had had a brush with death. He had stared into the black chasm and it had made him look at himself. It was a good thing. I did not mind the questions. I had asked myself many such questions since I had made my decision.
 
   "It is my ship, bought with my gold. They are my men, oathsworn to me and wearing armour I paid for."
 
   "I am sorry, Jarl. I have been impertinent. Forgive me."
 
   "There is nothing to forgive. You are becoming a man. Men give their opinions. That is good. Soon you will take a wife and when you have children you too will change. Both of my children were hurt and the men of Gwynedd bear some of the responsibility but I was not lying when I said we would weaken Gwynedd. My action will have an effect and a weaker Gwynedd will invite attacks from the Irish and the Mercians. If they attack Gwynedd then they will leave us alone."
 
   "And On Corn Walum?"
 
   "Trygg told me that Mark of Tintagel was killed by King Egbert. Wyrd, is it not? My enemy killed my enemy for me."
 
   We heard the hammering and banging and knew we were close to the shipyard. We followed the trail and came upon Bolli and his four workers. He wiped his brow and approached us. I could see the new strakes which he had finished. "It is lucky they were Saxons who did this. They holed her too high. Had it been Norse who damaged her we would be working for another two months."
 
   "How is she now?"
 
   "We will soon be able to float her. The new wood needs time to swell before we risk a sea trial."
 
   "Erik here will supervise from now on. He has more ship's boys and they will need to become familiar with the drekar and how she handles. They are on their way here now." I smiled, "More hands for you to employ." I noticed that the prow was standing to one side and there were shavings on the ground. "You are repairing the prow too?"
 
   "That was also damaged." He pointed to the interior of the drekar. "I have added two more trenails. It will make her stronger and give an extra couple of benches."
 
   "Will that slow her down?"
 
   "It should not."
 
   "And we need a spare mast and spar."
 
   "This is all adding to the cost, Jarl."
 
   "Do not worry Bolli, you will get your gold. The Danes who tried to kill my son are paying, not me!"
 
   I left the two of them to discuss other improvements Erik desired. They were tiny modifications but Erik knew his drekar like the back of his hand and he would get as much speed from her as he could.
 
   I passed Siggi and Trygg; they had their knarr out of the water and they were cleaning their hulls. Until we were ready to escort them they would have little to do. I knew that both men had coin enough. They had bought some cattle and they employed men to run farms for them close to the river. Their families lived here. It made sense for it was closer to the sea. I waved and they acknowledged me.
 
   Pasgen was, unusually for him, working on his own small farm. He had been a farmer when I had first met him but he spent more time running Úlfarrston. He was master of the town. He and his sons ran the whole burgh. He was no tyrant and ruled well. His people were satisfied. He used, I knew, farming, as a way of keeping in touch with his past. He paused in his work, "You have come to see how the work on your drekar progresses, Jarl?"
 
   I nodded, "How are the beans this year?"
 
   "We have done well. This is the second crop. I tell others that they should sow more seeds. The beans are useful for they last all winter when we dry them. The other farmers ignore me. They believe we can trade for whatever we need."
 
   "Siggi and Trygg have heard that Wessex is attacking ships from here."
 
   "Norse ships."
 
   "Perhaps but I am afraid, old friend, that you are tainted by us. Egbert will not differentiate between us. I am just asking you to be wary. When we have enough for our three ships I intended to escort them to Frankia and, perhaps, Olissipo. If your knarr wish to travel with us I would be happy to offer them my protection."
 
   "Thank you but with just one drekar how can you hope to protect so many ships?"
 
   "We have a full crew and my knarr have warriors on board to augment the crew. However it is your decision."
 
   "Thank you for your offer. I believe we will take it up. How are the young men from my burgh who volunteered as warriors faring?"
 
   "You would be hard pressed to say which came from Úlfarrston and which were not. It is their hearts which are important not their blood."
 
   "Will you stay this night?"
 
   "No, I return home. The walk helps me to think."
 
   I headed north through the forest. As I passed the scene of the ambush of the Mercians I could still see the scars in the trees and the mounds in the earth. Soon the forest would heal itself and reclaim the land which had seen so much death. As I came out and viewed the Water I remembered where we had fought Danes and I saw the mound marking our dead. Already it was covered with flowers and grass. It looked as though it had been there forever. Ahead of me the dipping sun seemed to make the water glow as though it was on fire and my thoughts went to my wife. Her spirit was there, within the Water. She was part of the whole process which healed the land and allowed us to live here in this most perfect of valleys. I knew that we were lucky and I understood why others wished to take it from us. I left the path to walk through the shallows at the edge of the Water. I felt the strength in me increase as the Water washed over my boots. I glanced up at the Old Man and saw that he was smiling. I could raid the Welsh for my wife and Old Olaf watched over my people. The Danish incursion had yielded fine weapons, armour and helmets. My new warriors would use them. All that happened had been planned by the Weird Sisters. Until the spirits and the gods abandoned me then we would all survive in my tiny kingdom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   We left when the apples were being harvested and wood cut for the winter. We slipped out of the estuary and headed south. This time Erik did not hug the coast. We would not be making for the straits but we would, instead, sail for Ynys Cybi directly. This raid was not purely for vengeance. With the grain harvest in there would be knarr in the port ready to trade. The warehouses would be full and there would be bounty for us to take. The winds were in our favour and I sat with Haaken and Sigtrygg explaining my strategy to them. 
 
   "There is no longer a hill fort to defend the port. We destroyed it. They may rebuild but that will not be completed yet. We take their port as we did in On Corn Walum. We seize any ships that we find and their grain. We have crew enough to use their own knarr to take the grain home."
 
   "What about the old Roman fort in the port?"
 
   "We take it. When we spied it from the mountain I saw few warriors on its walls. If there are any then we will slaughter them." I pointed to the new warriors who sat on the thwarts, sharpening weapons and talking war. "These new warriors fought the Mercians with poor weapons and no armour. They trounced them. Now they have leather armour with metal plates. They each have a good sword and all have a helmet. Do you think a few Welshmen who have little to do other than fish from the walls can withstand them?"
 
   "And what of the men of Gwynedd?"
 
   "Their palace is at Aberffaw on the other side of the island. I have no doubt that our presence will be reported and they will send warriors to send us hence. I want them to do so. I would rather they came to us so that they are tired and we will use their own defences against them."
 
