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About the Book

We lusted for an even greater prize…the one prize that can never be lost or stolen or burnt. And we would find it in Miklagard…

Raven and the Wolfpack have suffered. Good men have died, and hard-won treasure has been lost. But for the Norseman, there is something more precious than gold or silver, and that is fame. For fame is the saga-story a warrior leaves behind when he has breathed his last.

And so the Fellowship sail in search of Constantinople, the city they call Miklagard, for there, it is rumoured, riches and glory are to be found. But the journey takes them and their longships through unknown and dangerous waters – from the wind-whipped marshes of the Camargue to the crumbling walls and gore-stained arenas of a decaying Rome. And while the streets of Miklagard might be paved with gold, they also run with blood.

Armed with sword, axe, spear and courage, Raven and his Viking brothers will pay a high price for the fame they seek…
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It is a dark thing now

To see empty benches at the oars

The southern sky stained red

With the hot blood of men.

The Valkyries came hunting

For heroes of the sword

Still they sing their battle song

Now just as then …

Raven’s Saga


PROLOGUE
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YOU HAVE COME AGAIN. SOME NEW FACES TOO BY MY RECKONING. Tramped through that thick pelt of snow out there to hear more of an old man’s memories. That’s because none of you has ever done anything worth remembering. You live like the goats and horses that even now tremble with fear by your hearths while this ball-cracking blizzard frenzies out there in the dark. Fimbulvetr has begun, mark me. This is the first of three terrible winters that presage the end of days and the gods’ doom. Yet you have soaked your shoes and left your warm furs. You are tugging the ice lumps from your beards and rubbing your hands like greedy Greek merchants and here you are in this draughty old hall. You have come for the blood, do not deny it. You are here for the battles and the death, because you think there is glory in such tales. That is my fault I suppose, because even though I despise skalds and their lies, yet I still twist too much golden thread into my stories and not enough of the cold truth. A man rotting to death, stinking and leaking rancid pus – that is the truth. Watching a blood-slathered oar-mate fumbling at his own gut rope, trying to push it back into his belly – that is the truth. Maybe I should talk more of those things so that you might taste it for what it truly is. Less honey in the gruel.

Yet I still say this: if a jarl comes in the spring looking for men to pull his oars, you striplings and new-beards get yourselves down to the jetty. Puff up your chests and put a little brawn on those unscarred arms. Lads like you are not meant to carry slops to pigs and work the plough all day. That’s a waste of good shoulders – rowing shoulders. You pack your sea chests! Kiss your mothers tenderly and tell your fathers you’ll bring them back enough silver to mean they no longer have to break their backs in shit with the thralls. Take the whale’s road and see something of the world. Stand at the prow and feel the salt spray on your faces. I am telling you, it is the best feeling you will ever have.

Learn to fight, too. A man who fears other men because he does not know how to stand up for himself is a nithing. And the gods love courage. Not that they will spare you a horrible death if that is your wyrd. But I have lived long enough to learn something of men’s fate. Wyrd is like a great heavy pile of logs stacked against a man’s house. At the bottom of the pile you have the layers that were stacked and left to season years ago. These you cannot get to easily without trapping your fingers or bringing the whole lot down. Neither can you shift the whole pile at once from one place to another. If you have lived with no regard for the saga-tale you will leave behind, you will find your wyrd grown too big and heavy to move. You will likely die a straw-death or fall from a cliff or see your flesh eaten by some foulness. But if you are a man who wants to leave a great blaze behind you when you cross the Rainbow-Bridge, you can, by great deeds or some act of courage, shift the newer layers and thus defy those bitches the Norns who love to spin men a poor end. Still, some men’s destinies are entwined with others and this sort of wyrd can be much too heavy, so that all you can do is fight hard, tooth and nail, whenever a bad death is stalking you.

I have moved my own log pile more times than I can recall. I have been unpicking the threads of my wyrd all my life and see no reason to stop now. Which is why the well-worn hinges of my sea chest have been squeaking like a caught mouse recently, as well you all know. I have sent several of your sons and striplings out into the world, as well as five of my own thralls, who happen to be near to useless anyway and better kept out of my way for their own good. For I did not live so long and survive so many fights so that I could die in my sleep. I have too many friends and oar-mates waiting for me in the All-Father’s hall for that. Though I sometimes fear they will not recognize me after so long and with this white hair and frail body. For years I have kept burning the hope that some of my enemies still live. Gods, I made enough of them! Surely there are some still out there to whom I owe a blood price. I have so often whispered that into the dark. And your sons will earn good silver searching for them, even more if they spit my challenge into those whoresons’ ears.

Now there are rumours in the village – shivering here and there like moths – that one, or even more, are coming. Hard men who know that my death will swell their reputation like a corpse’s bloated belly. And I thank old One Eye for that, for it is He who pumps the bellows, fanning the fame-lust in men’s chests.

‘They are coming for Raven,’ men whisper into their mead horns, their eyes as shifting as the grey sea road.

Well, let them come.


CHAPTER ONE
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WE WERE SEVENTY-ONE WARRIORS, AND AS ODD A CREW AS HAVE ever ploughed the whale’s road. Norse, Dane and English – men who would normally face each other from behind the shieldwall – sat beside each other on sea chests, shared deck space beneath the stars, and pulled the spruce oars together, so that they beat like eagles’ wings, our bows slicing the sea. We even had a monk and a woman thrown in for good measure, though a monk aboard a longship is about as useful as a hole in a shield. Even so, Father Egfrith was a good man, for all his fool’s hope of sluicing the old gods from our black souls. As for the woman, she was Cynethryth, beautiful Cynethryth, and that was enough.

