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PROLOGUE


 



Skalla sat, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword, his chin resting on his hands, staring at the pile of bodies.


The still-warm corpses steamed in the cool air of the clearing. Behind him, his black-clad men, done cleaning their weapons, stood in silence, waiting - for what, they knew not. Some, perhaps, suspected. But only Skalla knew for certain.


To his right, he heard feet shifting nervously among the damp leaves. That would be Gamli. Like the others, he was impatient to get out of this place. But there was more to his restlessness than that. Skalla had had his eye on Gamli for some time, aware that he had started to lose faith in their masters. More than once he had questioned their orders. It took a brave man to do that, or a stupid one. Skalla knew Gamli was no fool - but he also knew the man's boldness hid deeper fears. Fears that could spread, infecting the others, contaminating them with doubt. That, he could not allow. It threatened everything they had built here.


He ran his fingers through the black bristles on his chin, then up to the scar that passed through his left eye. It ran from his forehead down across his cheek, and had left the eye sightless - milk-white and dead. He pushed at the edge of his helm, relieving the pressure on his forehead for a moment. The scar tissue itched badly today. It always did after combat - the result of the heat and sweat. Not that what had just passed could truthfully be termed 'combat.'


There had been six in all. Perhaps seven. He couldn't remember. They were the ones who had been locked up the longest, those meant to be forgotten. The ones who ran, who broke down, who refused to work, who fought back. The biggest heroes and and the biggest cowards. All the same, now. They had also been kept separate all this time - well away from the various wonders and horrors that had been unfolding. That, Skalla suspected, was one of the real reasons for this little outing to the woods. True, his masters had no desire to waste further food on these lost causes. But they were also wise enough not to waste an opportunity. They would make some use of them, even in death.


And so, they had marched them to this lonely spot, shackled and at spear point, and forced them to cut logs for firewood. They had performed the tasks well, considering their chequered histories - some, almost with gratitude. Perhaps, thought Skalla, it simply felt good to have a purpose again. He had not told them they were gathering wood for their own funeral pyre.


The killing had been quick. Regrettably, the kills were not as clean as he'd hoped. There were struggles, cries, prolonged agonies, repeated blows. From the start, it had not been the most straightforward task. His men had been reluctant to venture into these woods, even during daylight. Then there had been the orders themselves. No damage to the head or neck - that's what their masters had specified. The order had bemused Skalla's men, and in the heat of the slaughter - one could hardly dignify the killing of these unarmed, underfed wretches with the term 'battle' - he could not be sure how closely they had adhered to it. At least one had taken a glancing sword blow across the top of the head - protruding from the heap, Skalla could see his hairy, blood-matted scalp, flapped open like the lid of a chest, the yellow-white bone of the skull grinning through the gore. But it didn't matter now. It was done. They would see soon.


"We're done here," said a voice behind Skalla. It was Gamli. He had stepped closer to where Skalla was sitting. Clearly, he was itching to leave. Perhaps he understood more than Skalla had realised.


"We wait," said Skalla.


"For what?"


"Until we are sure."


"Sure?" Gamli's voice was edgy. As always, he tried to cover it with a kind of swagger. "What is there to be sure of?"


"That they're dead."


Gamli laughed emptily, his throat tight. "Then why not burn them now and have done with it?"


"Are you questioning me, Gamli?" Skalla's eyes remained fixed on the corpses.


A kind of panic entered Gamli's eyes. "Not you. I would never... but the masters. There are doubts about them." He looked around as he said this, as if expecting support from his fellows. None came.


Skalla did not move. "I pledged my sword to them," he said, "and you swore an oath of allegiance to me. You do not question one without also questioning the other."


Gamli stood motionless, robbed of speech.


"Step back into line," said Skalla.


Before he could do so, a sound came from the heap, and an arm flopped out of the tangle. The men's hands jumped to their weapons. The arm hung there, motionless - quite dead. Olvir - one of the three crossbowmen - broke the silence with a nervous laugh. "For a moment, I thought..." He was interrupted by a low groan from the centre of the heap. Skalla stood slowly, hand still upon his sword, and, stretching to his full height, slowly flexed his shoulders. It was part of his ritual before combat.


"Gas. From the bodies," said another of the men, nervously. "They can do that." Olvir began to cock and load his crossbow. The others followed suit.


From deep within the pile came a weird, semi-human grunt, and the whole tangle suddenly shifted. As one, the men drew swords and raised crossbows. The uppermost body - a skinny man, whose abdomen was split open, and whose right arm had been all but severed - slithered from the top of the heap. The hand that had loosed itself from the pile twitched, its fingers inexplicably starting to straighten.


"It's beginning..." said Skalla. The hollow moan repeated itself, and was joined by two more in a kind of desolate, mindless chorus. As they watched in horror, dead limbs moved, arms flailed and grasped, lifeless eyes flicked open.


"This can't be happening," said Gamli. "Not to them..." From the heap, one of the men - a solid, muscular fellow who had taken two crossbow bolts through the chest, one of which had pinned his right hand to his sternum - staggered unsteadily to his feet. For a moment, he seemed to sniff the air, then turned and lurched towards them.


Skalla spat on his palms and raised his sword. "Aim for the heads," he said, and swung the blade with all his strength at the dead man's neck. Such was the force of the cut that it sliced clean through, knocking the attacker off his feet and sending his head bowling into the bushes. Already two more were on their feet - the skinny man, his right arm hanging by a sinew, his glistening guts dangling between his legs, and the scalped man, his cap of hair flapping absurdly to one side like piece of bearskin, who Skalla could now see had been killed by a heavy sword blow to the left side of his chest, the upper and lower parts sliding against each other gruesomely with each lurching step. A crossbow bolt hit the skinny man in the shoulder, spinning him round. "In the head!" barked Skalla. As the skinny man resumed his steady progress a second bolt thudded into his eye, knocking him flat. A third flew uselessly past the scalped man's ear. His arms reached out, grasping at Skalla, as another three grotesque figures rose stiffly behind him.


