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  CHAPTER ONE


  29 November 1062


  IT WAS THE BEGINNING OF THE END-TIMES.


  Black snow stung the face of the young man. Skidding knee-deep down the white-blanketed slope, he squinted in the face of the blizzard as he struggled to discern a path through the wild countryside of high hills and dense forest. On his tongue, the bitter taste confirmed his fears: ashes, caught up in the swirling white flakes. He was too late. Beneath the howl of the gale, he could now hear the roar of the fires ahead, and he glimpsed the billowing dark cloud just above the ridge while at his back came the bestial call and response of the hunting party, drawing closer as he tired. From hell into hell.


  With numb fingers, Alric pulled his coarse woolen cloak tightly over his black cowled habit, but his teeth still rattled, as much from fear as from cold. He was barely into his eighteenth year, his face as yet unlined by life’s strife. Hazel-colored hair hung wet and lank against his thin face, his tonsure already growing out, and black rings lay under his hollow eyes. At that moment, the security and peace of the monastery at Jarrow seemed to belong in the memory of another, more innocent person, one uncorrupted by searing despair. He thought of his mother and father, who had sent him to the monastery as a child for a life in service to God. What would they think if they knew how badly he had let them down?


  Shrieking like lost souls, ravens rose in a cloud from the spindly trees as he staggered up the next slope. His breath burned in his chest and his joints ached, but he drove himself on, grabbing branches to drag himself through the drifts. As the blizzard eased, he saw there was no way to hide his path. Across the desolate white landscape, his footprints trailed behind him for miles, leading the raiders directly to him.


  At the top of the ridge, Alric made the mistake of glancing back. Silhouetted against the gray sky on the hilltop a half-mile behind him was death incarnate, Harald Redteeth, the battleaxe Grim gripped in his right hand, a spear in his left. The Viking paused only briefly, the wind whipping his cloak, before plunging down the hillside into the trees. Like a pack of wolves, his men swept over the hilltop behind him, silent now, sensing that their prey was close.


  Frantically, Alric crested the ridge, only to fall to his knees in the snow in shock when he saw the devastation heaped upon the village he had made his home.


  A black pall covered the clearing in the forest as flames blazed from every timber-and-thatch dwelling in Gedley. Only the crackle of the fire and the hungry cawing of the birds could be heard; no pleas for help, no cries from mothers searching for children or from defiant men raging against their suffering. Nor was there any sign of the ones Harald Redteeth had sent on ahead.


  My fault, Alric thought, before angry self-loathing overwhelmed his guilt. All my fault!


  Throwing himself down the incline, he picked up speed, his weary legs pumping out of control until he stumbled and fell, crashing against the boundary post next to the stream.


  Hair, clothes, and eyelashes white, he hauled himself to his feet and ran into the trees, calling the names of every inhabitant of Gedley one after the other. There was no response.


  He might as well have set fire to the houses himself, plunged a spear into the chest of every man, woman, and child. Could God forgive him? Could he ever forgive himself? Lost in the choking smoke, he wondered if he should stop running, let Harald Redteeth kill him too. He deserved his fate.


  The monk cried out in shock as the floating figure of a man loomed out of the acrid fog, arms outstretched like the Lord upon the cross, eyes wide and staring. A moment later, Alric realized that the man was dead, and one stumbling step forward revealed that the body was suspended in the thorny branches of a hawthorn tree. Wild hair and beard, both stained a deep blue, formed a fierce halo above a rusted hauberk that bore the marks of many strikes. Pink scars from battles past crisscrossed the arms and face. Alric’s gaze skittered to a vision of butchery, and he reeled backward, sickened: the carcass had been ripped from sternum to groin and the throat slashed, as if one killing had not been enough. Blood spattered the snow at the foot of the tree.


  The slaughtered man was not one of the Gedley villagers, Alric saw. For six months, the monk had broken bread with every one of them while ministering to their needs, and this was a fighting man, not a farmer. He could only guess it was one of Harald Redteeth’s raiders.


  But who had taken his life? The men of Gedley were not warriors.


  Baffled, he fought to order his thoughts, and stumbled on through the smoke. Fifty paces farther on, he cried out again. A severed head had been rammed on to the top of a boundary post, the neck cut clean across. A raven gripped the thick brown hair and pecked at one of the white eyes. Alric felt his throat tighten in mounting panic. Could this be another of the Viking’s men? Northumbria was a lawless place, but never had he witnessed such brutality. Dizzy, he recalled the villagers’ hearthside tales of the wicked wuduwasa that roamed the haunted woods, gnawing on raw bones, and the shadow-spirits that waited among the trees for the unwary traveler. The monk crossed himself to ward off any watching evil.


  But then the roar of the inferno wrenched him back to Gedley, and he blinked back hot tears of shame. Let the Viking and his men come; his own life no longer mattered if he could save just one survivor. But even though he shielded his face, the inferno seared his throat and drove him back. Falling to his knees in frustration, he began to sob.


  When the racking had subsided, he raised his eyes to heaven and began to mutter a prayer for forgiveness. He caught a flash of movement on the periphery of his vision, but the smoke swallowed up whatever was there almost as quickly as it had appeared. His heart pattered. Another fleeting movement followed, and then another.


  The instinct for self-preservation finally overcame him. Scrambling to his feet, he staggered away from the fire toward, he hoped, a path that led deep into the shadowy safety of the forest.


  A cry rang out, followed by a response farther away.


  Alric blanched. They had found him.


  Running wildly, he tripped over a tree root and sprawled across the frozen ground, cracking his head and grazing his cheek. He knew he did not deserve to live, but he did not want to die. The conundrum brought another bout of sobs, but they died in his throat when he raised himself up from the snow.


  The dew-pond on the edge of the village was now a lake of blood.


  On the far side of the hollow lay the bodies of the villagers, hacked to death and heaped high as if they were firewood, their blood draining into the churned-up slush. Appalled, Alric gazed at the hellish scene until a sound behind him made him spin round; too late. Brandishing a bloodstained spear, one of the hunting band loomed out of the smoke, his wiry hair and thick beard frosted with snow. His hate-filled eyes blazed.


  “Who are you?” Alric croaked.


  “You know,” the Viking said with a broken-toothed grin.


  Alric did: the one the ravens followed, the bony figure with the scythe who cut down all men; his own personal end.


  Thrusting his hand into the monk’s cloak, the warrior hauled him up and cuffed him so hard that Alric saw stars. When his head cleared, he found himself back on the frozen ground staring into the lake of blood.


  Something moved just beneath the surface.


  At first he thought it was just ripples caused by the icy wind, but then a bubble broke the sticky surface and then another. A figure rose from the depths, slaked red from head to toe.


  “The Devil!” Alric gasped.


  CHAPTER TWO


  “NO DEVIL.” THE BLOODY APPARITION GRINNED AT THE MONK, who recoiled from whatever he saw in the gore-stained face. “I am Hereward.”


  As he emerged from his hiding place, Hereward swept his sword in an arc that sent scarlet droplets showering across the snow. The Viking stepped away from Alric, his lips curling back from his teeth, and raised his own weapon. Hereward felt a rush of euphoria. Too slow, Hereward thought. He could see the questions turning over in the other warrior’s face, the hint of unease in his eyes. Still trying to make sense of what he was seeing, the Northman swayed off balance, awkwardly preparing to thrust his spear.


  Stepping over the whimpering monk, Hereward cleaved the Viking’s spear haft in two and followed through with another two-handed slice. At the last moment, the Viking lurched back a step so that the sword merely raised a trail of golden sparks from his mail shirt instead of carving him open. Losing his balance, he crashed down to one knee.


  “He is defenseless,” the monk stuttered.


  “Good.” Hereward angled his sword above the mail shirt and drove it into the man’s chest until the tip protruded from his back. The Northman gurgled, eyes frozen wide in shock. When Hereward withdrew the blade, hot blood trailed from the body where it had been opened to the air.