   "But if you send men home with the grain will we not be short handed?"
 
   "These may not be Ulfheonar but this is crew if larger than any crew we have carried before. It will suffice."
 
   Haaken nodded, "And we will all be the richer because of this."
 
   Our new course took us close to Mann. It was just a shadow on the horizon but those of us who had lived there all looked to the west as we passed. We were estranged from those who lived there. We had split many years earlier. Our first home and the land of Prince Butar was ours no longer. When we had left we had thought we were losing the finest land we could have had. We were wrong. That taught me that we make our own future. We had made a better one at Cyninges-tūn. 
 
   Our voyage south took us almost a day to complete. The days were drawing shorter with the imminent onset of winter. That suited us. We worked better at night and it would afford us the opportunity to seize the whole settlement without anyone being the wiser.
 
   To the south east we saw Wyddfa and the mountains which guarded Gwynedd. They looked menacing. I was glad that we had not risked the straits. To the south we saw the low grey island of Ynys Môn. It looked empty and deserted but I knew better. There would be those with sharp eyes who spied the drekar silhouetted against the setting sun. Doors would be barred and families gathered together. When the wolves of the sea preyed then the followers of the White Christ prayed too!
 
   As we approached our destination we were hidden from Ynys Cybi by the larger island. Two of the ship's boys were atop the mast. Karl had been here with us the first time and it was he who whistled down and pointed ahead. We had found the island. Erik ordered the sail to be lowered and the warriors took to the oars. Each had his face painted; the new warriors copied the Ulfheonar. Although they wore no black wolf cloaks their appearance would be as fearsome as ours. Having spied the island from the mountain and using the new maps drawn by Aiden, Erik edged us around the larger island to approach the port stealthily. The dark lump of the mountain was behind the town making it hard to identify individual buildings. We knew where the fort was. It ran alongside the stone jetty built by the Romans. As we drew closer I could see that there were five ships in port. Two were small knarr but there was a larger one. All but four of my warriors stopped rowing and two ship's boys hunched at the bow and the stern ready to leap ashore and to tie us up. I smiled. That had been my first experience of a raid; leaping into the water to hold the drekar while the warriors landed. 
 
   The rowers were all on the seaward side and edged closer from the dark. Suddenly there was a shout from the jetty, we had been spotted. There was just a small gap and I stood on the topmost strake and leapt on to the jetty. They must have had a couple of sentries for a spear was rammed towards me. Ragnar's Spirit was in my hand and I swept aside the spear. The wielder was hacked by a mighty blow from Ulf Long Arrow. The second sentry died when Haaken stabbed him. I ran from the jetty towards the old Roman fort which lay just ahead. This one had been made of stone but, like many Roman edifices, had not been maintained. Some stones had fallen and there were small mounds at the foot of the wall. The gate had been slammed shut as soon as the shout had gone up.
 
   "Ulf, Magnus! Shield!" My two new Ulfheonar stood next to the wall with a shield held between them. I stepped on the shield as they prepared to launch me in the air. There were defenders and they were hurling rocks and throwing spears at us. Ulf and Magnus ignored the missiles crashing around them and hoisted me skyward. Such was their strength that I was thrown high into the air and I jumped over the stone edge of the wall to land on the ramparts. I surprised the two warriors who faced me. They were slow to react. I stabbed one in the belly and he tumbled into the interior of the fort. I punched the second so that he fell into the two other sentries who were rushing to join him. 
 
   Ulf and Magnus hoisted Sigtrygg and Haaken in rapid succession and I saw Snorri and Bjorn the Scout at the far end of the ramparts. It was an uneven contest. The sentries had no mail and only a small buckler. Within the time it took for two more warriors to reach the ramparts the defenders on the wall had been slain. An arrow plunged into my shield and I looked up at the tower. There were two archers. "Snorri and Bjorn the Scout deal with those archers." As they raced to eliminate this threat I led the rest of my men down the stairs.
 
    "Secure the gates and let in the rest of our men." I ran to the sea gate and saw that it was unguarded. I lifted the bar and opened them. Ulf and Magnus were grinning at me. "Take two warriors and make sure none of the knarr leave." My men flooded through the gate and we began to search the fort for any other defenders and anything which might be of value. I shouted to Siggi and Rolf, "Follow me." I ran to the office the Romans had called the Principia. I knew from experience that this would be where anything of value would be kept. Sadly all that we found were a few charts and documents. They were in Welsh. "Take them and we will give them to Aiden." Rolf stuffed them in a leather satchel which lay on the floor. 
 
   "Move this table, Siggi and bring the candle closer." We moved the table and I saw the expression of surprise on Siggi's face as I dropped to my hands and knees and took out my seax. I had no time to explain; that could come later. I ran it around the stone with the XX carved into it. It was the mark of the legion. "Go outside and bring in two of the Welsh spears, Rolf." Both were intrigued. If anything could have returned Siggi the Silent's voice to him it would have been his curiosity. He remained silent. 
 
   When Rolf returned I said, "Put the spear points into the cracks here and here. Wait until my command and then lift." I slid my seax into the third side. "Now lift!"
 
   The two spears were not the best but the long hafts helped and, very gradually, the stone moved. "Is this magic, Jarl?"
 
   "Aye Roman magic." There was a sudden smell of musty air as the stone cleared the floor. I pushed it to one side. "Get me a torch." It took a few moments for Siggi to light one from the candle and I put my hand into the dark void under the stone. I found a box of some description and I lay down with both hands in the space. I pulled it towards me. It was heavy. My fingers found a metal handle and I pulled. I pulled too hard and the fixings were frail. It tore off the box and I cursed. I should have been more patient. 
 
   The room flared into light as the oil soaked torch caught light. "Siggi hold it to one side so that I can see what is within." As soon as he moved I was able to peer into the hole. There was the box I had tried to pull and two bags. There also appeared to be what looked like rusted mail and a sword. I had been fortunate. I grabbed the bags, one by one and pulled them out. I could now reach the box. I pulled it towards me. When it was beneath the hole I said, "Rolf, help me lift this from the chamber." It took two of us to move it from the hidden room. This was not because it was heavy but because it had been lowered through the hole and was a tight fit. We both grazed our knuckles as we pulled it out. I could then reach into the hole and bring out the rusted mail and the sword in its scabbard.
 