The rest of Skalla's men, momentarily mesmerised by the scene unfolding before them, now threw themselves into the fight. Gamli stepped forward first, grasping the scalped man's outstretched arm and hurling him to the floor. Drawing a long cavalry axe from a strap at his back, he flipped it around and with one blow drove its long, steel spike through the exposed skull. As his other men hacked mercilessly at two of the remaining ghouls, Skalla advanced to finish off the third - a once-fat man with folds of saggy skin beneath his ragged, filthy tunic. Skalla recognised the stab wounds in his chest - wounds that he himself had delivered with his knife. The fat man's left arm - bloody and slashed where he had attempted to defend himself from Skalla's blade - waved before him, his right -- bloodier still - hanging crippled and useless by his side. Skalla raised his sword steadily, waiting for the right moment. The man's hand, formed into a claw, swayed and snatched at Skalla, his jaws opening and closing like those of an idiot child, dribbling bloody drool down his chest. Skalla began to swing - but something caught his foot, pulling him off balance. He stumbled and fell heavily onto the damp earth.


Looking at his feet, he saw that the seventh prisoner - his spinal cord severed, his legs useless - had dragged himself along the forest floor, and now, teeth bared, Skalla's ankle gripped in both hands, was gnawing at his leather boot, his blue-tinged jaws opening and closing mechanically like a landed fish gasping for air. Skalla recoiled in disgust, kicking at the ghoul's slavering, gap-toothed mouth - but the tenacious grip held, and over him now loomed the fat man, moaning and clawing at his face. Too close for an effective blow, Skalla abandoned his sword and scrabbled for his knife - but, before he had time to draw it, another sword blade was driven hard into the fat man's mouth, sending him choking and tottering backwards, his teeth grinding horribly against its metal edge. Skalla recognised the hilt: Gamli's sword. Skalla swiftly regained his feet, took up his own weapon once more and brought it down with a crashing blow, cleaving the skull of the crawling man in two. He gave a nod of acknowledgement to Gamli, and scraped the man's brains off his black boot with the point of his blade.


It was over. And his men, thankfully, had escaped unscathed.


"So it's finally happened," said Gamli, surveying the carnage that surrounded them - the men they had hacked down for the second time that day. "Our worst fear has come to life." The others exchanged anxious glances.


Skalla ignored him, wiping clean and sheathing his sword as he hunted around for the head of the first corpse-walker. He would take that back to his masters.


"I'm sorry," said Gamli, bowing his head. Skalla turned to face him. "I will not question you again."


"No," said Skalla. "You will not." And without blinking he stabbed Gamli in the side of the throat with his knife, severing both carotid arteries, then pulled the blade forward through his windpipe. Gamli collapsed in an eruption of blood, his last cry turned to a choked gurgle of air bubbling and frothing from his neck.


As he pumped crimson onto the forest floor, a contorted expression of disbelief frozen upon his face, Skalla looked upon him for the last time. "I did not kill you before only because I needed your sword," he said matter-of-factly, and stepped over the body. The other men drew back as he approached. He scanned their faces one at a time, then sheathed his knife.


"Burn them," said Skalla, the still-living Gamli convulsing behind him. "All of them."
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VIKINGR






CHAPTER ONE


 



FOG


 



Atli should have been home hours ago. Clutching the bundle of gnarled sticks tight to his chest as he emerged from the trees onto the broad curve of the riverbank, he looked south towards the distant, looming shadow of the Middagsberg. His heart sank. It was even later than he'd thought. The low sun, a watery smudge of light in the late summer mist, had long since passed the cleft in its summit, and was already half-way to the mid-afternoon daymark - the ragged edge of tall pines puncturing the horizon on the mountain's shallow western slope. For a moment he imagined his father looking up at the same line of trees, his face livid with anger, cursing his son's name.


He would get a beating again. It was part of the routine.


He shivered, turned his eyes resignedly to the ground, and kicked idly at the wet, grey stones that littered the bank, the smell of the damp wood in his nostrils. The threat of his father's stick across his back should, he knew, be sufficient incentive for him to head back home in good time. That was certainly the intention. But it just made him all the more determined to stay away. And the longer he put off his return, the more severe became the inevitable punishment - and the more gloomily reluctant he became. A vicious circle. "Like a dog chasing its tail," his mother used to say. It had been eight winters since she'd passed, when Atli was barely five years old, but he still recalled her words from time to time, although her face was now lost to him.


It had been this way almost as long as he could remember. He often wandered by the water now, dreaming of change, escape - something, anything - but where that change might come from, even he could not imagine. And as he dreamed, and his father fumed - increasingly at odds with the world, as well as his own son - each grew more distant from the other, more stubborn, more deeply entrenched, until Atli had begun to fear where it might ultimately lead.


He flicked a loose stone with his foot so it tumbled and splashed, coming to rest in the shallows at the water's edge - the edge of his world. These waters were their protection. That's what his father always told him. To Atli, however, they seemed more like a prison. To the north, through the woods and beyond the village, was the river Svanær. South of the village - and on whose banks Atli now stood - the wider, meandering Ottar. Each provided them with plentiful fish and formed a barrier against overland raiders and outlaws. To the west, on the spur of land that dwindled to a point where the two rivers met, was thick forest with good hunting - accessible only from their village. To the east, the fertile land and rich pasture upon which they'd built their farms rose to distant, rocky fells - a natural discouragement to any who did not already know the paths, and which had long proved its worth. As his father had said so often, it was the land that supported them, and the land that kept them from harm. Atli thought of all the times he had sought solace down by the water's edge, and wondered how often, had the river not been here to protect them, he would have kept on walking until that familiar landscape were left far behind.


There was one threat the land did not keep them safe from, however; a danger that tormented his father's mind and had become the subject of repeated, dire warnings. River raiders. Pirates. Vikingr. "If you see vikingr," his father said, "you must run. Run as fast as you can. They are bad men. Desperate men. They will cut a man's throat for the fun of it - and much worse. They steal everything that isn't nailed down. Even the animals. They dishonour and kill women. They eat children. I have heard it! Remember, you must run - and warn the village. But make no sound!"


"How will I know them?" Atli had asked.


"You will know them." His father had nodded with a kind of portentous unease. "They will come from the river. And you will know them..."


There hadn't ever been a raid in these parts. Not even further downriver was such a thing heard of these days - at least, not as far as Atli knew. And anyway, if he did encounter vikingr, the one thing he wouldn't do was run. He would beg to be taken with them.