  “You did not have to kill him,” the monk said, aghast.


  “He would have killed you without a second thought. And he helped slaughter all of them.” Hereward nodded to the pile of villagers’ bodies.


  Croaking, the dying warrior tried to call out to his comrades. Hereward hacked off his head with one blow and picked it up by the hair, studying it with contempt for a moment before hurling it deep into the forest.


  “What are you?” the monk said in disgust.


  “Your savior.” Hereward felt the ecstasy of the kill already begin to ebb, and the resonant voice inside him called out for more blood. It throbbed in his head, in his very bones, the hungry urging of the thing that had lived with him since he was a boy. For a moment, he listened for the sound of approaching feet. They were hard and cold like their northern home, these mercenaries, he thought, and seasoned by battle. They would not be deterred by sentiment or fear. He had ghosted out of the trees to kill the stragglers when they put the village to the torch, glimpsed by the others only in passing, and he knew that a one-on-one fight would be no contest. But if they came in force, he would be at a disadvantage. “They’ll find us soon,” he murmured, trying to pierce the dense smoke. “I counted another four here. Probably more on the way.”


  “Yes … there are.”


  “Then you have a choice: stay here and be food for the ravens, or come with me.” He could see that the monk found both options equally abhorrent, and with a shrug he prowled into the frozen wood. He hadn’t gone far when he heard the sound of the monk scrambling to catch up.


  “Tell me you did not murder any of the villagers.” Anger laced the monk’s voice, but he was fighting back tears of grief.


  “I did not.”


  “You are not from Gedley. What fight do you have with Redteeth’s band?”


  “Redteeth? That is their leader’s name?” Hereward shrugged, wiping the sticky drips from his brow. “I am a man of Mercia. I was resting here in the village on my journey to Eoferwic. When the Northmen started their slaughtering, they made the error of trying to kill me too.” Hereward thought back to the moment when, bleary-eyed from sleep, he had emerged from the house into the din of the attack. The raiding party roamed among the blazing houses, cutting down anyone who crossed their path. His first thought had been that the men who had pursued him from the court in London had finally caught up with him. Then, as he prepared to run, he had glimpsed a woman crying out as an axe split her skull, a small child sobbing at her side. The vision had disinterred memories of two other women lying at his feet, their dead eyes staring blankly up at him. In an instant, his murderous rage had boiled up, and after that he remembered only the iron scent of blood, the crack of bone, and the throat-rending screams that followed the dance of his sword.


  Away in the fog of burning echoed the sound of running feet and a cry of alarm, quickly answered. The Viking’s headless body had been discovered, Hereward surmised. He grabbed the monk by the arm and hauled him on. “Battle with your conscience when you are not in danger of having your head removed.”


  Alric stumbled along behind Hereward on weary legs. “They will not give up until they find us. Harald Redteeth can track a man through woodland far thicker than this”


  “Quiet,” Hereward snapped. “If you are planning to babble all the time, I will leave you behind.”


  The monk glared at him. “Harald Redteeth will not rest until we are dead.”


  “And I will not rest until he is dead. Choose your side now. Only one of us will be left standing when this business is done.”


  With the angry bellows of the raiders drawing closer, Hereward darted among the tangle of oaks and ash trees without waiting for a response. Cutting round a rocky outcrop that would hide them from their pursuers for a while, he plunged down a bank into a freezing stream, the exhausted monk struggling along close behind. The warrior felt his feet turn to ice in his leather shoes, but the discomfort was a small price to pay to ensure that no trail would be left to mark their passage.


  As they splashed along, the monk gasped, “My name is Alric. My home is the monastery at Jarrow, but I have journeyed far and wide to spread God’s word.”


  “God seems to have forsaken this place.” Hereward could see that the monk would be a burden in the coming battle. He weighed the advantages of clouting the cleric unconscious and leaving him for the hunting party to find.


  “What are you thinking?” Alric wheezed.


  “Ask me in a little while.”


  Where the stream cascaded down a tumble of rocks, the warrior grasped a branch to lever himself out of the water. He hesitated, studying Alric for a moment before reaching out to help him. Stooping to cup his hands in the icy water, he swilled some of the blood away to reveal streaks of long blond hair and a strong jaw. His eyes were a piercing pale blue. As the caked gore sluiced off, the blue-black marks of the warrior were uncovered on his upper arms, spirals and circles made by punching ashes into the skin with an awl. He saw the monk eyeing the gold rings of a man of status round his forearms and biceps, but he was not about to satisfy the curiosity he discerned in his companion’s eyes.


  The monk relaxed a little when he could see that Hereward was not the devil he had first perceived. “You are not a common thief. You have had some tutoring,” he remarked. “I can hear it in your voice.”


  “No questions.”


  “I would know what monster I accompany,” Alric said defiantly.


  Hereward turned and pressed his blade against the monk’s neck. “Any more, and I will gut you with my sword Brainbiter.”


  “You would kill a man of God?”


  “I would kill anyone.” The Mercian fixed his pale eyes on Alric.


  “You do not scare me,” Alric said, blinking away tears.


  Ignoring him, Hereward glanced back along the stream. He absorbed the thinning light and the intensifying blizzard and knew that without shelter they would soon freeze to death. “They will be here soon,” he said, turning to look into the darkening depths of the forest ahead. “How far to the next village?”


  “Half a day, at least. We will never survive the night.”


  “Is there any other shelter?”


  Alric hesitated. “There is a woman who lives alone near here. She is wicce.”


  “Which way?”


  “No!” Alric protested. “She carries out necromancies and enchantments and divinations. She is a heathen who denies the Paternoster and the Creed.”


  As the shouts of their pursuers began to follow the path of the stream, Hereward grabbed Alric’s shoulders and shook him. “We do what we do to survive. You would rather die than break bread with a heathen?”


  Snapping from the strain, Alric launched himself at the warrior, punching and kicking, spittle flying from his mouth as he raged. “None of this matters. They will pursue us until we drop from exhaustion! We are already dead!”


  “Yes. We are. All of us.” Hereward swung his fist into the monk’s jaw and knocked him cold.


  Dragging his companion across the snow and rocks to a broad oak tree, the warrior stripped off his own blood-sodden woolen tunic and leggings and used them to bind the monk to the bole. Once he was done, he tucked his leather pouch containing coin and a knife behind a rock. Naked, he flexed his muscles so that the blue whorls that covered his torso rippled in the fading light, and then he bellowed. A moment of silence ended in an abrupt crashing in the frozen undergrowth as Redteeth’s men raced toward the sound.


  Hereward bounded off into the growing gloom.


  The monk must have come round in time to see him disappear into the trees, for the warrior heard Alric roar, “Monster! You are the Devil!”
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  From his hiding place, Hereward watched two of the Viking mercenaries skid down the snowy bank to arrive beside Alric, one clutching an axe, the other a spear. Two more followed, wearing helmets and well-worn mail. “It is only the monk,” the one with the axe said. “The other has fled.”


  “He left me here to slow you down!” Alric shouted. “Pursue him! He is only a moment or two ahead!”


  Hereward spied the two helmeted raiders following his trail; their time would come first. The Viking with the spear turned to Alric. “Your debt can only be repaid with blood.”


  “Harald will want to take that payment himself!” Alric replied bitterly.


  “I will take your head back to him. He will be pleased with that … and reward me fully.”


  Hereward saw Alric close his eyes and call on the Lord to save his soul. As the prayer whispered out on the wind, the Mercian was already circling round the two men trudging along his trail. When they separated to widen their search, he struck, allowing one blood-chilling scream to echo among the trees.


  The monk’s two remaining tormentors laughed. “Your friend is dead,” one of them said.


  “He is not my friend!” Alric snapped. “He is nothing but a beast.”


  Nearby, the dead man’s companion crashed through the undergrowth, each guttural curse a testament to the fear he now felt. Once again, Hereward struck with efficiency, delaying the killing blow just enough to draw out another cry. It rang above the gale whipping through the branches.