   The mail would need to be cleaned and even then it might be of no use. Bjorn would have to melt it down. The sword, on the other hand, had been oiled before being put in the hole. It would not take much work to make it usable. "Take theses to my drekar and have Erik make them secure."
 
   "Will you not open them now, Jarl?"
 
   "There will be time for such things later. When you have done that then join me. I will be at the town gate."
 
   We seemed to have been in the room for an age. Haaken and Sigtrygg had secured the fort and were nowhere to be seen. Two of my new warriors, Ulf Rolfson and Arne Grim Face were on guard at the gate. "Haaken One Eye told us to guard the gate, Jarl. They are sweeping through the town gathering the people."
 
   "Good." I smiled at the young warrior who had stood behind me defying the Mercians. "How is your first raid, Ulf?"
 
   "These Welsh are not as fierce as the Mercians, Jarl."
 
   "Wait until you face their real warriors before you make the judgement." 
 
   I climbed up the stairs to the gate tower. The Mountain was just a dark shadow to my right but I could see the lights of torches and hear the shouts and screams as my warriors worked their way through the huts. I hoped that we had captured all but I knew that it was likely some would have escaped. It was a long journey to Aberffaw. They had to negotiate the channel between the islands and then march across Ynys Môn. They could not reach it before dawn. It would be mid morning at the earliest before the men of Gwynedd could reach us. We would use that time productively.
 
   I watched for a while until Rolf found me. "Jarl, we have captured the ships. Some of them fought."
 
   "That was foolish. Did we suffer any losses?"
 
   "No Jarl. Our armour saved us from harm."
 
   "Are they loaded with anything of value?"
 
   "They look to be empty but there are sacks of grain in the warehouses close by."
 
   "Good. I will join you."
 
   Erik and his boys were preparing 'The Heart of the Dragon' for a quick departure. While we had been fighting they had turned her around so that she was facing to sea. We took as few chances as possible.
 
   "Erik which of these knarr is the best?"
 
   He jumped over the strakes and strode down the line giving each one a critical appraisal. "None of them are as good as ours but this looks to be the best." He tapped the wood of the second largest ship. "The hull is sound and the sail is almost new. The others are poorly made and might not last the voyage home."
 
   "What about the larger one?"
 
   In  answer he walked over to it and, taking his knife cut a piece from the lower strake. He rubbed it between his fingers. It crumbled. "I would not risk this one across the estuary."
 
   "Good. Then take everything you need from the others and then sink them. We will make this harbour  so that it is hard to use again. When the others return I will have the grain loaded. I need someone to sail it back. Think who would be the best for such a task."
 
   He nodded. I did not expect an instant choice. He knew all of my warriors and his ships' boys. He would run them through his mind and only then would he choose a captain.
 
   I walked down the jetty as Erik and his boys swarmed over the ships which were now doomed to destruction. The jetty had been well made by the Romans but I could see that the mortar had crumbled in places and it was beginning to look a little worse for wear. Unless the men of Gwynedd did some work they would soon have an unusable jetty.
 
   Ulf Rolfson ran up to me. "Jarl, Haaken and the others have returned with prisoners."
 
   "Good." 
 
   I returned into the fort and found thirty or forty people gathered forlornly in front of the land gate. Half of them were old. A third were children. There were only six men amongst them and two of those were old men. "Let the old go Haaken. Send them on their way." He cocked an eyebrow. "They are no use as slaves and they cannot be any threat to us. Let them go."
 
   Haaken nodded and shooed them out. Some of the women tried to stop them going but my warriors restrained them. "Sigtrygg, have them load the grain on to the ship. Erik will supervise." They were herded out. I noticed that they huddled together as they went. None dared to look at me. I knew how terrifying we looked. They would have expected death at our hands. Now they worried about their fate. 
 
   "Vemund, get some food organised. We have time now. I fear we will not later on."
 
   Haaken peered through the gate as the last of the doomed ships bubbled beneath the water. "What was wrong with those?"
 
   "Erik thought that they were not seaworthy. We will need six men to go with the prisoners back to Úlfarrston. If there had been fewer captives then we could have sent just two but the grain is valuable."
 
   "We could just slit their throats."
 
   "We could but I will not. Do not forget that my mother was descended from people such as these. Besides we can always use slaves and we can sell any surplus."
 
   With so many hands, albeit unwilling ones, the knarr was soon loaded and I saw the sun begin to glow behind Wyddfa in the distance. "Erik, have you a captain?"
 
   "I would choose Arne the Fisherman."
 
   I waved him over. "Arne, pick five others and sail the ship and the prisoners back to Úlfarrston. They can carry the grain back to our hall."
 
   "I would stay and fight alongside you, Jarl."
 
   "There are others who can fight but only you can sail the knarr. Erik, give him a couple of ships' boys."
 
   When the captives were herded aboard I said, in Saxon, "I have told my captain to throw overboard any of you who causes trouble. I know there will be some of you who speak Saxon; tell the others. Despite what you may have heard of us we treat our people fairly. You will live and you will not go hungry. You will have life."
 
   I noticed that Arne had chosen fierce looking warriors and the captives huddled even closer together. By the time the sun had risen the knarr was a mile away and heading north. No matter what happened here, on Ynys Cybi, my people would eat well this winter. When they had disappeared from view I drew Haaken and Sigtrygg to one side. "The Welsh will come. They will attack us. My aim is to make them bleed upon these walls. If we think we can win then we destroy them but if this Welshman has more warriors than I expect then we sail home. We have achieved our objective already."
 
   "The grain and the slaves?"
 
   I nodded, "And the chest and pouches I found in the hidden room."
 
   Haaken brightened, "Roman treasure again?"
 
   "I believe so but we will wait until we reach home before we open it." We had brought plenty of throwing spears and arrows. "Have the spears and the arrows spread around the walls. I want two good men guarding the sea gate. Our escape has to be kept clear."
 
   "Then Vemund and Rolf would be the best choices. They are dependable."
 
   "Good, tell them. Spread the rest of the Ulfheonar around the walls. I know the warriors we have brought have proven their courage and their skills but that was in my land. Here they are far from home. They may need Ulfheonar to show them how to die!"
 
