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PROLOGUE: Northumbria, a.d. 866-867

My nameis Uhtred. | am the son of Uhtred, who was the son



PART ONE

A Pagan Childhood

ONE

The Danes were clever that day. They had made new wallsinsde
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Springtime, the year 868, | was eleven years old and the Wind-
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The next day we made apavilion in the valley between the town
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King Edmund of East Angliais now remembered asasaint, as
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We gathered at Eoferwic where the pathetic King Egbert was
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These days, whenever Englishmen talk of the battle of Asc'sHill,
PART TWO

TheLast Kingdom

SEVEN

| settled in southern Mercia. | found another uncle, this one called
EIGHT

We spent the spring, summer, and autumn of the year 875
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| suppose, if you arereading this, that you have learned your |etters,
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The Shidd Wall
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Alfred’ sarmy withdrew from Werham. Some West Saxons
ELEVEN

Ealdorman Oddadid not want to kill Danes. He wanted to stay
HISTORICAL NOTE



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY BERNARD CORNWELL
CREDITS

COPYRIGHT

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

PLACE-NAMES

The spdlling of place-namesin Anglo-Saxon England was an uncertain business, with no consistency and
no agreement even about the name itsdlf. Thus London was varioudly rendered as Lundonia,

Lundenberg, Lundenne, Lundene, Lundenwic, Lundenceaster, and Lundres. Doubtless some readers will
prefer other versons of the names listed below, but | have usualy employed whatever spellingiscitedin
theOxford Dictionary of English Place-Namesfor the years nearest or contained within Alfred’ sreign,A
.D. 871-899, but even that solution is not fool proof. Hayling Iand, in 956, was written as both
Hellincigae and Hagglingaiggee Nor have | been consstent mysdlf; | have preferred the modern England
to Engldand and, instead of Nor hymbra ond, have used Northumbria to avoid the suggestion that the
boundaries of the ancient kingdom coincide with those of the modern county. So thisligt, like the spellings
themsdlves, iscapricious.
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PROLOGUE
Northumbria,A .D. 866-867

My nameis Uhtred. | am the son of Uhtred, who was the son of Uhtred and hisfather was aso cdled
Uhtred. My father’ s clerk, apriest called Beocca, spelt it Utred. | do not know if that was how my father
would have written it, for he could neither read nor write, but | can do both and sometimes | take the old
parchments from their wooden chest and | see the name spelled Uhtred or Utred or Ughtred or Ootred.

| look at those parchments, which are deeds saying that Uhtred, son of Uhtred, isthe lawful and sole
owner of the lands that are carefully marked by stones and by dykes, by oaks and by ash, by marsh and
by sea, and | dream of those lands, wave-beaten and wild beneath the wind-driven sky. | dream, and
know that one day | will take back the land from those who stoleit from me.

| am an edldorman, though | cal mysdf Earl Uhtred, which isthe samething, and the fading parchments
are proof of what | own. Thelaw says| own that land, and the law, we are told, iswhat makes us men
under God instead of beastsin the ditch. But the law does not hel p me take back my land. The law wants
compromise. The law thinks money will compensate for loss. Thelaw, above al, fearsthe blood feud.
But I am Uhtred, son of Uhtred, and thisisthe tale of ablood feud. It isatae of how | will take from my
enemy what the law saysismine. And it isthe tale of awoman and of her father, aking.

Hewasmy king and dl that | have | oweto him. Thefood that | eat, the hal where live, and the swords
of my men, dl camefrom Alfred, my king, who hated me.

This story beginslong before | met Alfred. It beginswhen | wasten years old and first saw the Danes. It
was the year 866 and | was not called Uhtred then, but Osbert, for | was my father’s second son and it
was the eldest who took the name Uhtred. My brother was seventeen then, tall and well built, with our
family’ sfair hair and my father’ smorose face.



Theday | first saw the Danes we wereriding aong the seashore with hawks on our wrists. There was my
father, my father’ s brother, my brother, mysdf, and a dozen retainers. It was autumn. The seacliffswere
thick with the last growth of summer, there were seals on the rocks, and ahost of seabirds whedling and
ghrieking, too many to let the hawks off their leashes. We rodetill we came to the crisscrossing shalows
that rippled between our land and Lindisfarena, the Holy Idand, and | remember staring across the water
at the broken walls of the abbey. The Danes had plundered it, but that had been many years before | was
born, and though the monks were living there again the monastery had never regained itsformer glory.

| lso remember that day as beautiful and perhapsit was. Perhapsit rained, but | do not think so. The
sun shone, the seas were low, the breakers gentle, and the world happy. The hawk’ s claws gripped my
wrist through the leather deeve, her hooded head twitching because she could hear the cries of the white
birds. We had |eft the fortressin the forenoon, riding north, and though we carried hawks we did not ride
to hunt, but rather so my father could make up hismind.