For seven weeks Jörmungand, Serpent’s dragon prow, had forged into the unknown, following the Frankish coast. Then, after a long passage south, we had sailed the Dark Sea west, along the margin of a barren, rock-bound land from which jagged, treeless, boulder-strewn mountains surged into the sky. This desolate shoreline was cut with rocky beaches, most of which were trapped by steep cliffs that plunged into the white-tossed breakers, and we had rarely made landfall for fear of tearing open our hulls.

Now we were ploughing south again. On our steerboard side the black water stretched away to the west as far as the eye could see, and who knows what lay that way? But we were staying as close to land as we dared, for we had escaped the wrath of an empire and were lucky to still have the skins on our backs and the blood in our veins. Three other dragons followed in our wake: Sigurd’s second ship Fjord-Elk, and the two remaining Dane ships, sleek fast snekkjes named Wave-Steed and Sea-Arrow. We had escaped the Franks and so we had escaped death, but in doing so we had lost our silver hoard, which had glittered and shone so brightly that perhaps the gods in Asgard had grown envious and so decided to piss on our glory. I have learnt that that is the gods’ way. They are capricious and cruel, inspiriting you to deeds worthy of a skald song and then knocking you on to your arse for all to see. Perhaps they have no love for us at all, but merely watch the weave and weft of our small lives – cutting or braiding a thread once in a while – to help pass the great eternity of their own. The gods may not love us but they do love chaos. And where there is chaos there are warriors and swords, spears and shields. There is blood and pain and death.

And now we were sailing south to Miklagard, the Great City, because although we had lost our Fáfnir’s hoard, we were warriors still and they said that in Miklagard the buildings were made of gold. Besides which, we lusted for an even greater prize. I could see that hunger in men’s eyes, reflected in the lustre of their well-polished war gear: helms, shield bosses and axe heads. That prize is fame. It is the meat of the skald’s song, which men and women feast on around the hearth whilst the wind batters the hall door. It is the one prize that can never be lost or stolen or burnt.

And we would find fame in Miklagard.

‘It’s no way to go,’ Penda said with a slight shake of his head. The sail was up and bellying, taking advantage of a decent following wind, and most of us had thrown furs around our shoulders because that wind had fingers of ice in it and we were not rowing. ‘It must hurt like the devil’s own fire,’ the Wessexman muttered through a grimace.

‘There’s no hope then?’ I asked, knowing the answer but asking anyway.

‘There might have been,’ Penda said, ‘if they’d opened it up again and washed the muck away in time. Now …?’ He shook his head again. ‘Poor bastard’s got a few days perhaps. Hard days, too.’

Halldor was standing at Serpent’s prow, looking out rather than in, which I suspected was because he felt ashamed. A Frankish spear had sliced off half of his face and although our godi Asgot had stitched it together, the wound rot had come and now the Norseman’s face was puffed up like a skin full of bad milk, so that you couldn’t even see his right eye. Reeking yellow pus oozed through the stitches, which seemed about to rip apart at any moment, and I could not imagine the pain of it. The previous day I had noticed a green tinge to the angry stretched skin. We all knew Halldor was a dead man.

‘I wouldn’t wait much longer if it was me,’ Penda said, drawing his knife from its sheath and testing the edge against his thumbnail. ‘There’s always a length of rope and a rock,’ he suggested matter-of-factly, pointing his knife at Serpent’s ballast.

‘And shiver in Hel until Ragnarök?’ I shook my head. ‘No Norseman would choose drowning,’ I said, shivering myself at the thought. For a drowned man there is no Valhöll, just ice and the stiff black corpses of those who have died of old age or sickness. And there is a giant dog called Garm who will gnaw on your frozen bones to get to the marrow. ‘Black Floki will do it,’ I said. ‘When the time comes.’ A whining gust whipped cold spray across the deck and hit the sail’s leeward side, making it snap angrily.

‘Sooner rather than later, then,’ Penda gnarred, sheathing his blade with a satisfied nod. At sea you have to be careful not to over-sharpen your blades for want of something to do.

‘I think he’s gathering memories to take with him,’ I said, taking a lungful of the cold sea air which was ever sweetened by the pitch-soaked twisted horsehair stuffed between Serpent’s strakes. ‘Wherever he is going, he’ll want to remember what it felt like to ride the whale’s road,’ I said, watching Halldor put a mead skin to the grimace that was his mouth to dull the pain.

‘Have you finished your deep thinking yet, lad?’ Bram Bear growled, galumphing over to Serpent’s side where he pulled down his breeks and began pissing over the sheer strake. ‘I want to know how you’re going to pay me what you owe, you son of a goat. And I’m not the only one.’

I sighed, knowing this was one matter that would keep coming back to me, like waves returning to the shore. For I had cast our silver adrift to tempt the Franks and they had chosen to scoop up that treasure rather than pursue us, which was just as well because they had outnumbered us five to one and we were as exhausted as a Norseman in a nunnery.

‘It’s you who owes me, Bear,’ I said, ‘for saving that hairy hide of yours. It would be nailed to some Frank’s door if not for me.’

‘Pah!’ He batted my words away like gnats. ‘It would take more than a few farting Franks to finish me, boy.’ Then he nodded towards Halldor and tugged his beard thoughtfully, his piss scattering downwind. ‘If he’d have kept his shield up … or his head down, he wouldn’t be packing his sea chest for the dark journey.’ He shuddered, pulled up his breeks and turned, pointing a thick finger at me. ‘No, you owe me, Raven, and I don’t like being silver-light.’ I saw that Penda was grinning, meaning that he was beginning to piece together scraps of Norse, which would save me translating everything for him.

‘What do you need silver for, Bear?’ I asked. ‘You can’t drink silver. And I can’t see many taverns around here to spend it in.’ I scratched my chin and frowned. ‘I am wondering if you will even make it all the way to Miklagard, seeing as you are already older than the stars and the Great City is still far away.’ Some of the Norsemen chuckled at that, but Bram glowered at me like a man dragged from his death barrow.