   I placed myself at the tower over the landward gate. I climbed to the top of the wooden tower as it gave the best view to the south and the east. I wanted to see the Welsh when they arrived. It was just after noon when I saw the column snaking its way through the gorse. Even the men of Cymru could not defeat the bright yellow thorns!
 
   "Stand to! They approach. Wait until I command before you release an arrow. Ulf Long Arrow and Harald Long Legs, join me."
 
   Ulf and Harald scrambled to the top of the tower. "Yes Jarl?"
 
   When the men of Gwynedd approach their leaders will hang back. I will order the rest to release their arrows. You two save your best arrows and aim for their leaders. Even if you do not kill them then I want them afraid of your range."
 
   "Aye Jarl!"
 
   The column continued to snake its way towards us. It was hard to estimate numbers but I saw that their leaders all rode the small hill ponies. Their banners were the dragons of Cymru. It was right for they would face Dragon Heart and I knew who would emerge victorious. They halted half a mile away. They were close to the trail which led to Porthdafarc. We could easily be seen and there was no disguising a Viking. I did not mind the delay. They could take as long as they liked. They would be tired and we had had the whole day to rest. Eventually they reached a decision. The warriors formed a boars' head; a double pointed wedge. I saw the cloud of archers on their flanks and, as I had expected, the ten warriors on ponies followed. I estimated that they had eighty men all told. I did not think it would be enough. Although there was no ditch they had no machines with which to break down the gate. They would have to use axes and my warriors could play havoc with them as they tried to do so.
 
   "Do not release! Wait for my command." 
 
   They came closer with a tight shield wall. At a hundred and fifty paces they halted and I saw their archers as they drew their bows. 
 
   "Shields!" I would allow them to release a couple of flights of arrows. Each archer would have selected his best arrows and they would be wasted on the shields of my warriors. I lifted my shield and felt the six arrows slam into it. I took that as a compliment. They had aimed at me. They released another two flights. I guessed that they assumed we had no archers for the warriors marched on. 
 
   "Release!"
 
   We did not have anywhere near as many archers but we were releasing from a wall and our arrows plunged down with terrifying power. I did not watch where the bulk of the arrows fell. I concentrated on those released by Harald and Ulf. One struck the rider holding the standard in the chest and he and the banner fell from the pony. The second arrow struck the warrior next to him, I took him to be the leader- Hywel ap Rhodri- in the thigh. The others raced to him to protect him with their shields and see to his wound. 
 
   "Well done!"
 
   Emboldened by their success my two experts continued to release arrows. Soon two other warriors and two ponies were hit and the leaders withdrew out of range. The shield wall advanced but their archers were being struck by my men's arrows. The Welsh had no protection and suffered. My men had mail and the walls of the fort for protection and we did not. It was an unequal contest. They came ahead resolutely. I expected this. They were fighting for their homeland and we were the intruder. My archers were whittling down the enemy bowmen. I held my throwing spear at the ready. I saw a warrior open his shield to urge the others on; it was a mistake. I hurled my spear and he was thrown backwards. My men gave a huge cheer and the shield wall closed ranks.
 
   They were resolute warriors and they marched on. The lack of a ditch and the crumbling walls meant that there was little to stop them. They were also aided by the fact that the land over which they marched sloped gently towards the fort. Their only obstacles were the huts which were littered haphazardly before us. They also afforded them some cover from our arrows. With the horsemen out of range it meant that Ulf and Harald could switch their targets and their arrows, released from the tower, found more flesh than did those from the walls. The enemy were thinned out but it was still a numerically superior force which attacked the walls.
 
   "Do not let them get a foothold on the walls!"
 
   I heard them hacking at the gate. "Clear the gate. Snorri, take four warriors and hold it." I threw a throwing spear at the huddle of men with axes. It plunged into the shoulder of one warrior who dropped to his knees. He was tough and he broke the spear off and held a shield to protect the others. The men of Gwynedd then used our own tactic against us. They clambered upon shields and were hoisted up the walls. I swung Ragnar's Spirit at the throat of the first warrior. He pulled his shield around to defended himself and overbalancing, fell on to the men below. Throwing spears were hurled into the disordered mass. Wherever my Ulfheonar stood the Welsh were thrown back. Some of my newer warriors, however, showed their inexperience and were slain allowing the enemy to gain a foothold on the walls.
 
   I swung my shield around and ran at the four men who had climbed on to the wall.. I held the sword behind the shield for I would be a human battering ram. There were none of my men between us and I ran as fast as I could. I am not a small man and, in my armour and with my shield I was a considerable weight. I crashed into them. They could not make good swings with their swords and they clattered weakly into my wooden shield as I smacked into them. One fell over the walls to crash on to the men below while two others were knocked into the fort where Snorri and his men despatched them. The last lay below me and I moved my shield and plunged the sword into his heart.
 
   Snorri shouted, "Jarl, the gate!"
 
   I wondered if this was the moment to order a retreat. The thought evaporated. I would lose too many men trying to extricate themselves. We fought and won or we fought and died. There was no third way.
 
   "Ulf Olafsson bring your spears and come with me!"
 
   The young warrior grabbed a couple of spears and hurried down the steps behind me. As I reached the bottom I saw that the gate was almost broken. "Snorri, you and I at the fore. You others stand behind us and use your spears to keep them at bay. We will close this gate with Welsh bodies."
 
   I stood to Snorri's right. I wanted room to swing Ragnar's Spirit. As the axes finally broke through the wooden gate we were aided by the fact that they had only made a narrow break in the gate. An arm came through before the bar was sheared. I slashed down and severed it. The stump was pulled back by a screaming, bleeding warrior and the young men who followed me cheered and took heart. Suddenly an axe blade hacked the bar in two and the gates sprang towards us. Snorri and I stepped forward as one; four spears protected the sides. I stabbed forward as did Snorri. The two men with axes had no shields and our swords found bare flesh. We kept pushing with our shields as we withdrew our swords. The narrowness of the gate meant that those who tried to get around us ran on to the spears of Ulf and the others. 
 
   I pushed again and the warrior who was trying to swing his sword lost his footing as he tripped over a body. The Welsh were hampered now for more of their warriors ran to the gate thinking they had won. They became easier targets for my men on the walls. I was beyond the gate and able to swing my sword easily. As it swung it hummed, it was singing a song of death. The two spears to my right were as effective as a shield and the men of Gwynedd could not get close to me. As my sword arced down to end another life I saw terror in the eyes of those who faced me. I was a young warrior's nightmare. I was a red eyed wolf wielding a mighty sword and protected by armour. Each one I slew was dead before I even swung my sword for they believed they could not defeat me.
 