He sighed and gazed longingly across the still water - or, at least, as far as it would let him. In the last few hours a thick shroud of fog had rolled in from the estuary. Following the course of the river upstream with eerie precision, it hovered silently over the river's surface now, mocking its shape, obscuring the tall trees of the opposite bank as it thickened the air. Dead. Impenetrable. Ungraspable. Like a ghost, thought Atli. Like the creeping ghost of the river. Images crowded his head from old stories his father had told - of whispy spirits escaping from the bodies of the dead, of glowing smokes and fogs seeping out of mounds and barrows and taking terrible, half-recognised shapes that sucked the life out of the living. Another chill ran through him. He kicked at the stones with a sudden anger, as if to banish thought with physical action - any kind of action - to kick his childish night-terrors away. He refused to succumb to the anxieties and superstitions that had taken over his father's life. He refused to live in fear. Every day now he saw it in his father's eyes, and it made him ashamed.


Superstition had been the other half of Atli's upbringing. When he was young, the stories had seemed magical - dwarves and elves that lived in the earth and forged great gifts of gold, spirits and serpents that lived in the woods and the water, gods who turned men's fortunes, playing cruel tricks on the proud and bestowing blessings upon the brave. Although, in his heart, he had never quite believed in their literal truth, as others seemed to, they nonetheless had their own reality - one that he loved. They existed in another world. And they were an escape from his own.


Then, after his mother died, the tone of the stories changed. Each one became a warning. Another stick to beat him with. 


All manner of irrational fears seemed to take over his life. His father became obsessed with death. At wakes - where most were content to drink and share good memories - he cut a gloomy, troubled figure, repeatedly warning those present to take precautions against the corpse's potential return. He would insist upon an open pair of iron scissors being placed on the chest of the deceased, and always afterwards could be seen sprinkling salt along the threshold. It was protection, he said, against the draugr - the undead - who returned to inflict untold horrors upon the living. In regions to the south, there was talk they were on the rise. He'd heard it from a merchant who refused to go near the place.


Privately, many scoffed at him for wasting such precious commodities. Others simply laughed at his ways. Once, when he was too young to know better, Atli had asked his father if it wouldn't be a good thing for his mother to come back. Wasn't that what they all wanted? A weird terror burned in his father's eyes. "Try to understand," he said, his voice trembling. "It is not they who come back, but something else. Something terrible." His eyes widened. He spoke in a hoarse whisper, as if afraid of being overheard. "You would wish to see her again. You would welcome her in when she came knocking at night. But it would not be the mother you knew. Imagine a lumbering, soulless mockery - heavy with the stench of decay, her body bloated, distorted, monstrous in proportion, her heart empty of feeling, her head a foetid shell, her eyes dead as a fish's, her only emotion a blind envy for the living whose flesh she is driven to devour, crunching the bones, drinking the blood in great gobbets..."


The image haunted Atli's nightmares for years.


Then, in his eleventh year, he had come to his current realisation. It was fear, not anger, that drove his father. And that, ultimately, was why he hated him. It was not because he was a bully, (not only was he bigger than Atli was, but bigger than most of the men in the village), nor because he thrashed him on a regular basis. He hated him because he was a coward. Atli knew that he bore the brunt of the man's frustrations only because he could not offer any resistance. His father beat him not just because of what he did or didn't do, but because of all the other people and things in life that he was too afraid to confront - chief among them, Atli had begun to suspect, himself. His own weakness. The weakness to which the father knew his son's eyes were no longer oblivious. The weakness which Atli doggedly refused to inherit.


He trudged to the edge of the river and stared momentarily at his own indistinct reflection in the water, then kicked another pebble and watched the ripples break it apart.


Vaguely he wondered what was going on back at the village. Not long ago there had been a distant clamour of shouting from that way - some sort of argument that was best avoided, probably. Recently, a fight had broken out over a pig which had wandered into a neighbour's house and eaten a cabbage that had been cut for dinner. Bera, the woman of the house, had demanded compensation for her loss. Yngvar, the pig-owner, had countered by accusing Bera of trying to steal his pig. After a lot of shouting, during which Bera had cracked Yngvar across the temple with a wooden ladle, it ended with a rather fearful Yngvar conceding that his pig had probably wandered of its own accord and Bera accepting a quantity of pig dung - some of which had already been deposited in her house - in payment for the cabbage. Such were the heady thrills of farm life.


Now, Atli could see there was also a thick column of dark smoke coming from that direction. Perhaps they weren't so desperate for his kindling after all. Gripping his bundle under one arm he crouched down to pick up a smooth, wet pebble, and hurled it at the water. It was swallowed instantly with a loud plop. He screwed up his face in frustration, grabbed another, flatter stone and, crouching lower this time, aimed it at a shallow angle. It skipped once, twice, three times.


Good. But he knew he could do better. Seven was his record. It needed a certain kind of stone, though. His eyes darted about the shore by his feet, among the wet pebbles and grit and occasional patches of green weed that waved in the lapping water. A perfect stone caught his eye - nicely smooth and flat, with a notch in its edge for his forefinger. He snatched it up, aimed, and let his arm sway back and forth for a moment, rehearsing the arc of the throw. Then... Snap! Cracking his whole body like a whip, he let the stone fly. He knew from the moment it left him that it was a perfect throw. The shimmering stone skipped across the smooth water, dipping like a dragonfly, weightless - three, four, five - until finally enveloped by the fog. In the stillness of the afternoon he could still hear its sound: six, seven, eight, nine... ten?


That couldn't be right. Yet still it kept going. He'd lost count, but stood, holding his breath, ears on stalks. He could still hear the surface of the water being broken. A fish? No. A steady rhythm. He'd swear to it. But different now. Surely the fog must be playing tricks? No, there was definitely something. Another sound, that had at some point merged with the first. Slow and steady. And not receding, but coming closer.


Atli fought against the images of wraiths and phantoms that suddenly flooded his mind. His father had warned him the fog brought terrible things. It was the cold breath of Niflheim - of Hel itself. Who knew what horrors travelled within it? Atli got a grip of himself. Such things were not real - or, if they were, they were not part of his world.


But the sound kept coming all the same.


A sequence, continually repeating, echoing weirdly in the dull air. A splash of water. A hollow clunk, like wood against wood - but somehow multiplied. A creak. Then again. Splash. Clunk. Creak. Over and over. He bit his lip, frowning hard, straining to penetrate the grey murk. He knew this sound - but couldn't place it. It grew closer. His mind raced. The hairs on his neck prickled in slow recognition. Involuntarily, he began to take slow steps back from the water.