‘Wind in that tongue of yours, whelp,’ he rumbled, ‘or Bram’ll trim it down to size for you.’ He patted the knife sheathed at his waist. ‘Older than the stars? You mouthy runt! Hey, Svein, can you hear this?’

‘Raven has hit the rivet square, Bram,’ Svein said, studying his friend with a frown, ‘you are looking old these days.’

‘Son of a she troll!’ Bram rumbled. ‘I’m going to shit in your beard when you’re asleep tonight, Red,’ he threatened, at which Svein grinned. ‘As for you, runt,’ he warned me, ‘you’ll be lucky to reach next summer if you don’t learn to respect your betters.’ His beard bristled in the gathering wind. ‘Just remember the silver you owe us, Raven,’ he called out, stirring a few ‘aye’s and disgruntled murmurs, his eyes glinting. ‘No man likes to be silver-light.’ Even Svein nodded agreement with that.

And I sighed again.

But before long we were poking fun at Yrsa Pig-nose for the great red boil that had bloomed on the side of his snout, and after Yrsa it was the Wessexman Baldred’s turn to endure a good tongue-lashing because he had the shits and had grabbed the nearest bucket, which had happened to be one of our freshwater pails.

We were chaffing because we were nervous. Even I had been at sea long enough to smell a storm in the air and this one was coming our way, its fingers already grasping at us. I had seen it first as swaths of dark rippling water contrasting against a lighter blue, where current and wind fought over which direction the waves should move. Then the wind had whipped flecks of spume from those waves and Serpent’s bowline had begun to swing and the reefing ropes began beating the sail. Now we were talking too much, trying to make out that it was nothing more than a sniff of a breeze that would splutter itself out before long, when the truth was we were afraid. I think the only man aboard who was not afraid was Halldor, because he was already a dead man, but then again not even Halldor wanted a drowning death.

Ulfbert cursed when a gust swiped the bear-fur hat off his head, carrying it half a stone’s throw away before ditching it amongst the wave furrows.

‘What do you think, Uncle?’ Sigurd called from the stern where he stood beside Knut at the tiller. Olaf had ordered Osk and Hedin to check that our cargo was roped down securely and now he and Bothvar were lowering the yard in preparation to reef the sail.

‘I think that coast looks dangerous,’ Olaf replied, working the rope with practised ease. ‘I think these waters have swallowed men and boats since before the All-Father could boast a beard. I also think my grandfather was right when he said it is always cleverer to reef too early than reef too late.’

Sigurd nodded, eyeing the bruise-coloured cloud that was swelling in the north-east and bearing down on us with unnatural haste. I fancied it was the Emperor Karolus’s black rage coming to smite us. ‘Even so, Uncle, if we stay out here Rán is going to have her fun with us.’

‘Aye, she’s in a black mood,’ Olaf acknowledged, looking up at the rake as he lowered it a man’s height from the masthead.

Sigurd spoke to Knut beside him, who, with his free hand, pulled his long beard through his fist and replied, frowning. Then Sigurd nodded, his mind made up. ‘We will make our way in and look for a mooring,’ he called, to which Olaf nodded unenthusiastically. Then Sigurd nodded to Osten who took the horn from his belt and blew three long deep notes: the signal to the other ships that we were heading to shore. I saw the men of Fjord-Elk, Wave-Steed and Sea-Arrow make their own preparations, some going to the bows with fathom ropes and others peering over the sides into the depths, looking out for rocks or sandbanks. One of the Danes was even shimmying up Sea-Arrow’s mast to get a better look at what was below the waves, which was a brave thing to do in that swell.

Knut worked the tiller, calling to Olaf who barked at those working the sail, and I was glad my life was in their hands because there were few men with such sea-craft. The steersman turned Jörmungand, our prow beast, into an upsurging wave and we rode it well, but I knew that swell was just a taste of what was coming and I instinctively touched the Óðin amulet at my neck. Old Asgot was ferreting around beneath the skins that covered Serpent’s hold and after a while he emerged with a magnificent drinking horn, shaved and polished to gleaming perfection and bound with silver bands. It was a jarl’s horn and perhaps that was why Sigurd grimaced when the old godi dropped it over the side as an offering to Njörd. But even Sigurd knew it was wise to give the gods something precious and he took a handful of silver coins from his own scrip and scattered them into the billowing black water so that Rán, Mother of the Waves, might be placated and not seek to drown us all for the glittering things in our sea chests.

Then it seemed we hit an invisible wall, for Serpent lurched and skewed, her sail caught in a cross wind, so that the sheet was ripped from Ulf and Arnvid’s hands and the bottom of the sail flapped savagely and it seemed that the whole sail would collapse around the mast. But Olaf and Bothvar and some others were able to grip its thick edge, using themselves as weights to anchor it until sheet and block could be married again. Rain lashed into my face, which was a bad sign seeing as I was looking at the shore and that meant the wind had changed and was now against us.

‘Christ on His cross, this isn’t looking good!’ Ulfbert said, wincing from the stinging deluge, looking at the shrouds, which were creaking under the strain of holding the mast steady. Serpent had been built to ride the punch of the sea rather than fight back against it, and she was as brave and worthy a craft as was ever hewn, but even she seemed to shudder as the waves slammed into her and the current swirled below her and the wind determined to screw into her sail and twist her mast from its keelson. ‘Where did this bastard come from?’ Ulfbert asked, his eyes alert with fear. His friend Gytha was bailing with Father Egfrith, but it seemed to me that they were losing, as more sheets of water slapped on to the deck.

‘We’ll get to shore before it can sink us,’ I said, though I had no such confidence. I could not even see the shore now because it had vanished behind a grey shroud and the rain was hammering into my eyes. Ulfbert kissed the wooden cross that he wore under his tunic and I didn’t mind seeing him do it, because I thought it could not hurt to have his god on our side in case mine were ale-addled and feasting in Asgard, unable to hear our petitions and the plaintive creaks of Serpent’s timbers. He stumbled over to join me, gripping the sheer strake, then offered the cross to me on its leather thong, a grim smile touching his lips.