  Slipping back to where he could observe the monk and the two remaining raiders, Hereward saw that the Vikings’ faces were drawn; their humor had drained away. The mercenary with the axe made to venture into the trees, but his comrade caught his arm to hold him back.


  Letting his chin fall on to his chest, Alric whispered, “He is the Devil.”


  Ignoring the cold, Hereward waited, watching the fear rise in the two warriors. They raised their weapons as they circled the monk, searching for an attack from any direction. Long moments passed with only the howl of the wind and the blast of the snow. The darkness slipped among the trees and enveloped them.


  Finally, Hereward moved from his hiding place. Knotted together by their long hair, the heads of the two Vikings arced from the shadows, twisting and turning to crash into the snow with a splatter of blood at the feet of the raiders.


  Overcome with rage at the slaughter of his comrades, the raider with the axe roared his battle cry and raced forward. The warning from the other Northman came too late.


  Spectral in the gloom, Hereward stepped from behind a spreading oak and swung his sword into the back of the raider’s neck. Before the Viking had even hit the ground, the naked, blood-streaked Hereward bounded toward the final mercenary. Hereward felt the rush of his bloodlust engulf him. The world diminished to his opponent’s eyes and the dance of blades.


  The Northman ducked the first strike, though it drove him back. A storm of iron, Hereward’s sword hacked right and left: high, for the shoulder blade; horizontally, toward the ribcage. Struggling to stand his ground, the wild-haired mercenary dodged each blow and tried to bring his own weapon to bear.


  For several minutes, the two men battled around Alric, fighting to keep their feet on the treacherous ground. Lost to his wild passion, Hereward failed to account for the deepening snow. Cursing, he went down on one knee. The mercenary saw his opening and thrust his spear.


  Hereward threw himself to one side, bringing up his left fist into the warrior’s groin. As the Viking doubled over in agony, the English warrior jumped up and rammed his knee into his opponent’s face. The mercenary crashed backward, unconscious.


  Hereward heaved a deep breath. As his vision cleared, the whispers in his head fell silent and his rage subsided. He moved to release the monk.


  “They could have killed me! You did not know I would still be alive when you returned!” Alric shouted.


  “No, I did not.” The warrior waved a dismissive hand as if swatting a fly. “You seem to believe that I care whether you live or die.”


  Once Alric was free, Hereward stripped off the unconscious warrior’s mail shirt, tunic, and breeches and dressed in them. His arms and legs felt numb from the cold, but the feeling would return soon enough. Using the blood-soaked garments that had secured the monk, he tied the naked mercenary to the tree.


  Alric slumped onto a fallen trunk, head in hands, repeating a short prayer in a tone of wrenching desolation.


  “Do not pray for me: I am long since damned,” Hereward muttered as he checked the tightness of the knots.


  “I am not praying for you.” With red-rimmed eyes, the monk leveled a haunted look in the direction of Gedley.


  The Mercian could see that his companion was troubled by more than the deaths of the villagers. “Who pays the Northmen? And why are they hunting for you?”


  The young monk wiped the snot from his nose with the back of his hand. “No questions,” he parroted.


  Hereward shrugged. “Then we both have our secrets.”


  Shuddering from the cold, the mercenary started to come round. The English warrior reclaimed his leather pouch from behind the rock and removed his bone-handled knife. With his thumb, he checked the edge for sharpness.


  Uneasily, Alric looked up from his prayers. “What are you going to do?”


  “I am going to flay the skin from him as I would a deer. And either his cries will draw Harald Redteeth toward us where I can butcher him, too, or they will drive him away,” Hereward said.


  In horror, Alric jumped up. “You cannot do such a thing.”


  “Fear is what drives all men in this world. Those who wield it, win.”


  “No,” the monk urged. “Love.”


  Hereward laughed. “When the Northmen first sailed to England in their dragon ships, they defeated us by instilling fear, so we are told. They sacked your monasteries and raped our women and we English ran like whipped dogs. The good Christian folk frighten the heathens to drive them from the land. And your own God threatens you with the Devil and the burning fires of hell if you stray from the path of righteousness.”


  “What has made you like this?”


  The mercenary moaned as he came to his senses. When Hereward leaned over him with the knife, the scream tore from his throat before the cold metal had even been pressed to his skin.


  Alric shouted over the din, “You rise from the blood of innocents. You kill, without guilt, as if you have no soul. I ask you againwhat made you like this?”


  “God made me like this.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE BLOOD-CHILLING SCREAM RIPPED THROUGH THE NIGHT- shrouded forest, growing shriller and more intense with each passing moment until it no longer sounded human. For that, Harald Redteeth’s men gave thanks, for they could pretend it was some wild animal or fearsome monster hunting among the trees. But when it rolled on as though it would never end, they bowed their heads and clutched at their ears, unable to extinguish their visions of the suffering their comrade was enduring.


  Harald Redteeth listened impassively to the agonized sound. Harald was a mercenary who took the coin of any man, be he merchant, thegn, or king, who wanted death dealt quickly and harshly, and his appearance underscored his fearsome reputation. From the eye-holes of his axe-dented helmet, his black, distended pupils reflected the dancing flames of Gedley. His wild hair and beard were stained red by the dyes his people made from the hedgerow berries, his coarse woolen cloak hanging over furs greased with lamb fat that kept out the cold. And underneath those, he wore his battle-scarred mail, rusted and bloodstained, and a sweat-reeking tunic. The skulls of birds and woodland animals swung from the hauberk on leather strips. At his side hung his axe, Grim.


  “There is still time to save him,” Ivar, his second in command, muttered.


  “He died long ago,” Redteeth replied. “What you hear are the echoes as his spirit leaves his body.”


  Ivar wrapped his woolen cloak around him against the blizzard as he sifted through every brutal campaign and bloody raid he had experienced for something that sickened him more. “Why doesn’t the bastard just slit his throat and be done with it?”


  “He is trying to draw us out, into the forest, at night, where he has the advantage.”


  “And the monk?”


  “The tracks show that he went with the stranger. If that is true, he could be dead by now, or he will be soon. We will search for his body at first light.”


  The scream continued to plumb the depths of agony. Listening intently, Harald Redteeth noted a melody that no others heard, the song of life that throbbed behind the surface of everything, with a heartbeat for a drum to keep the steady pace until the song came to its end. He began to whistle along. Ivar gave a troubled sideways glance and took an unconscious step away.


  The monk was business, easily dealt with for the handful of coin, but the stranger was intriguing, Harald ruminated. Who was this warrior who fought with such brutality and passion? And why had he decided to involve himself in a matter that did not concern him?


  We are the law here, Redteeth said to himself. We decide who survives and who dies. The stranger will not leave Northumbria alive.


  Absently, he held out an open hand. Ivar delved into his pouch and handed over a small number of the dried toadstools. Carefully, Redteeth examined the scarlet caps dotted with white, and the large creamy gills.


  “It is the Blod-Monath,” he said thoughtfully. “We have made our sacrifices as our forefathers did, but the Blood-Month demands more. This winter is earlier and harder than most, and now this stranger.… I would know what it all means.” He paused. “There is talk among the seers of an ending. Omens … portents.…”


  “Is this the Fimbulwinter before the great battle that heralds Ragnarök and the end of everything?” Ivar asked, unsettled.


  “Perhaps. Even the Christians see the omens too.”


  “They say a raven spoke to Earl Tostig, and he blanched and hid himself away in his hall, and refused to tell anyone what the bird said,” Ivar remembered with a shudder.


  Redteeth popped one large and one small toadstool into his mouth. “We will make camp here, where there will be warmth to see us through the night. Leave me now, for I journey far beyond Midgard to the shores of the great black sea. If I die before I return, you will take the lead.”