Then a great shape loomed out of the fog.


The head and neck of a dragon.


Gliding straight at him in a moment of surreal silence, the dragon's huge bulk bit into the grit and pebbles of the shore and drove part way up the bank with a crunching of wood, stone and water before coming to rest just yards from Atli's astonished face. He was dimly aware of the loose bundle of twigs falling one by one from his enfeebled hands. High up and to the left, a figure emerged from nowhere and landed heavily on the rocks and shingle. A tall man, broad-shouldered, beardless, but spiked with blond stubble, ice-blue eyes glinting behind the eye-guards of a steel helm.


Run, said a voice in Atli's head. Run as fast as you can. But he could not move.


The man took three steps towards him - mail-coated, rings shimmering in the feeble light, circular shield strapped to his back, gold-hilted sword drawn and ready - so close that Atli could make out the pattern-welding on the gleaming blade. A hint of a smile flickered across the man's face, his sword point hovering barely an arm's length from Atli's chest.


Another figure - a giant of a man - heaved itself over the right side of the ship, making the ground shudder as his feet sunk into shore. This one was equipped much like the first, but for his simpler helm whose rim rested on his heavy brow, and the dew-damp fur of some grey creature wrapped across his shoulders and tucked into a wide leather belt. Dark, deep-set eyes peered from amongst unruly black hair and beard, fixed intently on the boy. He spat in his palms, and, holding Atli's gaze, reached over his left shoulder and drew forth a broad-bladed axe.


Behind him, another man landed on the shore. And another... 


One by one they spilled over the sides and crunched and splashed down onto the riverbank - twenty, thirty, more - until the grey stone beach and misty shallows around the dragon's oaken hull were filled with men, some trudging shoreward from the deeper water, emerging from the fog like ghosts - grim-faced, steel-helmed, girt with hide and mail, until, finally, it seemed the whole river's edge shimmered with the glint of weapons.


Though he had never seen such a thing in his whole life, Atli recognised them instantly.


Not ghosts.


Worse.


Vikingr.






CHAPTER TWO


 



THE CREW OF THE HRAFN


 



Bjólf Erlingsson took another step towards the boy, eyes fixed on him, sword steady. He gave a nod towards the ground. "You dropped your sticks, little man."


A rumbling laugh ran through the assembled men as the lad crouched and began to gather up the scattered firewood. Bjólf watched the farm boy with amusement as he tied up his bundle - stick-thin legs and crude, ill-fitting clothes, no doubt cut from the roughest, itchiest, shittiest blanket in the place; the blanket even the dogs rejected. The look of it, the smell of it... It all seemed so familiar. It was at times like this he was reminded exactly why he'd left that life behind all those years ago. True, the plundered cottons and silks to which he had since become accustomed may have meant him facing danger and death on a daily basis, but it seemed a fair trade. Hel, how those bloody blankets had itched!


"Are you from the village?" he demanded. The boy nodded hastily, jumping at the sound of the man's voice. Bjólf rested his sword casually over his shoulder - looking momentarily like a wayfarer with his bundle of belongings - and scanned the treeline ahead, taking note of the path that disappeared into the wood. He nodded towards it. "How far?"


"Six hundred paces..." In spite of his obvious efforts, his voice sounded thin and reedy.


Gunnar Black-Beard shifted his axe from one hand to the other. "Hm. The boy can count."


Fisherman, thought Bjólf. Counts the fish for his father. He knew all about that. Most of his men knew it, in one way or another. And those who denied it most perhaps knew it keenest of all. Bjólf turned back to the lad. "You have animals there? Food? Valuables?"


"Animals... and food. Not the other."


"We'll have to make do with that," sighed Gunnar.


Godwin snorted dismissively, resting his hands and chin on his massive axe. "Everywhere the same. You'd think there was no decent treasure left. How's a man to make a living?" A few of the men muttered at his words.


"Have I ever let you down, Godwin?" Bjólf shot back. He didn't give him a chance to answer, but turned to the boy again.


"Any weapons there?"


He shook his head.


"Then we go," said Bjólf. And with that he made a sudden move towards the boy, his sword raised threateningly over his shoulder.


 



 



I'm dead, thought Atli. I've told him what he needs, and now he's going to kill me.


In the moment that followed, he involuntarily pictured the heavy blade slashing downward and across in one movement, the catastrophic moment of contact stretched out into a slow, dream-like sequence - the sword's edge striking his left shoulder, parting the flesh, shattering the bone and not stopping until it had come clean through to the opposite side of his chest, severing his head, shoulder and right arm in one continuous action.


Curiously, it was not fear that took hold of him in that weirdly suspended moment, but a kind of anger. With tears suddenly stinging his eyes, he inwardly cursed his own inability to act - cursed this last, lost opportunity - and wondered abstractly whether he would remain conscious long enough to gaze up at his own lopsided, headless corpse, its insides still pumping, and see it sway and fall.


Without warning, the beardless warrior thrust out his left hand, ruffled his hair with a gruffly dismissive laugh, and gave a nod to the giant alongside him. Then, to Atli's great surprise, the entire party of men began to move rapidly up the shore, the ring of metal against metal filling the damp air. Slowly, the realisation dawned that the man had no intention of spilling Atli's blood on the dull, grey stones of that lonely beach. There was, as far as Atli was concerned, a far more terrible fate in store.


He was going to ignore him.


Atli couldn't stand it. With a mixture of anger and desperation, he whirled around to the rapidly receding throng and called out: "I could lead you!"


As one, the group stopped. The captain turned and stared at him. There was a chuckle and a murmur among the men. "And why would you do that?"


Atli felt his face flush red. He strove to find an answer, but under the hard stares, no words came. Then one among them spoke up - his voice little more than a hoarse whisper, his words clipped and strange. The men fell silent at the sound of it.