‘One kiss won’t hurt a brave young heathen like you,’ he suggested, water sliding down the thick twists of his sodden hair.

‘Get that thing out of my face before I throw it overboard and you with it,’ I said, and Ulfbert grinned, tucking the cross back into his tunic, and I thought it said much about Sigurd that he had taken this handful of Christians into his Fellowship. They were good men, despite their love for the nailed god, and I was glad we had not killed them.

‘Hey! To your oars!’ Sigurd bellowed against the wind’s roar, the waves’ crash and the sail’s snap. ‘Serpent has asked for our help and we owe her, so get to your benches and work! Three reefs, Uncle!’

The yard slid down the mast bit by bit, as smoothly as Olaf and his men could manage, and others reefed the sail as it came, and all of us kept our feet as best we could now that Serpent belonged to the storm. But it felt good to get my oar into that black sea. What was a slender spruce oar against that enormous fury? And yet with those blades in the water we were stating our challenge, bellowing our refusal to yield, and that is what the gods love: when mortal men bloom with the arrogance of believing themselves a match for giants.

‘Row!’ Sigurd yelled, his drenched golden hair swept back from his scarred forehead. ‘Row, you wolves!’ He was standing on the raised fighting platform at Serpent’s stern, facing the fury of the driving rain and the waves that kept thumping into my back as I bent to the oar. The jarl could do nothing for his other ships now; they were on their own – but he could help Serpent and so he stood where we all could see him and he roared defiantly as though we were going into battle.

So we rowed. And Serpent turned, so that her prow was skewed against the wind, which meant that the swells were hitting us side on, rocking the ship violently, and only a finger’s length of freeboard kept the Dark Sea from swamping us. By now Olaf had reefed the sail three times, reducing its area drastically; what was left he could control, though we could not sail any closer to the wind.

‘Good to see her up and about,’ Penda said from the bench behind me, and I saw Cynethryth bailing with the others, her clothes, once fine but now tatty and torn, clinging soppingly to her frail-looking body. For weeks I had barely laid eyes on her, for she had been recovering in a makeshift tent at Serpent’s stern from the harm done her in the Frankish convent from which we had rescued her. Before, back in Wessex, she had warned us of her father’s betrayal and that had saved men’s lives, and now she was as much a part of the Fellowship as anyone. Besides which, men thought she was my woman. I had thought so too for a time. Now I knew I had been a fool. Perhaps Cynethryth had loved me once, or at least been fond enough. But perhaps she had bewitched me so that I would do her bidding, which I had done by saving her father. Though Ealdred was dead now, and by Cynethryth’s hand too, and that might have been too much for her to take. Or maybe the nuns in Frankia, who had thought the girl possessed by Satan, had cracked Cynethryth’s mind with their cruelty, for they had beaten and starved her half to death. Whatever the truth, Cynethryth had not come near me for weeks.

‘She hates me, Penda,’ I said gloomily, pulling the oar and watching Cynethryth through stinging eyes. She was on her knees in the frothing water, gripping the sheer as Serpent rolled. Olaf, Bothvar, Ulfbert and Wiglaf were still fighting with the reefed sail which was soaking wet and heavy, and I knew that the ropes would be tearing the skin from the Wessexmen’s fingers for they were unused to the work.

‘She was always too good for you, lad,’ Penda said. ‘But my guess is her hate isn’t sitting square on you. The girl’s been through rougher seas than this. She needs time.’ Serpent skewed again and surfed down an enormous wave and I turned to see that her steering oar was completely clear of the water; then we cut up the face of another wave and I heard Bjarni howl with the terrified joy of it. ‘And we need a wave to wash that old bastard overboard,’ Penda added and I knew he was talking about Asgot who was helping Cynethryth to her feet, his lank, bone-plaited hair stuck to his wolfish face. Somehow the old godi had sunk his claws into Cynethryth, which was the strangest thing because she was a Christian, or at least she had been.

‘Land!’ someone yelled and whoever it was had better eyes than me for when I turned I could see nothing but murk. But my job was to row until Sigurd or Olaf told me to stop and so I rowed and Serpent proved herself against that storm, so that we came to a narrow estuary, one of many inlets that looked to grow increasingly shallow from the breaking plunge of its mouth towards its head amongst the rocky hills.

‘Steady now!’ Olaf called from the stern. The yard was lying lengthways along the deck now that we needed the control that only oars can give, and Olaf and Asgot were either side of Jörmungand with fathom ropes, clinging to the sheer strake and continually testing the depth as we neared the shore; no easy thing in an angry sea. Even above the wind’s wailing and the men’s shouts I could hear the furious suck and plunge of the breakers amongst the rocks and that is a cold-terror sound when you are in a boat. Somewhere above, gulls were crying. I caught the tang of slick green weed. So close now. I half expected to hear the splintering of wood at any moment, but I bent my back and pulled the oar and then Sigurd roared ‘Whoa! Oars up!’ and I pushed down on the stave to lift the blade clear of the water and suddenly the tumult died.

We looked out, puffing and blowing snot, our breath clouding amongst the pelting rain and our knuckles white with cold. Rock rose from the frothing water either side of us and we winced as Serpent’s hull scraped against a shelf, but then she was free and we were out of the storm’s reach. I heard the calls of Fjord-Elk’s crew and it was not long before her proud prow pushed into that sanctuary, her captain, Bragi the Egg, bent over the sheer strake, his bald head almost touching the water as he worked the fathom rope.

We had tied bow and stern to the rocks, dropped our anchor and slaked our salty thirst by the time Wave-Steed and Sea-Arrow nosed in to the channel. The Danes looked as though they had been chased out of Hel, cold fear etched in white faces. We cheered them and when they heard us they grinned their salt-crusted beards off for they knew they had done well to come through that in their small boats.