  Nodding, Ivar walked away, bellowing to the others to set up camp. They all knew the dangers of the ritual Redteeth had embarked on. Sometimes the spirits did not allow the traveler to return with the knowledge he had gained along the shores of that vast sea, or in the dense, endless forest of the night. But Redteeth had wrestled with the powers on more than one occasion, and he had always returned unscathed, with the words of the Vættir still ringing in his ears.


  The ritual was important, Redteeth thought with fervent passion. The old ways were dying out. The Christians now dominated his homeland, praying in the churches and proclaiming the way of their One True God. But his father had taken him into the woods when he was a boy and told him the meaning of the silver hammer charm he wore on a thong round his neck. The man had cut young Harald’s thumb with his knife and they had shared blood, and then, together, they had butchered a wild-eyed pony with their axes and smeared its essence on their faces. As they sat beside the campfire, the boy had learned that the same ritual had been conducted by his father’s father and his father, and so on back to when the first man and woman were birthed from the armpit of the frost giant Ymir. The Viking spat. The past was who you wereyou could not trade it for a new life.


  Leaving the others behind, he made his way to the rim of the blood-filled dew-pond. While he waited for his journey to begin, he squatted on the edge of the pool and peered into the depths.


  Time passed. The roaring of the fire diminished, and the screaming ended suddenly and starkly. Even the wind dropped so that there was only a comforting silence with the snow falling all around. It was a sign. The guides had heard him.


  Nausea came first but passed quickly, followed by a sweat that froze upon his forehead. When it cleared, a deep, abiding peace descended.


  Turning to the flickering flames on the embers of what had been the village he saw faces watching him. The Vættir were stirring.


  “I will never let the past die,” he told them.


  Through the stark branches of the swaying trees, he glimpsed the alfar, moving out from their homes in the deep wood. Their eyes glowed with an inner light that spoke of the land across the sea.


  “Through blood and fire, I will keep the dreams of my ancestors alive,” he told them.


  A moment of tension fell across the area, and Redteeth felt that a presence had arrived, although he could not see it. A voice rang out, clear and loud in the depths of his head: “Come with me to the shores of the great black sea and I will tell you many secrets. I will tell you of the End-Times that are coming, and the stranger, and the part he will play in it.”


  The Viking mercenary looked round until his gaze alighted on a raven squatting on one of the corpses on the other side of the bloody dew-pond. For a moment, the carrion bird fixed a beady black eye upon him; and then it took wing, high into the falling snow and the night.


  Redteeth’s head filled with blood and fire, and he joined it.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  “RUN!” HEREWARD BARKED AS HE PROPELLED ALRIC THROUGH the white forest. Their hot breath clouded in the bitter night air, and the crunch of their footsteps matched the pounding of their hearts.


  A howl rolled out away to their left, echoed by another off to their right. The wolf pack closed.


  Weaving among the oaks and ash trees, the two men slid down banks, leaped rocks, and stumbled through patches of brown fern. In places, the forest path lay hidden beneath a thick covering of snow, and Alric appeared too dazed to search for landmarks.


  “He was a man,” he whispered as they ran, his puffy, tear-stained face filled with horror. “One of God’s creations. What you did to him was an abomination.”


  “It saved your life.”


  “My life is no more valuable than his.” Wild-eyed, Alric grabbed his companion’s arm and dragged him to a halt. “How could you see such agony and still continue?”


  Glancing into the gloom, Hereward glimpsed gray ghosts, the only sound the soft patter of their paws when the wind dropped. He thrust the monk into a clear channel among the trees, only to find their way barred by another stream. “You are rightyour life is no more valuable than his,” he snapped. “If I did not need you to lead me to shelter, I would leave you out here to fend for yourself.”


  Alric leveled a determined eye. “You must pay for your crimes.”


  “And what will you do? Strike me with a Bible?” A flash of gray against the white; low, circling. Another. “Now find the path to the wicce house, or we both will die.”


  “Perhaps that is for the best. I earn my redemption by keeping a monster like you from the world.”


  Hereward felt his anger rise. He should have left the whining youth for dead and been done with it. Drawing his sword, he backed against an oak. “Pray for yourself, then. I will not go so easily.”


  Alric hesitated. Hereward watched conflicting emotions play out across the monk’s face. With an anguished cry, Alric whirled until he located a tree that he recognized. He jabbed a trembling finger. “That way!” he said with fury. “And may God forgive me for my weakness!”


  Hereward ran alongside the stream toward the tree, but he already knew it was futile. He couldn’t see the house anywhere in the forest dark, and the wolves would be close, following the meaty stink of the blood that covered him.


  He jumped over a fallen trunk and found himself skidding down a bank into a hollow clogged with brambles and the remnants of another downed tree. By the time he realized it was the worst possible position, the wolves had lined the edge of the hollow, their silhouettes stark against the snow.


  “Damn them!” he snarled at Alric as the monk rolled down the bank into a deep drift. “It appears that God has granted your prayers!”


  Hacking his way through the vegetation into the center of the hollow, he began a slow turn, watching for the first attack. He suspected that at least ten beasts were moving around the rim; there could be more beyond.


  Alric cried out as the first wolf leaped. An instant later, all the predators surged forward. As fast as the snarling beasts, Hereward flashed his sword back and forth, chopping down two before he was engulfed in a mass of snapping jaws. He fought with fist and elbow, slashing with his sword whenever he managed to free himself enough to swing. Blood smeared his torn flesh as he reeled from the ferocity of the attack.


  Three more wolves fell in quick succession, disemboweled. Before Hereward could catch his breath, another leaped for his throat. Throwing himself to one side, he felt its jaws latch on to his upper arm. He ignored the pain and lunged for the beast’s neck. Clamping his teeth on the wet fur, he tore out its throat. A gush of arterial blood soaked his face as the wolf fell away, thrashing and turning across the hollow in its death throes.


  He glimpsed the terrified monk crammed into a space beneath the roots of the fallen tree, but then the remaining wolves attacked as one. He sliced through two with rapid slashes of Brainbiter and shattered the skull of the third, but the final wolf caught him wrong-footed. The force of its attack propelled him backward into the brambles, and as he hit the icy ground his sword flew from his hand.


  The wolf fell on him in an instant. Straining, he managed to hold its snapping jaws an inch away from his throat, but he felt his strength ebbing.


  From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Alric scrambling from his hiding place and bounding up the side of the hollow. At the top, the monk paused to look back, his expression dark, and then he hurled himself over the rim and away.


  The wolf drove its jaws closer and closer to Hereward’s face. Hot breath blasted against him, saliva splashed his flesh. His arms trembled. All he could see were those cold, jeweled eyes moving nearer, until they filled his entire vision.


  A sudden impact smashed the wolf’s head to one side. Hereward recoiled in shock. When he had gathered himself, he saw the beast lying on the bloodstained snow, its skull caved in. A large bloody rock lay beside it.


  Alric stood nearby, hands on his knees as he caught his breath. He exchanged a glance with Hereward, but all he could manage was a nod.


  “Why?” Hereward asked as he got to his knees, searching for his sword in the snow.


  “Because I am better than you,” Alric gasped. “And because I rise to the purpose God gave me.”


  Hereward reached out a hand to be helped to his feet, but the monk only looked at it before pulling himself back up the side of the hollow. “I am not your keeper,” he said.


  Using his sword to help him, Hereward levered himself up the slope. Blood flowed from numerous tears in his flesh, but none of them appeared so serious that he would not be able to survive until they reached shelter. Deep in troubled thought, Alric waited for him beyond the edge of the hollow.


  “Do not think that because you saved my life I am now in debt to you,” Hereward said.


  “No, you would sacrifice me in a moment if it served your purpose. I am not blind.” Alric glanced at the red splatters trailing in the other man’s wake. “You are providing a clear path for any other wolves out there. We should move quickly now.”


  They continued their journey in silence, Alric searching for landmarks, Hereward using his sword to support him. The blizzard whipped up until they could barely see more than three feet in front of them. The warrior felt it grow colder still, and he knew it would only be a matter of time before the warm-sleep took them.