"My people tell a story of a boy who offered to lead raiders to his village..." The owner of the voice stepped forward, drawing a long, curved knife from a fringed leather sheath on his belt. His general shape was unremarkable - a little shorter in stature than the majority of the men, perhaps - yet his appearance was unlike anything Atli had encountered; his clothes and cap made of skins from no animal Atli had ever seen, and his dark body-armour - like the segmented carapace of a cockroach - formed from toughened strips of hide sewn together in wide bands. The man's hair was dark, his nose upturned, his hairless face broad and flat with skin the colour of beeswax. The wide eyes that now bored into him seemed permanently narrowed, as if in the glare of the sun, and, as the figure loomed closer, the complexion that had appeared smooth from a distance revealed itself to be so covered with spidery creases that Atli could not honestly tell if the man was twenty summers old or a hundred. Something in his otherworldly aspect caused Atli to shudder. As the thin blade swayed near the boy's pale, exposed neck, the man bore his teeth in a strange smile. "He led them to their deaths..." The breath stopped in Atli's throat as if it were held in the man's fist.


"Enough!" called the captain, giving an abrupt flick of his head. Wide-Face acknowledged it with a sly grin and turned slowly away, silently sheathing his blade. Atli, suddenly able to breathe again, gasped, his head swimming.


The beardless warrior stared at the boy for a moment, his eyes seeming to narrow behind his eye-guards, then turned back to his companion. He didn't need to speak. They'd known each other too long for that.


"Personally, I'd sooner have him where I can see him," said the giant, shrugging.


The captain nodded slowly, then made a sudden, exaggerated half bow, and extended his arm dramatically towards the woods as he did so. An invitation. Atli stared at him for a moment, incredulously. "Lead on, little man."


At their captain's gesture, the men parted. It was true. He really meant for him to lead them. Atli stumbled nervously past the silent ranks, his bundle of sticks still tucked under his arm - all eyes again upon him. As he advanced, he was now able to take in the grim array of figures for the first time; no longer the shadowy, grey shapes that had emerged from the fog, but distinct, real. Faces that were scarred and weatherbeaten and spoke not only of years lived, but of miles travelled, of things seen, of battles fought. All men who worked the earth and the sea were hardened to life, with muscles like twisted rope and faces carved from aged applewood - but these had something else, something that Atli had not seen.


They had no fear.


Those closest now stood out to him, startling in their detail. There was, of course, Long-Axe - the one they called Godwin - bare-chinned and impressively moustached, his blackened helm with long bronzed nasal and cheek-guards, and his mail coat almost to his knees; and the unnerving Wide-Face, the ageless one, dressed head to foot in animal hides, still fingering his knife, his eyes glinting darkly. There was Curved-Sword - a slender, fine-featured man in long robes and armoured hauberk like the scales of a fish, his helm pointed, his short hair black, his skin dark, his sword long and thin and curved like a scythe, and near him - in utter contrast - One-Ear, wearing quilted body armour reinforced with leather and no helm at all, his face and head shaved to stubble, his lips scarred, his shield rim battered, his spear notched, and his left ear missing its top third, looking for all the world as if someone had taken a bite out of him. Opposite them, Red-Hair, his rust-red mane and beard standing out sharply against his thick cape of green wool, clasped with an ornate bronze brooch, his helm and breastplate of dark, hardened leather, a spiked mace slung over his shoulder, and near him, Two-Axe, barely taller than Atli, but at least three times as wide and built like an ox, his face entirely obscured by a masked grimmhelm, his armour of tarnished metal plates joined with leather thongs, and, unlike all the others, no shield - just a heavy axe hanging from each large, calloused hand. And, perhaps weirdest of all, there was Grey-Beard, a gaunt figure of a man in heavy, brown, hooded robes, simple conical helm on his head, from his belt hanging not only his sword but such a variety of knives as Atli had never seen in one place, in his hands a long ash spear, in his face a dark, puckered hole where one of his eyes should be - a vision, it seemed to Atli, of Odin made flesh.


They formed a terrifying company. Yet, as Atli walked, a confidence grew in him - increasing with each step. They trust me, he thought. I have their respect... It was the first time he had inspired such a thing in any man, let alone such men as these. But as he reached the head of the troop, there was a sound of movement immediately behind him. Before he had time to react, he felt something whip around his neck and pull tight. Clawing at it, he turned in shock.


With his free hand, the captain was twisting the decorated scabbard of his sword, from which issued a thin, looped leather strap - the baldric from which both sword and scabbard, until recently, had hung - now taut like a ship's rope.


Atli was tethered like a dog.


"My apologies," the man said with a smile. "But you know these woods, and doubtless can run a good deal faster than us in your attire..." The men laughed once again, and once again Atli felt the blood rush to his face. "Now, lead on. Where you go, we follow." 


And with that, he gave the strap a sharp flick. "Hyah!"


Atli staggered forward in a daze, his mind only now starting to grasp the grim reality of what was about to happen.






CHAPTER THREE


 



THE VILLAGE AT TWO-RIVERS


 



As the company moved swiftly up the beach toward the trees, Atli looked back to the river. The swirling mist was creeping onto the shore now. From it, the tall slender prow of the longship stood like a lonely sentinel.


Feeling strangely numb, he pulled at the strap around his neck as a sharp prod from the captain's sword urged him on. He spoke without thinking. "There's no-one guarding your ship."


The big one laughed. "Everyone knows what a dragon-ship means. No one who values their life will go near."


"But what if they have no fear? What if they are stronger?"


"Then we don't want to meet them, and they're welcome to it!"


It seemed these men even approached the prospect of failure with a kind of boundless confidence - certainly far beyond anything the people in his village possessed. Except, possibly, Bera. Now, that was a revelation... Atli had always found her a cantankerous, difficult sort, her stubborn ways typical of the old folk hereabouts. Yet, he began to realise, she was as different from her fellow villagers as a wolf from a goat. She had no fear - of others, of the world, of herself. Yes, that tough old widow was was more like these vikingr than most of the surrounding menfolk could ever hope to be.


Whether she or anyone else would live to see tomorrow was the one question Atli was now trying to put out of his mind.


 



 



The moment the men entered the shade of the trees, they fell silent. Shields were hurriedly hoisted off backs, helmet straps pulled tight and empty hands filled with weapons. All knew this was the most hazardous part of the raid. Forty vikingr, armed to the teeth and with the advantage of surprise, were more than a match for any village, no matter how bold its population. But there was always the unknown, the unpredictable. Regardless of careful planning and advance information, none could be completely sure what they would find, nor who or what they would encounter first. By chance they might run into another from the village, as they had the farm boy - but this time, perhaps, the stranger would scream or shout, or run from the attackers and raise the alarm. In this way, even the smallest child could treble their casualties.