‘They’re good seamen,’ Aslak said grudgingly.

‘Or lucky,’ Orm suggested.

‘Or both,’ Olaf said, ‘which is the best recipe if you ask me.’

Black Floki spat over the sheer strake. ‘Are they good fighters? That is what we need to know. Before we stand shield to shield with them.’ That was greeted with murmurs of agreement, for it is not a good thing if in a fight you do not know whether the man beside you has a twist of steel in his spine.

We rowed deeper into that fjord-like ria, the rock walls reaching into the grey sky, their inaccessible heights crowned with dark forest, and the Norsemen looked up appreciatively because they said we had at last found a place that could be compared with Norway. We passed countless other branching estuaries that looked dangerously shallow, until our channel became so narrow that when all four ships were berthed hull against hull, prows facing the sea, there was little water either side. But the currents were weaker here and the rocks sheltered us from the wind. We bailed the ships well so that we would know if they had sprung any new leaks and when we were satisfied we hunkered under wool blankets and greased skins to escape the rain.

The last to seek cover, Sigurd walked amongst us, slapping men’s shoulders and laughing and saying he was proud to sail with such a motley crew as us, his voice loud within those rock walls. And we found our bluster again now that we were safe, boasting that it had been barely a storm at all.

‘I have felt stronger winds blow from Svein’s backside,’ Bram Bear announced, raising a horn to Bjarni, who grinned and raised his in return.

‘And I have seen higher waves in my ale cup,’ red-faced Hastein said, tugging a comb through his stiff yellow hair, and this stirred a few ‘hey’s.

Men were set to their watch whilst others gave themselves to sleep. And beyond that safe harbour the storm raged.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: Figure]

AT LAST THE RAIN SPENT ITSELF, BUT IN ITS PLACE CAME A THICK fog that shrouded that bay and tumbled slowly from the great rock walls like unspun wool. Cold shadow clung to the ria because the sun had yet to surmount the high mountainous land to the east and we puffed into cupped hands and beat our arms and the warm breath of four crews rose, adding to the haze.

‘Who wants to go for a sniff around then, lads?’ Olaf called as men slurped steaming oats from spoons and bowls. The water was so calm in that bay that we had hung cauldrons above the ballast and made a thin gruel with the rainwater we had collected the previous day.

Black Floki nodded but no one else seemed excited by the prospect of clambering up the jagged rocks to better understand this coast.

‘There’ll be nothing worth taking around here, Uncle,’ Svein the Red said, giving a great belch and eyeing the wild, rugged cliffs around us. Men were moving from ship to ship, talking to friends and enjoying getting a feel for the other dragons.

‘You think we’re the first crews to run in here with our tails between our legs, Red?’ Olaf said, putting on his helmet and tying the chinstrap. ‘That’s a mean old sea out there. I’ll wager she’s been ill-tempered longer than Bram’s Borghild.’

‘Aye, I’d rather cross the Dark Sea a hundred times than cross Borghild,’ Bram muttered into his beard.

‘And some of those who sheltered in here might not have been as lazy as you whoresons,’ Olaf went on, ‘and they might have had the fire in their bellies to have a look around. And some of them might have decided to stay.’ He bent to pick up his spear. ‘Frigg’s tits! For all we know there might be a village full of whores the other side of that rock, all sitting there growing cobwebs for the want of customers.’

Some of the men picked up helmets and spears. Black Floki rolled his eyes.

‘You coming, Sigurd?’ Olaf asked. The jarl was braiding his beard into a thick rope which he tied with a leather thong clasped with a silver wolf’s head.

‘It will be good to work the knots out of my legs, Uncle,’ Sigurd said through a half smile. ‘Today I feel as old as you look.’

I did not hear Olaf’s answer to that because it was drowned by a great splash off Serpent’s bow.

‘Njörd, what was that?’ Bram rumbled. We had turned to the sound but there was nothing to see.

‘A sea monster?’ Svein the Red offered as we went to the bow and looked out. The other crews did the same. Then a man yelled in pain and suddenly arrows were thudding into the deck and sploshing into the water around us. Another crash and this time a gout of water that soaked some of the men on Fjord-Elk. An arrow thwacked into Jörmungand’s head behind the prow beast’s faded red eyes.

‘They must be angry whores,’ Bram growled to Olaf, bending to fetch his helmet.

‘Shields!’ Sigurd yelled, staring up at the jagged heights, searching for this invisible enemy. I saw the next rock in flight, followed its descent until it struck the water with a mighty kasplosh.

‘One of those bastards will go right through the hull!’ Penda said wide-eyed.

Looking up was not a good idea – never is when arrows are flying – but look up we did, from behind our shields, and now I could see men up on the ridge. Lots of men.

‘They’re on this side, too!’ a man yelled from the port side. Arrows were clattering across all four ships and men were roaring in anger and pain. Fearing for Cynethryth, I pushed my way through to the stern and found her sheltering under Kalf’s shield. The Norseman nodded to me and stepped aside as I raised my own shield above her.

‘We need to find you a helmet, Cynethryth,’ I said, wincing because an arrow had thunked into the deck a finger’s length from my right foot. Cynethryth laughed, which was a strange thing to do under those circumstances. I took off my own helmet and put it on her head. It all but covered her eyes. ‘Do up the strap,’ I said. She laughed again and it was a cold sound. Most of my shield was above her, meaning that most of me was uncovered, and I was not wearing my brynja. Would she still laugh if an arrow went through my neck? ‘I’ll get you your own helmet,’ I said, ‘one that fits.’

‘I cannot be killed, Raven,’ she said lightly. Gods she was beautiful. In spite of the ice that sheathed her these days.

‘Even the gods can be killed,’ I muttered, watching the crews scramble for their war gear, many of them clambering from ship to ship.