  “Have I put my trust in a fool only to pay for it with my life?” he said.


  “Your life is mine now to do with as I please,” Alric snapped. He came to a sudden halt, peering through the lashing branches. “Thereis that a house?”


  As Hereward followed the monk’s pointing finger, more howling rose up at their backs. Shoving Alric forward, Hereward limped behind him as fast as he could manage. He had not fled the dogs of the King’s court and fought his way across half England to die in the snow as food for wolves. The two men clambered over rocks and fallen trees, mounds of snow drifting on them from the branches they disturbed. The crashing of the wolves in the undergrowth drew steadily nearer.


  Just when Hereward was convinced Alric had been mistaken, a low wattle-and-daub-walled house with a thatched roof loomed out of the night, so ramshackle that it appeared on the point of collapse. Set as it was deep in the surrounding trees and rocky outcrops, it almost appeared a natural part of the forest.


  The monk pounded frantically on the wooden door until he heard a voice on the other side. “Go away.”


  “Please,” he begged. “The wolves are coming.”


  After a moment, the door swung open a few inches and Alric and Hereward barged into the smoky interior. Hereward slammed the door with his shoulder and dropped the latch. Resting his forehead against the rough timber, he felt the last of his strength draining away.


  “Go now! I will have no churchman in my house!” From the gloom of the single room, a woman lashed out at Alric with a broom made from hazel switches. Her cheeks were hollow and her hair hung lank and gray, but she struck with such a fierce strength that the monk fell to the mud floor.


  Hereward lurched forward and stopped the next swing of the broom with one hand. “Hold.”


  Eyes blazing, the woman looked the blood-smeared warrior up and down.


  “We will pay you well for shelter,” he said, jangling the pouch. “Till sunrise, and then we will be away.”


  “Not him.” She pointed a quavering finger at Alric. “His kind have tormented us for generation upon generation. First they come with smiles, then they come with scowls, finally they come with sticks and spears.”


  “If he troubles you, I will clout him myself.” Hereward rested against the door for support. He regretted becoming involved in this business. It was a distraction, and now here he was, weakened and wounded, with miles still to go to Eoferwic. He knew he would never reach the town on his own.


  “Who are you, coming here like a butcher?” the woman said.


  “My name is Hereward, and I thank you for your help. The monk goes by the name Alric. Let us sleep on your floor till dawn and we will be gone.”


  “How do I know you won’t kill me and steal all I own?”


  Hereward looked round at the almost bare room, at the bed of straw next to the fire, and the few meager cooking pots. Bunches of dried herbs were stacked along one wall. He smelled the sweet aroma of lavender and sorrel. His gaze shifted to dangling skulls large and smallbadger, rabbit, mouse, sheepsuspended on fiber strips.


  “Because you are a witch and you will curse us!” Alric shouted, scrambling to his feet.


  “Yes!” The woman pointed her bony finger at him again; he backed away a step.


  Sighing, Hereward grabbed Alric and manhandled him against the grubby wall. “We are seeking shelter for the night,” he hissed. “Do not ruin it with your stupid ways. Or would you rather I killed her and be done with it?”


  Alric looked from Hereward to the woman, his brow furrowing with concern. “Very well,” he whispered.


  From his pouch, Hereward plucked a silver penny which he tossed to the woman. “Payment for one night. Fair?”


  The woman took it eagerly and nodded. “There is bread,” she said. “And water. I have herbs which will help your wounds heal.” She indicated a corner of the room away from the hearth. “Make your bed there, but know I sleep with one eye open.”


  The two men gathered some filthy straw from a pile and scattered it against the wall. The bitter cold still reached through the hard-packed floor and the thin wattle wall, but the fire offered some comfort, and at least they were out of the biting wind. After Hereward had rinsed his wounds with water, the woman ground up some herbs in a crucible and mixed them with a handful of pig fat for him to apply to the gashes. It stung at first, but soon all his injuries felt pleasingly numb.


  During the application of the balm, Alric sat in a daze, hands hugged around his knees. Once the woman had lain down and was snoring loudly, he asked, “Where do we go from here?”


  “I know where I go,” Hereward replied. “To Eoferwic.”


  “I could return to the monastery and seek sanctuary, but.…” The monk’s words tailed off.


  “You will have to confess your sins.”


  Alric glared at the warrior until he saw that Hereward was not making a point, and then his shoulders sagged. “I cannot go back. I cannot stay here. Harald Redteeth will not cease in his endeavors until he finds me.”


  Clutching his bloodstained knife tightly against him, Hereward laid down his head. Exhaustion filled him, and it would be several days’ hard journeying through the snow to Eoferwic. “Sleep,” he said. “We are safe for now. And the world will not seem so bad at first light.”


  [image: image]


  The raven flew back to earth, and Harald Redteeth returned with it.


  For a few moments, he gathered his thoughts, still immersed in the sensation of flying. When the memories of his walk along the shores of that great black sea had receded, he marched toward the makeshift camp, and bellowed “Ho! To me now!”


  Crawling out of their shelters into the gently drifting snow, his bleary-eyed men gathered around him.


  “Break up the camp. We set off in pursuit of the stranger,” Redteeth growled.


  Clapping his arms around himself for warmth, Ivar replied, “It is not first light for many hours.”


  “Our plans have changed.” Pulling down his breeches, he urinated into a vessel from one of the burning houses. “Drink,” he said. “Let the juices of the toadstool fill you with the passion of our ancestors.”


  He passed the vessel of steaming urine to Ivar, and then to the other men. The power of the toadstools lived on within it, but his journey had removed the poison that could trap them on the shores of the great black sea.


  “Hear your ancestors call to you,” he said. “Feel the pull of the tides and the rising fire in your belly. Now is the time we track the stranger. Now is the time to strike.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  THE HOODED MAN RODE INTO THE TEETH OF THE BLIZZARD, his face numb from the cold. His gray woolen cloak lay beneath a thick covering of snowflakes, as did his horse’s brown mane and the packhorse behind him, laden with one of the secrets of God. He felt unable even to turn his head to search for the two armed guards who had accompanied him on the long journey from the small village near Winchester.


  The white curtain of snow obscured London’s filthy streets, but occasionally he glimpsed torches away in the dark. Deaf from the howling gale, he didn’t hear the guard yelling at him until the man rode alongside, slapped a hand on his shoulder, and pointed ahead. The high timber palisade surrounding the King’s palace loomed out of the storm. A cloaked and hooded sentry stood on a platform above the great gates, holding a lantern aloft to see who was approaching.


  “It is I, Redwald,” the young man called through numb lips, “on the Queen’s business.”


  The gates opened in jerks, as the sentry and another man wrenched them back against the drifting snow.


  “Hell’s teeth, she had better reward you well for being out in this weather,” the sentry called as Redwald rode by.


  In the enclosure, the wind dropped a little, but the bitter cold still ate into Redwald’s bones. At least he had done good work, and he would be rewardedif not now, later. Barely suppressing a grin, he threw back his hood to reveal a face that still had many childlike qualities. The curly brown hair, the apple cheeks and full pink lips, suggested an innocence which he used to his advantage around the court. He had seen at first hand what a hard place it was, filled with strong, cunning men all seeking their own advantage in a constant shadow game. But he would not be broken by it. He would survive.


  Clambering down from his horse, the young man stamped the snow from his leather shoes and clapped his hands together and blew on them. The guards had already slipped away in search of fire and mead. Their footprints joined the tramped paths leading to the doors of the newly built timber-framed houses jumbled tightly together across the enclosure, every thatch and wooden roof creaking under a thick white blanket. The Palace of Westminster, King Edward’s new home and the culmination of years of devout dreams, sprawled across most of Thorney Island on the banks of the Thames to the west of the City of London. The earls and the King’s thegns complained about the bitter wind blowing off the river in winter, but Redwald had heard that Edward had been directed to build there by God.