The path narrowed as they drove deeper into the forest. No one spoke. Only the scratch of branches and brambles against wood and metal and the rhythmic pounding of their feet - made heavy by arms and armour - accompanied their swift advance. The sharp smell of damp pine and bruised bracken filled the air. All knew that being forced to move in single file by tangled bush and shrub made them vulnerable. From beneath the eye-guards of his helm Bjólf's eyes instinctively scanned every tree and shadow, calculating where he would place archers, a trap, men with spears. Hemmed in and spread thin as they were, they would be easy prey for an enemy who was prepared.


But Bjólf knew they would not be.


There was to be little finesse about this attack. No sophisticated strategy, no circling around to seal off escape routes. Bjólf knew there was nowhere - and no one - for the villagers to run to. Today, it was about speed. They would hit hard and fast, taking what they could while their quarry was still reeling from shock. A single hammerblow. He was proud of the fact that, in the past, they had often achieved this without a single casualty.


Looking ahead, he gave a tug on the lad's lead and spoke in a cautious whisper. "Little man... six hundred of your paces or six-hundred man-paces?"


"M-my paces." 


"Then we're close."


Up ahead, the trees were already beginning to thin out and, beyond, Bjólf could see gaps of light where the forest gave way to a clearing. For an instant, a light breeze brought the unmistakable scent of smoke and pigs to his nostrils. He pulled at the strap around the boy's throat, jerking him to a sudden halt, and raised his sword. As one, the rest of the company stopped.


Listening carefully, but hearing nothing, Bjólf gestured them forward slowly. They spread out in the dappled light as the close undergrowth gave way to a more even covering of ferns and wild garlic, its thick aroma filling the air. Here and there, a few plants still in flower dotted the forest floor. They paused again, their target now visible from the cover of the trees.


"Fjölvar!" hissed Bjólf. The lean, thin-faced young man came forward. He was one of the least armoured of all Bjólf's crew, with no more than a hide coat upon his back and a soft leather Phrygian cap upon his head. From his back, he unslung a bow, ready strung and almost as long as its owner. From his belt hung a quiver thick with arrows, some fletched with white goosefeathers and some with the mackerel-striped brown of a pheasant. The man's eyes - close together, and peering from either side of a narrow, beaky nose - remained firmly fixed on the boy.


Bjólf turned to Atli. "We'll take things from here," He removed the strap from around their guide's neck and slung it back over his shoulder. "Don't run." As he said this, Fjölvar placed a white-feathered arrow with a barbed iron tip on his bowstring. 


Crouched behind the abundant tangle of grasses that marked the edge of the trees, Bjólf and Gunnar looked out upon the village. Ahead, speckling the gentle hill that rose before them, was a scattered collection of thatched houses and barns, each accompanied by small, crudely constructed, but sturdy animal pens. Beyond, across the undulating landscape, stretched acres of lush pasture and growing land, some patterned by rows of cultivation, age-worn paths and the occasional, winding fence. From each dwelling curled a peaceful whisp of woodsmoke, and, between them wound a muddy, heavily-trodden track which disappeared over a rise, beyond which lay the rest of the settlement, ultimately bounded by the northern river. It was an idyllic scene - but for the thick column of black smoke coming from over the rise, and the complete lack of any signs of life.


"Where is everyone?" said Bjólf.


"And where's their livestock?" replied Gunnar. "I can't even see a chicken."


"Do you smell pigs?"


"I smell them. I just don't see them."


Over to their left, just beyond the nearest dwelling, a muddy hog pen lay empty, its gate tilted and broken. Up on a distant slope, in a far corner of an enclosure, a single sheep stood, the only fleck of white upon the hillside. A living thing, at least. To its lonely, urgent bleating, nothing responded.


Gunnar grabbed the farm boy by the shoulder and gave him a shake. "What's going on, boy?" The boy looked at the weirdly empty village, then back at Gunnar, bemused and speechless. The baffled, anxious expression on his face did not reassure them. Gunnar narrowed his eyes, surveying the unnervingly still scene.


"I don't like the look of that smoke." A gust brought the smell to their nostrils again - but there was something else detectable in it; something acrid. From somewhere, caught on the same wind, came the sound of a woman wailing. "You sure about this?"


Bjólf wasn't sure. But what was certain was that they needed supplies of meat, drink and grain at the very least if they were to continue on. He pursed his lips. "Go in fast. Get what we need. Get out."


Gunnar nodded. Bjólf hefted his shield - red-painted - off his shoulder and spoke without turning to his men.


"Finn - you take the left." Wide-Face face nodded. "Godwin you take the right. Gunnar, Thorvald, Kjötvi, Magnus and Úlf - you're with me." Two-Axe, One-Ear, Grey-Beard and another huge man with blond plaits and arms like hams strapped into leather arm guards moved in to join Bjólf and Gunnar.


There was a moment of silence, all muscles tensed, then at a signal from Bjólf, they broke from the trees.







CHAPTER FOUR


 



BLACK SMOKE


 



Swiftly, silently, they moved on the village. Finn and Godwin's companies took each flank, and, as they approached the knot of buildings, the two bands began to disperse, pairs of men splitting off and bursting into each dwelling, while Bjólf and the others headed straight for the heart of the village, weapons raised, eyes alert.


The men moved swiftly from house to house, their passing accompanied by the sounds of crashing from within as beds and chests were overturned. "Nothing," called one, emerging back into daylight. They moved on to the next.


"Nor here..." called another.


"Try the barn," called Gunnar.


"Empty."


"The chests have been broken open..." spat Finn, striding out of the nearest house.


"There must be someone here," said Gunnar. "I smell cooking." So did Bjólf. But there was something about it, different from the honest smells of stew and woodsmoke. 


"Keep looking!" barked Bjólf. But his sense of unease was growing.


"Blood," said Kjötvi. Bjólf followed his gaze and saw a trail of fresh gore, and signs that something had been dragged. An animal?


"Rich pickings, you said..." hissed Gunnar, as more men emerged empty handed.


"It was a reliable source," Bjólf shot back. "He's never failed us before."


"Bjólf!" came a voice. It was Finn, emerging from one of the farthest dwellings. In his outstretched hand he held his sword. From it, hooked over the blade, hung a small iron scythe. And, still gripping the scythe's crude wooden handle, a severed hand.


Gunnar scanned the empty village and sniffed the air again in agitation. "There's something very wrong here."