‘Are those whoresons going to come and fight us?’ Bram bellowed. ‘Or are they just happy to drop things on us from the sky?’ I would rather the first one, I thought.

‘Asgot has taught me a charm,’ Cynethryth said conspiratorially, like a child sharing a secret. And those words made me feel sick. Cynethryth was unwell and the godi had sunk his claws into her. He had murdered my foster-father Ealhstan and now he was taking Cynethryth from me. ‘Why do you think he has survived so long?’ she said, seemingly unaware of the chaos around us. I knew then that if I walked away taking my shield with me, Cynethryth would just stand where she was, with that strange smile on her lips.

‘I thought you were a Christian,’ I gnarred. An arrow tonked off my shield’s boss and rolled across the wood, falling harmlessly to the deck.

Cynethryth spat then, her eyes filling with malice, and I was tempted to walk out into the arrow storm.

‘You were not born to think, Raven,’ she said. ‘You are a killer. So go and kill.’

A boulder crashed into the oars lying across Fjord-Elk’s oar trees, snapping several before shearing a splintered chunk off the mast step.

‘I think I’ll stay here if it’s all the same to you,’ I said.

‘Get the anchor up!’ Sigurd roared. ‘We can’t fight men who won’t face us.’ Black Floki and Aslak were keeping close to the jarl, protecting him with their shields as he strode the deck giving orders. The only thing to our advantage was the sea fog that slowly snaked in damp billows through that gorge and must have partly veiled us.

‘Come and fight us, cowards!’ Svein bawled, his voice booming up the rock walls. He stood looking up at the cliff top, his arms outstretched invitingly. ‘What kind of men are you? Come and fight us, goat turds!’ An arrow thudded into the bearskin on his shoulder. He grunted, pulled the shaft out, spat on its bloody head and tossed it overboard. ‘My sister has bigger balls than you!’ he rumbled like a rock fall.

‘Can you hold the shield?’ I asked Cynethryth. Men were taking to their benches and I was torn. Cynethryth was staring at Father Egfrith who stood by the mast, wearing nothing more proof against boulders and arrows than his woollen habit, raising his wooden cross to the cliff tops as though the sight of it would turn our enemy to dust.

‘He’s a brave little bastard, isn’t he?’ Penda said, gesturing towards the monk from behind his shield.

‘He’s a bloody fool,’ I spat. ‘Can you hold it?’ I asked Cynethryth and this time she nodded vaguely and slid down against a rib, the shield raised above her head. And so I left her there, took my oar from the trees and went to my bench, and Penda came with me because Sigurd had ordered that half should row and half should shield themselves and the oarsmen. Though Halldor did neither. He stood by Jörmungand wearing no helmet nor carrying a shield. He stood there looking up, his jaw clenched in his hideous swollen, pus-filled face, and his sword in a white-knuckle grip. Floki’s cousin was hoping for a violent death, to be crushed by a rock or pierced by an arrow. That way, with his sword in his hand, he would be taken into Valhöll as a stout warrior rather than slowly rotting from an old wound. But for all that he made a sorry sight standing there waiting for death. It would still be a bad end for such a man.

The other dragons bristled with men as crews made ready to get under way and all the time arrows and rocks and even pebbles rained down on us from the cliffs and we cursed the underhanded sons of trolls who would not fight like men.

I looked across at Wave-Steed and saw a Dane struck on the helmet by a rock. He stood staring for three heartbeats, then blood streamed down his face and he pitched forward.

‘This is not going into any skald’s song,’ Bjarni called from his bench as we pulled away, our anchor ropes coiled untidily and clothes, weapons and bowls of half-eaten food scattered around. ‘Remind me not to remember this day.’

I looked across at Svein, now at his bench. He was a scowling mountain of thunder. I could just imagine Black Floki’s face, too. But what could we do? If we stayed in that bay we would eventually see our dragons sunk, but neither was there anything to gain by clambering up those steep rocks, cumbered with shields and swords, into the unknown. Sigurd knew that there was no glory to be won in that ria and so we fled, just as we had fled from the Franks along that snaking river. But this time men must have felt knots of ice in their guts because we were rowing, where it was wide enough, back to the open sea which had mauled us and which might still be raging beyond the estuary.

For a while our craven enemies scrambled along the cliff tops, loosing arrows with fair skill as they moved. They even had the nerve to jeer us as though we were the cowards and not they, which was a hard thing to endure. Then after some hard pulling by too few oarsmen we were in deeper water beyond their reach and nearing the mouth. Which still seethed.

‘At least the tide is with us, hey!’ Bjarni called. I grimaced at my oar. The way things had gone for us I suspected the gods were playing with us, like a cat with a mouse, and we all know how that ends.

‘Thór’s balls, this is an ill thing,’ Bag-eyed Orm said, not sharing Bjarni’s optimism. He had been holding his shield over Arnvid at the oar but now he had moved to Serpent’s side and was looking beyond her bow.

‘From the pot to the fire,’ Halfdan agreed, laying his Thór’s hammer pendant on the outside of his tunic so that the Thunderer would see it and know to watch over him.

We led now, the other dragons following in our wake, and Olaf and Sigurd oversaw the reefing and raising of the sail, having been able to rob benches of oarsmen because the ebb tide was pulling us inexorably out to sea. Three reefs left only a small sail, which would make Serpent easier to handle in a storm, but there was still every chance that a mighty gust would lean into that sail and capsize us, or a wave wrench the steerboard from its block and leave us helpless, subject to Njörd’s will. I could hear those waves now – Rán’s white-haired daughters hurling themselves against the coast, smashing in spumy gouts. Then the estuary vomited us out into the maelstrom and Serpent’s bow rose into the breakers and waves buffeted her hull, flinging themselves over the sheer strake to soak us again and sting our eyes and freeze our hands on the staves. Some of those waves were three times the height of a man and Serpent moaned because we had returned her to that violence. Spent arrows, cups and bowls sloshed around our feet as we grimly pulled the oars, trusting in Olaf’s sail-craft and Knut’s skill as a helmsman. All that the rest of us could give was muscle against the storm and muttered pleas to our gods to spare us a bad end.