  And looking at the vast silhouette looming up beyond the palace buildings, the young man could almost believe it. The stories burned in his head: that a fisherman had had a vision of St. Peter at the site, that the aging King had heard angels and had set about the building of a monument to God with an energy that dwarfed that of much younger men. Redwald recalled the gossip that the monarch had never lain between the thighs of his wife and that the new abbey was all the old man cared about in life. Studying the outline, he thought he understood the King’s mind. Every day, Redwald had watched the best stonemasons in all Europe raise up the grandest church in the world to replace the one used by the Benedictine monks, and Edward had been there, overseeing the construction arch by arch, column by column. Following the lines, even in the dark he could see that it was almost complete; only the roof and part of the tower remained unfinished.


  The hairs on Redwald’s neck tingled erect; it was more than a sacrament: it was a sign of power, earthly power, for if you could build such a thing you could do anything.


  “Do you have it?” The excited woman’s voice cut through the howl of the wind.


  Redwald turned to see the Queen stumbling eagerly through the snow, a thick woolen cloak of madder-red protecting her from the elements. Though Edith had passed her thirtieth year, the young man still saw the beauty of her youth that had enticed many a male. Some would say the King, almost twice her age, was a lucky man, he thought. But he would not wish it for himself: though she stood behind the throne, she might as well have been seated upon it. He recalled hearing the lash of her tongue as she chastised her attendants, and sometimes, in her quieter moments, he remembered seeing the cold determination in her face. But then Edith was a Godwin, of Wessex, and many believed that that family was England, in essence.


  “I do,” Redwald replied with a quick smile, eager for praise, “but it did not come easily.”


  “Quickly, then. Bring it into the warm.” The Queen turned on her heel and marched back toward the King’s hall.


  Calling for one of the boys to take the mounts to stable, Redwald fumbled with frozen fingers to remove the small oaken chest from the back of the weary packhorse. He half expected it to glow, or to feel warm to the touch, but the iron hinges were unbearably cold. Holding the box tight to his chest, he navigated the slippery paths to the hall.


  He eased through the doorway and sighed in gratitude as warmth washed over him. Flames blazed high in the great circular hearth in the center of the lofty room. Two slaves continually fed the fire with logs to keep the winter at bay. The orange glow washed over the tapestries hanging on the walls, the Opus Anglicanum unmatched anywhere in Europe, but the illumination did not reach the shadows that clung to the broad rafters. After the hardship of his journey, Redwald relaxed at the sight of the works of art on display: the breathtaking fresco painted on the eastern wall depicting the Stations of the Cross, the casket carved from whalebone, the gold plates studded with jewels and intricately engraved, the ivory cross filled with carved angels. Surely, as the King’s guests said when they saw them, there was no place grander than England in all the world.


  Throwing off her cloak, the Queen beckoned to Redwald and pointed to the long table where he should lay the casket. As he put the box down, a booming voice rang through the hall: “More old bones?”


  Redwald beamed as Edith’s brother, Harold Godwinson, strode across the room; a stablehand had once suggested to him that Harold never walked slowly anywhere. Powerfully built, with a strong jaw and a handsome face, his jet-black hair gleaming in the firelight, the Earl of Wessex flipped open the lid of the box to reveal a yellowing tibia. “As I thought. What is it this time?”


  Redwald hung on the older man’s words. Harold was everything he dreamed of being: confident, wealthy, powerful, charismatic; safe.


  “The shankbone of St. John the Baptist, brought from far Byzantium by a good Christian merchant,” the Queen replied, clapping her hands together with excitement. “It is said it can bring a dead man back to life.”


  “And you are winning?”


  “Of course. Do I not always? My husband’s search for relics stutters and starts. When his abbey is consecrated, it will be Edith of Wessex who will fill it with the glory of God, and it will be the name of Godwin that will be on all lips.” She flashed her brother a sly smile.


  The earl laughed. “What do you say, Redwald? The Queen is a playful sprite. She loves her mischief.”


  “As do we all,” the young man replied. They all laughed.


  Harold clapped a hand on Redwald’s shoulder. “And what do you say now, Edith? I told you this lad was reliable. I see great things ahead for him.”


  “He has served me well, where others failed. Perhaps you should take him into your employ.”


  “Perhaps I should.”


  Redwald felt a swell of pride; to escape the miseries, the doubts, the fears, and the insecurity of his life was all he wanted. In Harold’s employ, he would be privy to great things; he would be a part of something that mattered.


  While Edith examined her relic with hungry fingers, the earl led Redwald away, Harold’s mood darkening with each step into the shadows that clustered at the far end of the long hall. “I know you can be trusted,” he said, “and you have proved it to me in times past, but I have to take care. Plots and deceits whirl around the throne like the deep currents around the bridge across the Thames. I have to be sure.”


  “I understand.”


  “I know you do, which is why I have invested so much faith in you.” The earl fixed a sharp eye on the young man. “The King nears the end of his days, yet he has no appointed heir. That is a dangerous concoction. If we wish all that we have achieved in England to endure, we must work to ensure that the throne does not fall into the wrong hands.”


  “I only wish to serve.”


  “Very well. I will think on this matter more.” Harold took Redwald through an annex to the door of another room where men sat drinking from wooden cups along both sides of an oak table. Several slumped drunkenly in pools of ale. Staying out of sight by the door, the earl pointed to two men locked in quiet, intense conversation at the far end of the table. Redwald recognized the blonde-haired Edwin, Earl of Mercia, as handsome and vital as Harold but quieter, and the man’s brother Morcar, almost the opposite of his kin, hollow-cheeked and long-faced like a horse, his hair already thinning.


  “I do not trust those Mercians,” Harold whispered. “They are always plotting in dark corners, and I fear they know more than they let on. Watch them for me.”


  Pleased to be given responsibility so soon, Redwald agreed.


  When they returned to the hall, the younger man voiced the question that had been on his mind for some time. “Is there any news of Hereward?”


  Harold shook his head sadly. “I know he is your brother in all but name, but you must put him out of your head. He is both traitor and murderer. He will never be allowed to return to London. With the blood of innocents on his hands, it is only a matter of time before his punishment catches up with him.”


  Redwald nodded, but he couldn’t put the blood out of his mind, and the woman’s body lying within it, her eyes wide and accusing. The picture haunted him, in his sleep, in the quiet moments when he was going about his chores. “I would not see harm come to him.”


  Harold turned his piercing gaze on the lad for a long moment and then nodded. “Understood. You have grown up alongside him, friends beneath the same roof. Your loyalty is impressive. Now, go. Try to give some comfort to Asketil. His life has been made miserable over the years by his son’s violent and wayward behavior, but since Hereward brought slaughter to the Palace of Westminster it is as though the thegn is drowning in deep water.”


  Redwald said good-bye and hurried out into the night, his mood sobering as he neared his house. Inside, his vision adjusted slowly to the near-dark. Only a few embers glowed in the hearth. On a stool, Asketil stared into the remnants of the fire with heavy-lidded eyes, a cup of ale held loosely in his right hand. Redwald thought how old the thegn looked in the half-light, as if many years had eaten away at his skin and grayed his hair in the short time since Hereward had fled.


  “You’re back,” Asketil slurred, his gaze wavering toward the young man.


  “Yes. It was a long journey from Winchester in the snow.”


  Asketil beckoned Redwald to draw nearer, leaning forward to scrutinize the young man’s face with his bleary eyes. “I wish you had been my son,” he said finally. “You were always a good boy, even in those days after they brought you to me when your mother and father died.”


  “Do not think badly of Hereward.”


  “Do not think badly? He murdered a gentle woman who held only love in her heart for him. He has destroyed this family with the shame he has heaped upon us. Look what he has done to me.” The thegn slurped the last of his ale, then threw the cup into the corner of the room. Redwald was surprised to see Hereward’s younger brother Beric slumped in the shadows there, his arms wrapped around his knees. The boy stared at the boards as if no one else was present. He had not spoken since he had learned of the murder and the accusations against his brother. Redwald recalled the girls in the kitchen whispering to him, “Beric is broken.”