Up ahead, Bjólf suddenly became aware of a single figure, right in the middle of the muddy track. A big man, ragged, staggering slightly, eyes and nose streaming, a mixture of blood and soot smeared across his forehead. He stopped dead when he saw them.


Without hesitation, Bjólf marched up to him, sword raised. But before he could do or say anything, the man collapsed to his knees, sobbing.


Bjólf stared at him. "Get up!" he shouted. "Get up!" Slinging his shield on his back, he grabbed the man's torn tunic and hauled him to his feet, his sword blade against his throat. "Answer me quickly. Where are your valuables? Your food? Your animals? Don't think you can hide them from us. We know all the tricks - and trust me, you will give them up."


Inexplicably, the man began to laugh.


"We have nothing!"


"They all say that," growled Gunnar.


"No, you don't understand..." He choked out the words between bouts of sobbing laughter. "There's nothing left! They took it all!"


Bjólf's blood ran cold.


"'They'?"


The man frowned and looked from one to the other. "Moments ago. Vikingr like you." He pointed a shaky hand towards the far end of the village. "You just missed them."


Bjólf and Gunnar stared at each other in disbelief.


"Regroup!" shouted Bjólf, a note of unease in his voice. "And stay close." He grabbed the man roughly by the shoulder, spun him round and shoved him onward.


As the party of men followed the curve of the wide track, adrenaline still pumping, a group of ragged women and children came into view. Several of the women were on their knees. One pulled at her own clothes and wailed hysterically at the sky. Beyond them, a great fire raged. At first, Bjólf could not make out what it was about it that brought back buried memories. Then the wind gusted, carrying a smell of burnt meat and tallow. And he realised. What he had first thought to be thick branches in the huge pile of wood were the twisted limbs of men. Bodies were heaped one upon the other, crackling, spitting, bubbling. Sizzling fat dripped into the earth, bones cracked, body parts popped and spat and sent jets of steam into the smoky air.


"Gods!" breathed Gunnar. "What happened here?" But it was plain to see. Whoever had raided the village had hit them hard and fast. Efficient. Seasoned. Merciless.


On the pyre, something moved - still alive. Bjólf shuddered.


"Is this how you treat your dead here?" said Godwin, barely able to hide the revulsion in his voice. "You should show more respect, give them the proper rites, or they will surely come back to haunt you."


"No! We have to burn them." said the big man. He gesticulated wildly as he spoke and clawed pathetically at Bjólf's sleeve, a hysterical tone to his voice. "We must send them up quickly. To stop them coming back. It can happen. I've heard of it! It's the only way to be sure..."


Some of Bjólf's crew - battle-hardened though they were - were visibly unsettled by the man's words and the weird, grisly scene. But Bjólf knew it was not fear of death or physical threat that got to them. It was something much worse. Something harder to fight.


"This is a bad omen," said Finn.


"Ah, he's lost his wits," said Bjólf dismissively, and spat in the mud. "Do you blame him?" He was well aware there were superstitious men among his crew - warriors and sailors were the worst for that. But he needed to keep them focused. He turned to Gunnar, speaking now so the others could not overhear. "Can you believe this? No raids for years - no one even knowing it was here - then two at once! This is not turning out to be a good day."


Gunnar sighed heavily, surveying the chaos. He could tell by the damage to the bodies that those who hit this place knew exactly what they were doing. And that was not all. "Could've been worse," he said wistfully. Then, after a thoughtful pause, added: "We might've run into him ourselves."


Bjólf eyed him for a moment. "Then you're thinking what I'm thinking..."


Gunnar nodded.


"Grimmsson." Even uttering the name made Bjólf's teeth clench.


"Looks like his work."


"It couldn't be anyone else." Bjólf waved his sword in frustration at the bodies heaped on the crude funeral pyre. "Look at this mess! These peasants are not the sort to resist. But killing five or six straight off as an example... That's his way." Gunnar nudged the big man with his axe. "You! How many were there?"


"More than I've ever seen. Seventy or eighty at least."


"And the sail of their ship - what colour?"


"Red!" wailed the big man, a bubble of snot bursting beneath his nose as he whimpered at the memory. He flung a wild arm past the fire and smoke, where the village broadened out and dipped down to the bank of the northern river, whose waters were clearly visible. "That's where they came... Took everything. Then off upriver. Just like that. They've ruined us!" He fell quivering to his knees.


There was no doubting it, then. For Bjólf, it was yet another reason to detest his rival. Not that he needed one. He hated everything about him. His brutality, his arrogance, his massively inflated ego. And, most of all, that fucking red sail... Only Helgi Grimmsson was possessed of the kind of vanity - not to mention bad taste - to have an entire ship's sail dyed red. The man had too much money and no honour. Unfortunately, he seemed to attract an exceptionally large number of men - all of whom were as dishonourable, foolhardy and dangerous as him. And with the opportunities for freelance operations dwindling as more regions came under the sway of kings, it was becoming increasingly likely that they would run into Grimmsson's sadly far larger vessel. And that, Bjólf knew, was a confrontation that he could not win.


"Got the same tip as us, I reckon," muttered Gunnar.


"And got to it first..." 


"Payback for Roskilde..."


Bjólf stared dejectedly. But, in spite of everything, he was counting his blessings.


 



 



As the vikingr launched their attack, Atli had crept cautiously from his hiding place at the edge of the trees and made his way into the village. Everything that had been so familiar for so long - for his whole life - suddenly seemed strange. A kind of panic gripped him. There was no sign of Yngvar's pig, nor of his fowls. Tools lay here and there, as if suddenly abandoned. He had seen the warriors advance ahead of him, and heard their shouts to one another, seen the disarray as he passed dwellings with their doors swinging open. But nothing had prepared him for the sight that finally greeted him: the spitting flames, the acrid smoke, and the stunned looks on the faces of all gathered there. What had happened here? As he approached, a pair of cowed figures appeared on the track. Bera, her face set in a grim expression, and a younger woman who Atli knew as Úlfrún, her features deathly pale and weirdly blank, as if suddenly deprived of the ability to show emotion. They were dragging something between them on a blanket. A body. As they struggled past dejectedly, the head flopped out from its wrappings, its lifeless eyes seeming to gape at Atli. It was a horrific sight: the right cheek purple and swollen almost beyond recognition from some massive blow, and the lower jaw hanging completely off, swinging horribly as they plodded along.