   It was at that moment that I believed I was invincible. My singing sword seemed to take over my hand and commanded me to slay all of those before me. I felt a surge of power through my arm which was no longer tired. The warriors before me seemed to shrink and become dwarves. I could defeat them all. I punched with my shield and I swung Ragnar's Spirit. There was no thought to my action. I just moved forward with my tiny wedge into the heart of the men of Gwynedd. The blows they struck I did not feel. The weapons they used did not harm me. I slashed, I stabbed and I punched. I heard voices shouting my name but I did not respond. I would slay the whole of this band of warriors. They would feel the wrath of this Viking jarl! Blood sprayed me and I saw limbs severed as I moved relentlessly forward. The sword took over me.  I could feel the power of the blue stone.  Aiden and my daughter were right; the blue stone did contain magical powers and I was using them!
 
   And then there was no one before me. I heard a cheer and I looked around. The fort was over a hundred paces behind me. Ulf and Snorri were the only ones who remained of my improvised wedge. I saw Haaken and Sigtrygg. They raised their swords and yelled, "Dragon Heart!" over and over. My warriors on the walls all banged their shields and shouted too. Now that the fight was over I felt drained. I did not think I could even lift my arm to acknowledge them. I turned to look at the Welsh. The riders and the survivors were trudging back to their palace. We had won.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Haaken and Sigtrygg looked as worried as Snorri when they reached me. "Dragon Heart! You were berserker!"
 
   I shook my head. "I just advanced knowing that none could defeat me!"
 
   Snorri waved his arm behind us. "Do you see how many attacked us? Their bodies lie behind. Count them! You slew most of them!"
 
   I turned and saw the bloodied and hacked bodies which lay in a trail towards the fort. Perhaps they were right. I had seen warriors go berserk before but I thought that they had lost their minds. I had been clear in my mind. I had not been reckless. I had been angry but I had not risked my life and yet, as I looked I saw the bodies of three of the young warriors who had followed me. My wrath had cost them their lives. I saw Ulf Rolfson and he was shaking. "You are truly a warrior Ulf and I am sorry for putting your life in jeopardy."
 
   He shook his head, "Jarl, it was an honour. Men will talk of this for many a year."
 
   Haaken laughed, "He is right, Jarl. Already I am composing the words of my new song in my head."
 
   Sigtrygg was always the practical one. "What now, Jarl?"
 
   "Take what we can from the dead. We will have to burn our own dead. If we bury them then they will despoil their bodies." I pointed to the fort. "The walls are crumbling already have the men dislodge as many of the stones as they can. The ones on the seaward side can be pushed into the harbour then burn the whole place. I want the men of Ynys Cybi to shake with fear when they think of us. Never again will they venture north again."
 
   "And then we go home?"
 
   "No Sigtrygg. There is one more task to complete and then we will go home."
 
   As I wearily walked back to the fort I had to run the gauntlet this time, not of weapons, but my men's hands as they clapped me and their voices as they praised me. They talked of me as a hero. I did not feel like a hero. Now that it was over I felt slightly sick. I passed the last of the bodies of the three young men of Cyninges-tūn. Erik Thorson had a smile on his face but he would never father children and never grow old. It was complicated and I could not understand how I felt. I needed to speak with Kara and Aiden.
 
   I continued through the fort and climbed aboard, 'The Heart of the Dragon'. Erik asked, "We have won?"
 
   I nodded, "We have sent them hence. We will destroy this port and then I want you to sail to Aberffaw."
 
   "Do you want me to hide the drekar again?"
 
   "No this time I want them to know we are coming. We will end this today and then sail home."
 
   "Aye. Karl, fetch a horn of ale for the Jarl and some food."
 
   "The ale only I could not eat."
 
   I took off my helmet and cloak. The cool air helped me. I felt as though I had been burning up. I looked at Ragnar's Spirit. It had been through blood and fire on man and it had changed somehow. It had always felt different. Now it felt alive. It was as though it was controlling me and not the other way around. I put my shield on the deck and sat on the chest at the stern. I was tempted to open it and take out the treasures we had found in the fort but I would save that pleasure for later. There would be time enough for that. First I had to finish what I had started.
 
   "Thank you Karl." The ship's boy looked at my bloodied hands and armour with a fascinated expression. He handed me the horn of ale and as I drank it I thought that nothing had ever tasted as sweet and cool before.
 
   I turned as the first of the stones from the walls splashed into the water. I had been right; the crumbling mortar no long held them and my warriors were able to use spear hafts and broken axes to lever the stones into the water. I saw spirals of smoke as the buildings were set alight. I was satisfied.
 
   My weary crew boarded and Erik set sail. The men were too weary to row and we used Erik's skill as a sailor to sail around the rocky headland and the mountain. The scars of our last visit were still visible in the blackened circles where the huts had stood. We passed the tiny inlet where we had nearly lost our lives and then the two towers which had protected their fort. Once again they were blackened stumps.
 
   Haaken approached me. "We go to Aberffaw?" I nodded. "The men are tired. Do you think they can fight any more this day? We have already lost five warriors."
 
   I stood. "We have almost achieved what I wished when they took my family. Their leaders will already be heading back to their palace. If we can reach there before them then it should be unguarded and it will put a mark on the land.  They will know that they cannot stop us from attacking their most precious of places and palaces." I pointed to the beach at Porthdafarc. "It is wyrd; it is high tide. We can sail almost to the palace itself."
 
   "Are you yourself, Jarl Dragon Heart?"
 
   "In truth I do not know. The sword seemed to have a life of its own and I could not stop myself. It is sheathed now but it tells me that our work is not yet done. We do this one thing and we have a peaceful winter. We have sent the Mercians packing. We have slaughtered Danes. The Hibernians are neighbours of the Cymri and they will take heed of this warning. One more effort and we can spend the winter telling tales of Cnut and Rolf; of Butar and Olaf. We can make more warriors."
 