We rowed out into the open-water swells and when Sigurd was satisfied that we were far enough away from the coastal rocks he gave the order to stow oars. Now we were past the headland on our steerboard side, a fierce northerly hammered across the sail and Olaf caught that blast and harnessed it so that we rode the waves rather than ploughing through them. It was a dangerous game to play but it was also a thrilling one because Serpent flew and her rigging thrummed and her belly trembled with the madness of it.

Aboard Fjord-Elk Bragi followed his jarl’s lead; the Danes did likewise and in this way all four dragons ran south before the wind. We worked the sail in shifts, forever tightening the stays and reefing or lengthening the sail according to Olaf and Sigurd’s reckoning of the risks, and above us the grey cloud swirled in eerie likeness of the wind-tossed sea. We surfed past fog-shrouded green cliffs and inlets and lonely sharp rocks that seemed to burst up through the white breakwaters, and the rain lashed into us, so that men looked half drowned despite their best efforts with greased skins and hats. That northerly wind wanted to hurl us against the coast. It wailed and whined but Knut fought it, hauling on the tiller so that Serpent’s steerboard drove against the Dark Sea to hold our course. There was no sun to be seen, just the faintest blush in the east behind the black clouds and above the fog-veiled land.

‘I will miss this, Sigurd!’ Halldor yelled. He stood on the foreship, gripping the bowline, square on to the bow breakers and freezing spray, his dark yellow hair daubed against his head and face. ‘This is what we dream of, hey!’

‘Men will talk of Halldor who laughs at storms!’ Sigurd yelled back, smiling. ‘We will carve it on your runestone.’ A grin twisted Halldor’s grotesquely bloated face; the pain of it must have been terrible, but the warrior clearly felt warm pride swell in his heart at his jarl’s words, despite the icy spray, because not every man could expect a runestone to be raised in his honour. Halldor glanced at Bjarni, who nodded as though assuring him that he would make a good job of carving Halldor’s rune story. Then Halldor turned back into the spray, his head held high in challenge to the leaden sky.

Later that day we came to a wide, flat, wind-scoured beach. It was exposed to the storm, a forsaken strand above which gulls swirled like leaves in the wind, but there were no rock walls from whose summits men could drop boulders or rain arrows on us. Knowing it was low tide and fearing we might not come across another such place before nightfall, we turned our prows landward, hoping that that sandy beach extended beyond the breakers. The wind filling our reefed sails, we rode the dragons right in, their keels slicing through the soft seabed and up into the green-brown cloak of weed that lay beyond the water line. Then, the gusts howling in our ears and drowning our voices, we sank mooring posts deep into the sand and lashed the ships securely. We cowered onboard, for that stretch of coast was desolate and there was more shelter to be found in our ships than ashore, which was not saying a lot, and was probably why there were no folk there to attack us or from whom we might steal.

Serpent rocked in the wind as though she were still at sea, the gusts keening through her oar ports as men tried to sleep. I lay in furs and skins, watching the pale moon slip in and out of the swollen black clouds, when movement at the foreship drew me from a mire of thoughts of which Cynethryth was the centre. By the moon’s pallid light I saw Olaf and Halldor each gripping the other’s arm. Halldor’s cousin Black Floki was there too, as were Svein the Red and Bram Bear.

‘It’s time,’ a low voice said and a hand gripped my shoulder. Sigurd’s face was all shadow but for his eyes which glinted. ‘Find me something shiny, Raven. Something for a warrior.’ His teeth glinted but it was no smile. ‘Seeing as you are awake you may as well join us.’

‘Yes, my lord,’ I said gruff-voiced as he moved off. I climbed out of my nest and with a shiver picked my way past the shrouded bodies of men so still they could have been corpses, huffing into cold hands as I knelt by the hold. ‘Something for a warrior,’ I murmured to myself, lifting off the loose planks and skins that protected the cargo in Serpent’s belly, then I raised the lid of an oak chest to reveal its dully gleaming treasures to that ill night. There were brooches and silver cloak pins and coins and hack-silver. There were torcs, rings and silver chains and I tried to burrow quietly down to the bottom of that chest so that nothing would escape me in the darkness. Then my hand closed around something warm amongst those cold prizes, something smooth. Bringing it into the weak light I saw a figure of a warrior carved from cream-coloured bone, thumb-worn and of little worth compared with the other things in that chest. And yet it was a thing of power all the same, for it was a fine carving of Týr Lord of Battle, one hand gripping the sword hilt at his waist, the other arm ending handless, having been mauled by Fenrir Wolf. His helmet’s nose guard ended in a point between small eyes that were battle-wide because Týr is the god of victory. The figure was the size of my closed fist and would stand on a flat surface, on boots that the carver had given the appearance of being made of fur.

‘Throwing our hoard over the side one day and robbing us the next, hey,’ Osten growled, one eye gleaming from a swath of shadow between Serpent’s ribs.

‘Go back to your dreams of wanton sheep, Osten,’ I said, to which he grinned, and clutching the carving I made my way cautiously between snoring men to the foreship, then over the sheer strake and down the gangplank on to the wind-whipped sand. An arrow-shot downwind, just beyond the reach of the white-flecked waves, a flame quivered violently against the night. I headed towards it, feeling my own bones tremble with a sense of some dark seidr, and though I did not know why those men had left warm skins to gather on that wild shore, I was not surprised to see old Asgot there. I had not thought to see Cynethryth though, and for some reason the sight of her froze my guts.