It was Yngvar.


Atli watched as the women shuffled on towards the fire, Bera's gaze catching his. It seemed to cut through him. He felt sick and confused, not understanding what had happened. As he drew closer to the pyre, through the wafting, bitter smoke, he saw, near to the captain and his big companion, a pitiful figure crouched upon the floor. The man had his head in his hands, but Atli recognised him immediately.


 



 



Bjólf watched Bera and Úlfrún heave the limp body onto the fire, sending a shower of sparks into the air, their faces red from its fierce heat. A blackened skull rolled out of the heap, smoke billowing from its eye sockets.


"Old woman," said Bjólf, a note of pleading in his voice, "why are you doing this? It's madness."


Bera stared back at him and shrugged. "What else can we do?"


He regarded his men, then the villagers. "Well, we'll take some firewood at least. It's better keeping the living warm than the dead."


The big man on the ground looked up, a slightly crazed expression upon his face. "Oh yes, why not?" He laughed, and stood up. "Take it all! Take our homes!" And with that he rushed to the nearest house, trying to pull pieces of wood off it in a frenzy. "Take this! We've no need of it now! Yes! Burn it! Burn it all!" Clawing hopelessly at the solid door and frame, sweat flying off his fevered brow, he succeeded only in tearing off a few meagre strips and several of his fingernails before finally collapsing once again in a sobbing heap. Bjólf and Gunnar watched with a mixture of pity and contempt.


"You can have mine."


Bjólf turned to find the farm boy, standing, arms outstretched, holding his bundle of sticks towards him. The big man on the ground gawped up at the boy in shock, struck dumb. He returned his father's gaze in silence. As boy and man faced each other, the resemblance was suddenly clear. Both Gunnar and Bjólf noted the look that passed between them, and understood.


Bjólf nodded slowly, a flicker of a smile creeping across his face. "Take it back to the ship," he said, packing the boy off with a slap on the shoulder. He looked back once, then ran headlong towards the forest, the bundle under his arm. The boy's father raised his head slowly, tears welling up in his reddened eyes, and held Bjólf's gaze. "A curse on you and all your kind," he said in a hoarse whisper. "May all you've killed return to claim you." And with that, his head fell again.


Bjólf watched him in silence for a moment, then turned to his men, determined to make the best of the dismal situation. "Let's see what we can salvage from this mess and get out of here..." Then he muttered to Gunnar, with a nod towards the father: "... before we all end up as crazy as him..."


Gunnar shrugged. "Maybe he's not so crazy."


Bjólf stopped in his tracks. It seemed Gunnar, for all his old-fashioned ways, still had the capacity to surprise him. "He's throwing his neighbours on a bonfire to prevent them rising from the grave. These are hardly the actions of a sane man. Someone of your religious convictions should at least deplore the lack of ceremony."


"Maybe there's something in his stories."


"Or maybe," said Bjólf dismissively, "he's suffered brain sickness as a result of a serious blow to the head." He turned away once more.


"I'm just saying I've heard of such things, that's all. The dead coming back, I mean."


Bjólf stared back at his friend.


"It was from a merchant..." began Gunnar defensively, his face reddening. "Last time in Hedeby." He raised his hands in an apologetic gesture. "I'm only telling you what he said." Bjólf looked from Gunnar's face to those of his men in amazement. One or two gruffly acknowledged Gunnar's words.


"I met a man last month who said he'd seen it with his own eyes," said Godwin. "South of here. Dead men walking. Refused to put ashore, even though his crew was parched. Face was white as a swan's back when he told me."


"Everyone's heard tales of draugr," added Úlf. "And more often, of late."


"Tell me you don't believe all this," said Bjólf. "Stories to scare children!"


"The people there told of fire-drakes flying in the air, and the sea boiling - terrible portents." Godwin added.


Magnus stared at the pyre, its flames glinting in his eye. "The gospels tell of such things." A few men murmured in agreement. "They say that when the dead return, it is a sign of the coming Apocalypse. The end of all things."


Gunnar nodded solemnly. "Ragnarók."


Bjólf looked from face to face in silence. "Horseshit! Will you listen to yourselves? The dead coming back! You sound like old women! One bad raid and suddenly you're doubting everything." They stood, heads hanging, like chastised infants. He pointed at them with his sword, sweeping it slowly from one side to the other. "We've seen more death than most. Never yet has someone I've put down with my sword got up again." He fixed his steely eyes on each one of them in turn. "So, tell me, has any one of you, ever, in your whole life, and with your own eyes, seen a dead man walk?"


Magnus shuffled his feet uncomfortably. "I know it's in your bible-book, Brother Magnus..." said Bjólf irritably, not looking at him. "But actually seen..."


None spoke, their eyes cast down. Bjólf turned on Gunnar.


"And you, of all people, should know better than to listen to merchants' tales. They spend half their time going to places that are just like everywhere else, and the other half inventing things designed to make them sound more exotic."


"Like 'rich pickings' you mean?" grumbled Gunnar.


Under normal circumstances, Bjólf - rarely at a loss for words - would have countered Gunnar's comment with an even more withering reply. It was the kind of exchange upon which their relationship was largely based - a relationship only made possible by an underlying, mutual respect. But just now, he seemed not to have registered Gunnar's words. His mind was elsewhere, his expression changed, distant. Beneath his helm, a frown creased his brow. "Coming back..." he muttered to himself. Gunnar looked at him, puzzled. 


"You say the raiders who came before us went upriver? What is upriver?" Bjólf shook Atli's father roughly by his shoulders. The man just stared at him, vacantly. "They went upriver to see if there was anything more worth having. Is there? What is upriver?" 


"Nothing." Bera stepped forward, her head raised, her gaze unwavering. "Water. A bend in the river. Then rocks."


"Rocks?"


"A ford. Beyond the fells." She waved her hand vaguely at the eastern horizon.


"Deep enough for a ship?"


"Only if you have a crew happy to drag it."


Bjólf and Gunnar looked at each other.


"It's fully-laden," said Bjólf. "They won't be dragging that ship over any rocks."


Gunnar's expression became one of slow realisation. "They're coming back..."


"We have to get out of here."


In haste, they turned to leave, Bjólf rallying his men to him. As they did so, Gunnar glanced back towards the river. His face fell.


"Too late."
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