   He nodded. "I will ready the men." He turned and yelled, "Men of Cyninges-tūn our work is not yet done." He pointed beyond the bay of Trearrdur. "The palace of their king awaits. It will be filled with treasure. We will go and fill our drekar with the riches of Cymru and we will destroy the Palace of the King of Gwynedd!"
 
   I know not if it was his words or the thought of the treasure but they all cheered and prepared for battle. I heard swords being sharpened on whetstones and saw red being reapplied to faces. 
 
   Ulf Olafsson approached shyly. "Jarl, could I have the honour of sharpening Ragnar's Spirit?"
 
   "Aye for you have earned it."
 
   As we sailed down the river I stood by Erik. "Do not risk the drekar. When we are ashore turn her around and drift out with the tide if you have to."
 
   "We are lightly loaded, Jarl. Once you are ashore it will be easy enough to turn." He studied my face. "Do not have the death wish, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I smiled at Erik who was still Erik Short Toe, the ship's boy I had seen grow into a man. "Do not fear I have not. What made you speak?"
 
   "The men spoke of what you did. To charge a warband almost alone sounds, to me, like someone with a death wish."
 
   "You need not fear for me. Soon we will be home and at peace."
 
   He gave a rueful shake of the head. "For a month or two perhaps."
 
   As soon as I saw the palace, just above us I ordered Erik to stop. We left the two wounded warriors aboard and then slipped over the side into the river. We headed in a loose wedge formation up the hill towards the walls. I saw, on the walls, the sentries. We were not trying to hide. A handful of arrows were sent our way. We took them easily on our shields. I confess I found the steep bank difficult to climb. I was still weary. The gates were barred but Ulf took an axe and began to hack in the gap between the gates at the bar which held it. The rest of my warriors made a wall of shields to protect us. The arrows which fell upon us were so few that I knew there were not many warriors within the walls. Perhaps this Hywel ap Rhodri had emptied the palace to take us. 
 
   It took Ulf just eight mighty blows to shear the bar and we pushed open the gates. We saw, at the far side of the palace the reason why so few men had loosed arrows; there were women being loaded into carts and ten warriors protected them. 
 
   "Wedge!"
 
   My men quickly formed up on me. "Harald, take Siggi and get rid of those archers behind us."
 
   The two Ulfheonar detached themselves and ran up the stairs to reach the walls. I led the rest towards the far gate. The two wagons were whipped into life and the guards formed a shield wall to stop us. We ran straight at them. Their spears shattered on our shields. We had broken all of our own spears and so we fought as the Romans had once fought and stabbed between their shields with our swords. Ulf Olafsson had done a good job sharpening by blade and it slid into the mail and then the flesh of the warrior in the middle. They were just one rank deep and, as I burst through I saw the last wagon just forty paces ahead of me. I ran after it. The faces of the women who turned to look at me were filled with horror and they screamed. I saw, on the hillside some mile or so away, the riders whom we had chased from Ynys Cybi. I stopped and raised my sword.
 
   "Hywel ap Rhodri and his family, hear my words! Never dare to take from me what is mine or I will put the torch to your whole land. I will slaughter every man and boy. I will enslave all of your women. Hear my words and heed them!" I knew not if my words would carry to the men on the hill but the women in the carts would certainly hear them. I turned and saw Vemund about to put a sword into the last of the guards. "Hold! Spare that one! Bring him to me."
 
   The man had been wounded in the leg but it was not life threatening. I picked him up and held his face close to mine. He was terrified. "You heard my words?" he nodded. "You understood them? Then take them to your leader Hywel ap Rhodri and your King Cynan. I care not for this little rock which hides under Wyddfa but I will return if I am threatened again. Now go and tell them what I have spoken."
 
   He looked at me in amazement as though this was some trick and I would kill him when he ran. I sheathed my sword and pointed. He ran, grateful that he had survived when all the rest had fallen. "Search the palace and take everything of value. Then burn the whole place to the ground. I want ashes here!"
 
   As we entered the palace I could see that we had caught them by surprise. There were boxes and clothes all over the hall. Our women would be grateful for the fine clothes the ladies of the court had left. There were jewels too. They had taken some but others lay scattered where they had fallen. My men gathered them up. We found fine weapons and two suits of mail. We also found much food. Everything was gathered up. Nothing would be left and we would examine our finds when time allowed. The Ulfheonar were the last to leave and it was we who put our torches to the palace. Most of it was made of wood and it would burn well. By the time we reached our ship the whole of the headland looked like an enormous pyre. Smoke spiralled into the sky and we sailed down the river, with the tide.
 
   No one spoke. We all took off our armour for we would have to row before too long. While the river carried us we ate and we drank. We had deserved it. As night fell we still saw the glow from the fire until we turned back around the western coast of the island and began to head north. The warriors took to the oars and I sat with my back against the chest. "Where did you put the treasure from the Roman fort, Erik?"
 
   "In that chest, Jarl Dragon Heart."
 
   I opened the lid. I saw the small chest we had brought. I took my knife and ran it around the edge of the box. If Aiden had been with us then he would have picked the lock. I was too impatient and I used my seax to break it off. When I opened the lid I saw that it was filled with coins. Although most had the head of a Roman Emperor upon them there were some which showed a mounted warrior carrying a banner from which a dragon flew. Those coins looked as though they had been minted yesterday and they were clean and sharp. I doubted that anyone had even used them. They were also on the top. As I put the fortune back inside I speculated. Someone must have found the Roman coins as I had and added some to the chest. I could not work out why but the hairs on the back of my neck told me that it might have been the one they called the Warlord. When I had found the tomb I had seen drawings and paintings on the wall showing him riding a horse and carrying a dragon banner. That was wyrd. I was Dragon Heart and the coins had a dragon upon them.
 
   I closed the lid on the small chest and took out the pouches. I was intrigued as to their content. The leather thong which bound the pouches was so old that it broke as I tried to undo it. I emptied it on to my lap. They were green stones. Each one was the size of an eyeball. I guessed that they must be precious but I knew not what they were. Perhaps they could have been emeralds? I had heard of such stones but never seen one before.
 