  Broken. A terrible legacy had indeed been left by the blood spilled that night.


  “Since we took you in, you have always been loyal to Hereward,” Asketil continued. “And that does you credit.”


  “He was … he is … my friend.”


  “He is, and always has been, unworthy of your friendship. Since his mother died when he was young, Hereward could never be tamed. In Mercia, his name is despised for the crimes he committed as boy and man. Robbery. Drunkenness. Violence against any who crossed his path. Willful destruction of the property of his neighbors. I did all I could to teach him how to be a man, and I failed.”


  “Do not blame yourself … Father.” Redwald felt unworthy to use that word, even though he had lived in Asketil’s home since he was a boy.


  His eyes glistening, Asketil looked away. “My business with the King is done, for now; I go home as soon as the snows melt. You must stay here and work for Harold Godwinson, if he will have you. He is a great man. He … he should be king one day, and you will be well cared for, as you deserve.” He choked on his words for a moment. “It was Harold who asked the King to declare Hereward exile so we would not be forced to go before the Witan and make the case for all to hear and debate across the land.”


  “And … and what of Hereward?” Redwald whispered.


  Asketil glared into the embers. “He will be made to pay for his crime, and soon. He has betrayed me … you and Beric … his mother’s name … and the King too. Only blood will set that right. And when he is finally gone, I will not mourn him.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  BLACK GLASSY EYES GLISTENED IN THE GLOOM. SILENT AND watchful, the ravens brooded in the branches of the lightning-blasted oak, the darkly gleaming canopy of their wings mirroring the churning clouds above. Hereward felt unable to look at those solemn sentinels. Their gaze spoke to him of terrors long gone and worse yet to come. And as a deep-rooted dread chilled his bones to the core, he turned and ran along the track toward his father’s hall. He was a man and yet he was also a boy, and there, waiting outside the door, was his mother. Shadows spun by the gathering storm fell across her face, but her golden hair shone beneath her white headdress. Behind her, just inside the hall, a figure loomed, silhouetted against the ruddy glow from the hearth. Hereward’s heart began to pound.


  What have you done? What have you done? The words swirled around him, the ravens cawing their accusations.


  His hands felt wet, but he dared not look down at them. “Do not worry,” he whispered, “Redwald will avenge us.”


  The Mercian’s eyes snapped open. Fingers of early morning light reached under the door. He lay on the thinly spread straw, his bones aching from the cold radiating through the beaten-mud floor. By the glowing embers in the hearth, the old woman snored under her filthy woolen blanket, but Alric was gone, probably to empty his bladder, the warrior guessed.


  Redwald will avenge us, he thought, as the last of the troubling dream drifted away.


  Rising, he stretched. Though his wounds still ached, the witch’s balm had stripped the edge off the pain, and his limbs felt stronger after the night’s sound sleep. Would he be well enough to reach Eoferwic? The woods were rife with wolves, and outlaws stalked the old straight tracks, if they were even passable after the heavy snows. He fought back his doubts, knowing that the King’s life, and his own, depended on his flight reaching its end.


  Thoughts of the court reminded him of Tidhild, dead at his feet, her black eyes looking up at him, and in a surge of grief and guilt he swept out into the cold morning. The glare of the sun off the dense white snow blinded him. When his vision began to clear, a shape among the trees a stone’s throw from the house coalesced into the form of the young monk. Yet the man was naked, Hereward saw with shock, with a noose round his neck, a gag across his mouth, and his hands tied behind his back. Precariously, Alric was balanced on the tips of his toes on a wobbling chopping block. His eyes were wide with fear. Another rope ran from the block across the frozen ground and into the trees.


  Redteeth, Hereward thought. A trap to lure him out into the open. He silently cursed himself: Brainbiter still lay on the straw where he had been sleeping. And then he cursed the monk for failing to keep his wits about him. “Kill him! I care not!” he shouted.


  With a snap, the rope across the snow was yanked taut and the block flew out from beneath Alric’s feet. He kicked and flailed as his full weight dragged the noose tight round his neck.


  Defiance forgotten, Hereward raced from the house and flung his arms round the monk’s waist, raising him up so the noose loosened. Supporting him with one arm, he tore the rope from Alric’s neck, and together they collapsed into a drift. Hereward yanked away the monk’s gag and bonds. “You are a fool,” he snapped.


  “They took me unawares” Alric’s words died as the shadows fell across them.


  Standing up, Hereward looked into the wind-lashed face of Harald Redteeth, the Viking’s pupils so dilated that his eyes appeared all black. Wrapped in furs over their mail, bristling with axes and spears, the band of six warriors clustered around their leader.


  “Stranger,” Redteeth said with a whimsical wave of his hand, “you have caused me no little trouble.”


  “I have given you a taste of hell. There is more to come.”


  Redteeth laughed without humor. “Your time is over.” He held Hereward’s gaze for a long moment, sifting what he saw there, and then he nodded to his men.


  While two Vikings grabbed an arm each and dragged Hereward back to the house, a third tossed Alric his clothes and bundled the monk along behind. The rest of the mercenaries drove the old woman outside at spearpoint. Her shrieked protests and curses rang out until Redteeth snatched a spear from the nearest warrior and drove the blade through her stomach. Alric cried out in horror. It was clear to Hereward that the young monk blamed himself for this death, as he did for all the ones in Gedley.


  “Kill us and be done with it,” he said, in a voice cracking with passion.


  Redteeth turned on him. “Your time will come, monk. I wish to savor your demise before we cut off your head and take it back to the man you have wronged.” To Hereward, he continued: “I would know your secrets, stranger. You are clearly a warrior of no little skill, yet you put your own life at risk for those you do not know. What gain is there for you in interfering in my business?”


  Held tight between the two mercenaries, Hereward showed a cold face. “Lean closer. I will whisper it to you.”


  Seeing the contempt in those eyes, Redteeth nodded to Ivar. Without warning, the second in command crashed a giant fist into Hereward’s face, splitting his lip. Once the ringing in his head had cleared, the Mercian tasted iron on his tongue, and spat a mouthful of blood into the embers.


  “Let us begin with questions you can answer easily. What is your name?” Redteeth asked.


  Hereward did not respond, and Redteeth nodded to Ivar once more. The second punch sent a jolt of pain through Hereward’s head and neck.


  “What is your name?” Redteeth repeated calmly.


  Hereward said nothing. Savage blows rained down on him, but he took it as he had taken every beating in his life, and there had been many. His left eye swelled shut, his lips turned to pulp, blood streamed from his nose, and his left ear throbbed so much that he could hear nothing on that side. Redteeth asked again.


  “Why do you not tell him your name?” Alric cried incredulously. “You told it to me in an instant. It is not a secret! You are only buying yourself more pain!”


  “My name …” Hereward mumbled through his torn lips. “My name … is mine. It is what I have.”


  Redteeth nodded to Ivar once more.


  “His name is Hereward!” Alric shouted. “There! You do not need to hurt him more!”


  “Hereward,” Redteeth repeated. “That means nothing to me. Now … where are you from?”


  Unable to watch the punishment inflicted upon his companion, the young monk turned his head away, but he flinched with the sound of every blow.


  After a while, Hereward floated free of the shackles of the world. The voices around him receded and he was in the fens, a boy, catching fish on a sun-drenched afternoon. He was stealing a gold cup from the abbot’s room to sell to buy mead with his friends. He was looking down on the torn body of Tidhild, her hand so pale against the blood.


  Icy water crashed against his face, shocking him alert.


  “Look at him,” Alric said. “He is not human to suffer in silence so.”


  “We have only just begun,” Redteeth replied. The Viking paced the house, flashing glances into the corners as if things waited there that no one else could see.