They turned at my approach, some nodding at my joining that strange party, and Halldor watched me from the corner of his left eye which was just visible behind the grotesque, oozing swelling. You could not see his right eye at all. He looked like some troll horror from a child’s nightmare and yet he half grinned at me before turning back to Asgot, who was talking to him in a low voice. Halldor was dressed for battle, his brynja polished to a gleam and his blades sheathed and belted. He wore no helmet and I suspected that was because it would no longer fit on his misshapen head, but other than that he looked ready to take on the Midgard-Serpent. Then I noticed Black Floki cloaked in Halldor’s shadow, his sword drawn and his face clenched in a grim frown, and I suddenly understood what Sigurd had meant when he said it was time.

‘Raven, here, lad,’ Sigurd said, and so I stepped up, the wind whistling across the dark beach, lashing sand against my cheeks. I turned to spit out a wad of salty grit, then held out the bone Týr carving to my jarl. Sigurd took it and turned it over in his hand, ‘hooming’ in the back of his throat. ‘I have seen shinier turds, Raven,’ he said disapprovingly.

‘That the best you could find?’ Olaf gnarred behind his hand. I shrugged, suddenly wishing I had brought a torc or a silver arm ring or at the least some hack-silver.

‘It will have to do,’ Sigurd said, creasing his brow. Then he nodded to Floki, who took a step forward, his sword raised slightly as though that honed, hungry blade could scent blood.

‘No straw death for us, cousin,’ Halldor said, a nervous edge to his voice. His face twisted with a sour smile. Svein and Bram shared a bleak look, their loose, wild hair and beards tousling against the gusts, and Asgot stepped back from Halldor, nodding solemnly at Sigurd. It will happen now, I thought, glancing at Cynethryth. But she was staring at Halldor as though the man was already a haugbui buried in his death mound, and she was mumbling words which I could not hear.

‘Wait for me in Valhöll, cousin,’ Black Floki said, his eyes stony and his jaw clenched tight. ‘I will come soon enough.’ A blast of cold breath whined up the beach from the foam-flecked sea. I resisted the urge to pull my cloak tight at my throat.

‘You had better not drink all the good mead before I get there, you greedy whoreson,’ Bram warned, pointing a finger at Halldor. ‘And I’ll want a swan-breasted wench or two to warm my bed, too,’ he added, ‘so you make sure old Bram is not left wanting when he crosses Bifröst and comes knocking.’

Halldor nodded in Bram’s direction but his eyes were on Black Floki, who gestured at him to draw his own sword, which he did, the blade rasping up the scabbard’s throat.

‘I have something for you, Halldor son of Oleg, something to take on your journey,’ Sigurd said, stepping forward with the Týr carving. ‘It is not silver,’ he added almost apologetically, ‘but maybe you can show it to the Aesir to test its likeness.’ He pursed his lips. ‘It is skilled work, I’m thinking.’ Sigurd held the figure up to the ashen moonlight for all to see, and far from seeming disappointed Halldor appeared moved. The significance of his jarl giving him a carving of Týr, the bravest of all the gods, was not lost on him there under the cold shadow of Black Floki’s sword.

Sigurd stepped forward and handed the thing to Halldor and it seemed the two warriors would embrace. But there was a flash of steel and a low grunt from Halldor as Sigurd pulled the man into him, so that Halldor’s one visible eye bulged horribly. Black Floki flew forward but Olaf stopped him with an arm and a glower as Sigurd closed his hand around Halldor’s so that the man could not drop his sword. Sigurd whispered something to Halldor then and I swear that a smile skimmed over the dying man’s lips like a flat stone across water. He gave a long gasping sigh and his head lolled on to Sigurd’s shoulder and his knees buckled though his jarl held him up until the last whisper of life had flown his corpse. And then it was over and the rest of us were left standing there and I do not mind admitting that there was a lump in my throat the size of a hen’s egg.

Slowly, Sigurd lowered the warrior’s now still body to the swirling sand and we turned to Floki, who had shrugged free of Olaf and was glaring at Sigurd.

‘That was for me to do, Sigurd!’ he spat. ‘He was my kinsman. He expected me to do it.’ His sword was still raised and for a moment I sensed it still hungered for carnage.

‘I am his jarl, Floki,’ Sigurd replied, a snarl curling his lips, ‘he was oath-tied to me.’ Sigurd held up the blade which he had sunk into Halldor’s heart. Its bone handle, like the jarl’s hand, was slick with blood and I could see fog rising from it, vanishing into the night. ‘This was my right. Halldor had faced his own death for long enough and as straight-backed as any man could hope to. He did not need to stand there all night, eyeballing the sword that would bite his flesh. It is over.’ Sigurd looked to the rest of us. ‘We will meet Halldor at the high end of the All-Father’s hall, each in our own time.’ He glanced down at the body, at the puffed-up, dead face of one of his Fellowship. ‘It is over,’ he repeated tiredly, the words granite-heavy.

Floki loosened the cords in his neck and nodded shallowly, sheathing his sword. Then he went over to his cousin’s lifeless body and Svein offered to help him carry it but Floki would not take any help, lifting Halldor alone and hauling him over his shoulder before taking him off to prepare the corpse for the pyre.

‘Back to your beds, ladies,’ Olaf said, hawking and spitting as an end to the whole rancid thing. ‘We’ll be rowing tomorrow if Njörd keeps farting in this direction.’

‘And while we’re rowing that whoreson Halldor will already be rinsing his beard with Óðin’s sweetest mead,’ Bram moaned to Svein, who conceded that to be a fair point, as they started back up the beach behind Asgot, Olaf and Cynethryth. Sigurd came over to me, his eyes gleaming dully in the half light.

‘Next time I ask you to find something shiny, bring me an arm ring or a handful of silver,’ he said, ‘not an old lump of bone.’

‘Yes, lord,’ I said, scratching my beard, but Sigurd was already walking down to the frothing sea to wash away the blood.
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