   I replaced them in the pouch and put it back in the chest. The second pouch was larger and felt heavier. I tried to undo this one without breaking the thong but I failed again. As I opened it I felt a shiver run down my spine. I could not explain the feeling. It seemed to emanate from within the pouch. I poured the contents out and the first thing which fell from it was a small metal wolf. I could not help myself and I glanced up at Haaken. He was rowing steadily as Sigtrygg called out the cadences but from his neck hung his wolf pendant; it looked identical. How could that be? We had had to take them from a hole which had been hidden since…  Then it came to me. It had been my ancestor who had put these objects here. I did not know why. Perhaps he intended to return one day. I had found his sword in Gwynedd in an underground, water filled cave. Perhaps it had been his death which had prevented his return.
 
   I knew, before I emptied the rest of the pouch, what I would find. The blue stones, which Angharad and Kara had said were magical, tumbled on my lap. I smiled at the irony. Angharad had been so close to the stones when she had been in the hill fort and yet she had not known of their presence. If she had not drugged Kara then Kara would have sensed them. It was wyrd! I held the stones and felt calmness and serenity moving up my body. I felt sleepy and the next thing I knew I was asleep. It could have been the motion of the drekar but my heart told me it was the stones. I dreamed.
 
   I was a bird flying high above the island of Ynys Môn. I saw, below me, a column of men sitting atop large horses. A warrior came out of the Roman fort we had destroyed. He mounted a jet black horse and the column of men headed west across the island. They all wore mail and carried an oval shield. Their helmets had a point and a feather plume. They looked to be mighty warriors. I saw no faces but the horsemen rode ever eastwards. They reached the end of the island and there was a wooden bridge. They galloped across it and the bridge disappeared. I saw that a few of the warriors had also disappeared. They turned south and rode along a road which bordered the sea. They passed a half demolished stone castle and climbed a ridge. Before them was a vast Army. From their weapons they were Saxons.
 
   The mounted men formed a line and charged the Saxons. It was a futile charge for they were outnumbered more than ten to one but still they charged. As I circled above the battlefield I could see that they rode knee to knee. They struck the line of Saxons and swept through it. Beyond them another line of Saxons appeared and the mounted horsemen swept through them. Then I saw that their numbers were fewer. As they charged each successive line more of the mounted men fell to be butchered like animals by the Saxon horde. The horsemen relentlessly sought the Saxon leader. I could see him now, quite clearly. He had a red shield with four interlocked legs. There were just three horsemen left when, miraculously, they caught up with the Saxon and his oathsworn. The three of them plunged into the Saxons and there was a furious battle. It was a maelstrom of weapons, bodies and horses. Suddenly there were just two figures left alive; the Saxon leader and the leader of the horsemen. They fought long and hard on the top of that mountain. Suddenly the Saxon leader fell as the horseman took off his head. I swooped down and saw that the horseman was wounded. Below him the rest of the Saxons raced to get at the warrior who had killed their leader. He ran but his steps grew slower and slower. Finally he could go no further. I recognised where he was as he dropped the sword he bore into the hole which lay by his head. He put his head on the ground and then he was still. I dived down to get to him but he kept slipping further away from me. He grew fainter, as though he was in a fog and then he disappeared but I could not stop. The ground was rising up to meet me. There were jagged rocks and I would be smashed to pieces. I shouted for help as my death approached.
 
   "Jarl Dragon Heart!"
 
   I looked up and saw the terrified face of Karl the ships' boy. 
 
   "You were screaming and the captain worried for you."
 
   I looked up at Erik who also looked afraid. Before me the rowers had all stopped. I found I still had the blue stones in my hands. I put them and the wolf back into the pouch, returned them to the chest and then closed the lid. As I stood I saw that we had sailed all the way around Ynys Môn and we were under the baleful glare of Wyddfa.
 
   I smiled, "Fear not my warriors. I have just been taken back in time by the power of the stones and the Holy Mountain. I know where I come from. I know my blood. Let us return home for we have much to tell and much to celebrate. We were meant to return here. The Weird Sisters had not finished with us. This was wyrd!"
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
   We never rebuilt my home. It remained a blackened line of burnt wood and graves until the forest slowly reclaimed it. Within a few years the only signs that anyone had ever lived there were the seat hut which I still used and my grave mounds. Rolf, my guards and my servants were buried alongside Erika. When the forest made the landward journey too hard I took to sailing across on a small skiff I had built. It became a place of contemplation for me. I could look down the Water and almost see Ynys Cybi and the hill fort. If I closed my eyes then I saw Cnut and heard his chants as he kept the cadence in the drekar. When I immersed myself in the Water then their spirits would swirl and surge around me creating a feeling of peace. Finally, when I sat in the sweat hut and allowed my body to be cleansed the spirits cleansed my mind and I was able to become the Jarl who watched over my people and kept their protection at the fore of his mind. 
 
   Aiden and my daughter unravelled the mystery of the wolf pendant and the blue stones. When I told them of my dreams they too took the stones in their hands and a potion which Kara made. They too dreamed. They spoke with my mother. Both of them were silent after they awoke as though they feared to speak of what they had seen. They told me that the man I had see fighting the Saxon had been my ancestor but that was not what had put fear and awe into them. They had spoken with the great wizard, they had spoken with Myrddyn. They would never tell me all that he had told them. All that Kara had said was that it was best not to know. When I pushed her she had said that it might make me a weaker warrior if I heard what he had to say.
 
   Although I was unhappy about that I respected both of them for, from that day, their powers increased. They healed more of our people and, they began to see the future with a clarity which was truly terrifying. I had thought that I had gone to Ynys Môn purely for revenge. I had gone there to vent my wrath. I now knew I was meant to go there. The Norns had not finished with me. My story was not yet ended. I had gone berserk and lived; I had passed the test. I was Jarl Dragon Heart, the curse of the Welsh and the bane of the Saxons still.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The End 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Glossary
 
   Áed Oirdnide –King of Tara 797
 
   Afon Hafron- River Severn in Welsh
 
   Bardanes Tourkos- Rebel Byzantine General
 
   Bebbanburgh- Bamburgh Castle, Northumbria
 
   Beck- a stream
 
   Beiti-ass -a wooden spar used to tauten sail when tacking
 
   Blót – a blood sacrifice made by a jarl
 
   Byrnie- a mail shirt reaching down to the knees
 
   Caerlleon- Welsh for Chester
 
   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)
 