  When two of the men had stoked the hot embers in the hearth, Ivar placed a pair of iron tongs, a poker, and his long knife in the flames. While they absorbed the heat, Redteeth addressed Alric, who was slumped in one corner, his head in his hands. “Christian man. You have converted many of my people to the Creed. They no longer talk of Odin hanging on Yggdrasil, but of Jesus on the Cross. You build churches in the old stone circles and in the sacred groves, and by the wells and the springs. That is how you lure them. I have heard your kind say that your God is better than mine. Is that so?”


  Alric nodded.


  “Your ways are better?”


  “Yes.”


  Redteeth nodded slowly. “So a Christian man should not break a vow sworn in his God’s name?”


  Alric bowed his head.


  “Will your God forgive such a transgression? Will he wash away the stain of blood caused by such a crime? So many innocent deaths?” Redteeth stepped forward and kicked the monk hard in the stomach. “If you had not run like a coward, I would not have had to slaughter the people who sheltered you. Think on this in your final moments.”


  “Leave him,” Hereward croaked.


  “You would prefer your own pain to his?” Redteeth said. “Why, you must be a Christian too.” The warriors all laughed loudly.


  At the Viking commander’s order, Ivar removed the poker from the fire and held it close to Hereward’s ribs. The Mercian gritted his teeth as his flesh bloomed under the searing heat. When Redteeth leaned in to whisper, Hereward could smell his enemy’s meaty breath and the vinegar reek of his sweat. “Why would you dare to risk offending me? What lies in your head?”


  Hereward looked Redteeth in the eye and grinned. “You will never know.”


  Responding to a nod from his leader, Ivar pressed the hot poker to Hereward’s side. Pain lanced through him, and the stink of his own sizzling flesh rose up to his nose. His roar tore his throat, but it was the sound of triumph, not defeat.


  “Look at his eyes!” Alric shouted. “You waste your time! I tell you, he is not a manhe is the Devil!”


  “He is a man,” Redteeth replied with a shrug. “And we will find his humanity, given time. Perhaps when we cut his skin from him, as he did to my own man Askold.” He pointed to the blade in the embers.


  Wrapping his woolen cloak around his fingers, Ivar plucked the glowing knife from the fire, its heat so intense that the mercenary flinched even through the covering.


  “Begin with his right arm,” the Viking commander ordered. “Start with the skin. Then remove the flesh and muscle down to the bone.” He added to Hereward, “We will carve you like the wild boar at our Yule feast.”


  As the Northmen jeered and laughed, Hereward hid his thoughts behind a blank expression. He had noticed that Ivar had leaned in close when he brandished the poker, closer than he would ever have risked if the Mercian’s arms had not been pinned. As the second in command approached with the red-tipped knife, Hereward waited for the opening to materialize and then lunged forward. Clamping his teeth on Ivar’s cheek, the English warrior bit down to the bone and ripped away the chunk of flesh with a twist of his head.


  Howling, Ivar lurched back, dropping the knife onto the old woman’s bed. Amid the crackle of straw, gray smoke curled up. When the Mercian felt his two captors loosen their grip in the confusion, he wrenched his arms free, jabbing his right elbow into one throat and driving his forehead into the face of the second man.


  He felt the thing inside him rise up, the other Hereward, born of rage and bloodlust, unconstrained by human values, and he welcomed it. The pain of his wounds vanished. As strength flooded into his weary limbs, he reacted with a speed that made the mercenaries seem lead-footed in comparison. Snatching up the poker, he lashed it across Redteeth’s face. From the corner of his eye, he saw the monk wriggle out from among their captors and wrench open the door. Good, Hereward thought. He planted one leather sole in the Viking commander’s gut and propelled him out into the snowy morning.


  The mercenary band began to gather their wits, too late. As flames licked up from the hearthside bed, Hereward snatched up his sword, hacking one man in the face, then whirling to lop off the right hand of another. With a flick of his shoe, he kicked the burning straw across the room to the other straw at the back. The fire rushed up the timber frame to the thatched roof.


  As a sheet of flame spread over their heads, panic erupted in the dense smoke. Hereward darted outside before the Vikings could react. Grabbing Redteeth’s axe from where the mercenary sprawled in a daze, he slammed the door and embedded the weapon in the splintering jamb to seal it shut. The roaring of the fire drowned out the terrified shouts from within, which turned to screams as the burning roof began to fall in.


  Through the throbbing of the blood in his head, Hereward heard Alric cry out in warning. The Viking commander was struggling to his feet. Whirling, Hereward kicked Redteeth in the face with such brutal force that the mercenary pitched backward, unconscious. His fury spent, Hereward’s euphoria faded. The world suddenly looked too brittle, cold, and bright. Lurching from the pain seeping back into his battered body, he attempted to lift Redteeth. “Help me,” he croaked.


  “You are badly injured,” Alric said as he shouldered the Viking’s bulk. “You will not reach Eoferwic alone.”


  “I have survived worse.”


  “Sooner or later, your luck will run out.”


  The screams of the trapped warriors died amid the roar of the fire as the walls caught light and the flames soared up high into the sky. Hereward thought of Gedley and felt proud.


  [image: image]


  When Redteeth came round, confusion flickered across his face, then uneasy awareness, then simmering rage. Hereward watched the play of emotions with cold satisfaction. The noose was tight round the Viking’s neck and his hands were bound as he wavered precariously on the chopping block. Alric turned away as the mercenary fought to keep his balance, no doubt remembering his own ordeal.


  “This is not an ending,” Redteeth growled.


  “It is the end of your story,” Hereward replied. “Except for the part where the ravens feast on your remains.”


  “You should have left well alone,” Alric added.


  “Good Christian man,” Redteeth spat.


  The monk was a strange man, Hereward thought, but he might have his uses. Turning his back on the glowering Viking, he said, “You are a free man now. What will you do? Return to your monastery?”


  Alric hung his head. “I am not free. If Harald Redteeth does not return with my head, another will come in his place, and another after that, until this matter is done.” His eyes flickered in the direction of Gedley. “I will never be free.”


  “I have business in Eoferwic … grim business,” Hereward said, searching the other’s face for even the barest hint that betrayal lay ahead, “and I cannot risk becoming food for the wolves.”


  The monk’s eyes narrowed. “What manner of business?”


  Hereward hesitated. How could he tell the younger man that it involved murder, conspiracy, and the security of the very throne of England itself when he had no idea who could be trusted or how far the plot reached?” There are lives at stake,” he said. “More, perhaps, than died in Gedley.”


  “You butcher without thought for God’s work. Why would you be concerned with saving lives?”


  “We all wrestle with our devils, monk. Can any man truly say he is wholly saint or wholly sinner?”


  Alric’s eyes brightened as if he had alighted on some great notion. Waving a finger, he said, “And you would have me accompany you?”


  “If I can be sure you will not pass judgment on me on the road, as it seems in your nature to do.” He could feel his legs growing weaker by the moment. They would need to find new shelter and a chance to recover. “These wounds drag me down. You are right: I will never reach Eoferwic on my own.”


  The monk pondered.


  “I will pay you well,” the warrior added, jangling the pouch at his hip.


  “Very well,” Alric said, setting his jaw. “You need me now, and I, God help me, need you for protection, at least until we reach Eoferwic.”


  Hereward clapped a weak hand on his companion’s shoulder. “You are a whining little shit, monk, with a miserable disposition that makes for poor company. But if we can survive the hardships of this wild land, I will shoulder the burden.”


  While Alric cast one tormented backward glance at the Viking balancing on the block, Hereward felt the weight of the secret he carried with him. With a heavy heart, he peered among the clustering oaks and ash trees, but saw no sign of the pursuit that had dogged him for so long. Perhaps there was some hope after all, he thought.


  As Hereward lurched away with Alric supporting him, Redteeth roared his defiance: “This is not an ending!”


  If Hereward had searched the depths of the Viking’s eyes at that moment, he would have seen that Redteeth was right. It was not an ending. The red-bearded Northman would not give in to death.


  He was Death.
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