   On Corn Walum- Cornwall
 
   Cymri- Welsh
 
   Cymru- Wales 
 
   Cynan ap Rhodri - King of Gwynedd 798-816
 
   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
 
   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
 
   Ghyll- a narrow rocky cleft, normally with water running through it
 
   Glaesum –amber 
 
   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
 
   Hoggs or Hogging- when the pressure of the wind causes the stern or the bow to droop
 
   Hjáp - Shap in Cumbria (Norse for Stone circle)
 
   Hrams-a – Ramsey, Isle of Man
 
   Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog- King of Gwynedd 816-825
 
   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 – The Isle of Mann (Saxon)
 
   Marcia Hispanic- Spanish Marches (the land around Barcelona)
 
   Maeresea- River Mersey
 
   Mast fish- two large racks on a ship for the mast
 
   Melita- Malta
 
   Midden- a place where they dumped human waste
 
   Miklagård - Constantinople
 
   Month of the wolf- January
 
   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
 
   Scillonia 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) 
 
   Waite- a Viking word for farm
 
   Windlesore-Windsor 
 
   Woden’s day- Wednesday
 
   Wulfhere-Old English for Wolf Army
 
   Wyddfa-Snowdon 
 
   Wyrd- Fate
 
   Yard- a timber from which the sail is suspended
 
   Ynys Cybi- Holy Island
 
   Ynys Môn- Anglesey
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Historical note
 
   The Viking raids began, according to records left by the monks, in the 790's 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, ‘Dragon Heart’ 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.
 
   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 arm ring. This was seen as a sort of bond between leader and warrior. There was no national identity. They operated in small bands of free booters loyal to their leader. The idea of sword killing was to render a weapon unusable by anyone else. On a simplistic level this could just be a bend but I have seen examples which are tightly curled like a spring.
 
   The length of the swords in this period was not the same as in the later medieval period. By the year 850 they were only 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, yerw. 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 loughs/lochs. There is only one actual lake in the Lake District. All the rest are waters, meres or tarns which shows the influence of the Norse and the old peoples of the land...
 
   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. 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. Harald Klak became King of Denmark in 826 but I made up his brother.
 
   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.
 
   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 Man is reputed to have the earliest surviving Parliament, the Tynwald although there is evidence that there were others amongst the Viking colonies on Orkney and in Iceland. I have used this idea for Prince Butar’s meetings of Jarls.
 
   The blue stone they 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. Such objects have been discovered. Many 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!
 
   Wolves were often hunted in January when the she wolves had cubs and the sense of smell of the wolves became affected by the cold. Hunters often used a variety of smells to disguise them. The north had wolves roaming until the fifteenth century and in Norman times part of the remit of the knights of the north was to keep the wolf population down.
 
   During the time the book is set there was a war between two brothers for the kingdom of Gwynedd. Hywel ap Rhodri Molwynog was based in Anglesey and the war was fought largely on Anglesey. He finally defeated his brother, Cynan ap Rhodri. His power base was at Aberffaw.
 
   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 May
 
   2015


 
   
  
 

Other books 
 
   By 
 
   Griff Hosker
 
   If you enjoyed reading this book then why not read another one by the author?
 
   Ancient History
 
   The Sword of Cartimandua Series (Germania and Britannia 50A.D. – 128 A.D.)
 
   Ulpius Felix- Roman Warrior (prequel)
 
   Book 1 The Sword of Cartimandua
 
   Book 2 The Horse Warriors
 
   Book 3 Invasion Caledonia
 
   Book 4 Roman Retreat
 
   Book 5 Revolt of the Red Witch
 
   Book 6 Druid’s Gold
 
   Book 7 Trajan’s Hunters
 
   Book 8 The Last Frontier
 
   Book 9 Hero of Rome
 
   Book 10 Roman Hawk
 
   Book 11 Roman Treachery
 
   Book 12 Roman Wall
 
    
 
   The Wolf Warrior series (Britain in the late 6th Century)
 
   Book 1 Saxon Dawn
 
   Book 2 Saxon Revenge
 
   Book 3 Saxon England
 
   Book 4 Saxon Blood
 
   Book 5 Saxon Slayer
 
   Book 6 Saxon Slaughter
 
   Book 7 Saxon Bane
 
   Book 8 Saxon Fall: Rise of the Warlord
 
    
 
   The Dragon Heart Series 
 
   Book 1 Viking Slave
 
   Book 2 Viking Warrior
 
   Book 3 Viking Jarl
 
   Book 4 Viking Kingdom
 
   Book 5 Viking Wolf
 
   Book 6 Viking War
 
   Book 7 Viking Sword
 
   Book 8 Viking Wrath
 
    
 
   The Aelfraed Series (Britain and Byzantium 1050 A.D. - 1085 A.D.)
 
   Book 1 Housecarl
 
   Book 2 Outlaw
 
   Book 3 Varangian
 
    
 
   The Anarchy Series (England 1120-1180)
 
   English Knight
 
   Knight of the Empress 
 
   Northern Knight
 
    
 
   Modern History
 
   The Napoleonic Horseman Series
 
   Chasseurs à Cheval 
 
   Napoleon’s Guard
 
   British Light Dragoon
 
   Soldier Spy
 
   1808: The Road to Corunna
 
   Waterloo
 
    
 
   The Lucky Jack American Civil War series
 
   Rebel Raiders
 
   Confederate Rangers
 
   The Road to Gettysburg
 
    
 
   The British Ace Series
 
   1914
 
   1915 Fokker Scourge 
 
   1916 Angels over the Somme
 
   1917 Eagles Fall
 
   1918 We will remember them
 
    
 
   Other Books
 
    Great Granny’s Ghost (Aimed at 9-14 year old young people)
 
   Adventure at 63-Backpacking to Istanbul
 
    
 
   For more information on all of the books then please visit the author’s web site at http://www.griffhosker.com where there is a link to contact him.
 
   
  
 images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg
20





images/cover.jpg
GRIFF
HOSKER

&

o~ /

w W
' Viking
Wrath

i





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
he Rise of
Northumbria
(Bernicia, Deira)

600 - 70






images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
Kingdom of Mann and the Isles
End ofeleventh cenury

I oo Shetand and Orkney.
[ 0dor:an and Hebrces
] otmerngdoms

& tona onastery






images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
ATLANTIC
OCEAN

0 sty

W oot
gt st
o Srcrwn
et

Abbasid
Caliphate






images/00009.jpeg