Weruled thisland. My father, Ealdorman Uhtred, waslord of everything south of the Tuede and north of
the Tine, but we did have aking in Northumbriaand his name, like mine, was Osbert. Helived to the
south of us, rarely came north, and did not bother us, but now aman caled AHlawanted the throne and
Ala, who was an ealdorman from the hillswest of Eoferwic, had raised an army to chalenge Osbert and
had sent giftsto my father to encourage his support. My father, | redize now, held the fate of the
rebdlionin hisgrip. | wanted him to support Osbert, for no other reason than the rightful king shared my
name and foolishly, at ten yearsold, | believed any man called Osbert must be noble, good, and brave.
In truth Osbert was adribbling fool, but he was the king, and my father was reluctant to abandon him.
But Osbert had sent no gifts and had shown no respect, while Alahad, and so my father worried. At a
moment’ s notice we could lead a hundred and fifty men to war, al well armed, and given amonth we
could swell that force to over four hundred foemen, so whichever man we supported would be the king
and grateful to us.

Or so we thought.
And then | saw them.
Three ships.

In my memory they did from abank of seamist, and perhapsthey did, but memory isafaulty thing and
my other images of that day are of aclear, cloudless sky, so perhaps there was no migt, but it seemsto
me that one moment the seawas empty and the next there were three ships coming from the south.

Beautiful things. They appeared to rest weightless on the ocean, and when ther oars dug into the waves
they skimmed the water. Their prows and sterns curled high and were tipped with gilded beasts,
serpents, and dragons, and it seemed to me that on that faroff summer’ s day the three boats danced on
thewater, propelled by therise and fdl of the silver wings of their oar banks. The sun flashed off the wet
blades, splinters of light, then the oars dipped, were tugged, and the beast-headed boats surged, and |
stared entranced.

“Thedevil’ sturds,” my father growled. He was not avery good Christian, but he was frightened enough
at that moment to make the sign of the cross.

“And may the devil swallow them,” my uncle said. His name was Afric and he was adender man; dy,
dark, and secretive.

The three boats had been rowing northward, their square sails furled on their long yards, but when we
turned back south to canter homeward on the sand so that our horses' manes tossed like wind-blown
spray and the hooded hawks mewed in darm, the ships turned with us. Where the cliff had collgpsed to



leave aramp of broken turf we rode inland, the horses heaving up the dope, and from there we galloped
along the coagtd path to our fortress.

To Bebbanburg. Bebba had been a queen in our land many years before, and she had given her nameto
my home, which isthe dearest placein al the world. The fort stands on a high rock that curls out to sea.
The waves beat on its eastern shore and break white on the rock’ s northern point, and a shalow sealake
ripples along the western side between the fortress and the land. To reach Bebbanburg you must take the
causeway to the south, alow strip of rock and sand that is guarded by a great wooden tower, the Low
Gate, which is built on top of an earthen wall. We thundered through the tower’ s arch, our horses white
with swest, and rode past the granaries, the smithy, the mews, and the stables, all wooden buildings well
thatched with rye straw, and so up the inner path to the High Gate, which protected the peak of the rock
that was surrounded by awooden rampart encircling my father’ shdl. There we dismounted, letting
davestake our horses and hawks, and ran to the eastern rampart from where we gazed out to sea.

The three ships were now close to the idands where the puffins live and the seal-folk dance in winter. We
watched them, and my stepmother, darmed by the sound of hooves, came from the hall to join uson the
rampart. “The devil has opened hisbowels,” my father greeted her.

“God and hissaints preserve us,” Gythasaid, crossing hersdlf. | had never known my real mother, who
had been my father’ s second wife and, like hisfirgt, had died in childbirth, so both my brother and I, who
wereredly haf brothers, had no mother, but | thought of Gytha as my mother and, on the whole, she
was kind to me, kinder indeed than my father, who did not much like children. Gythawanted meto bea
priest, saying that my elder brother would inherit the land and become awarrior to protect it so | must
find another life path. She had given my father two sons and a daughter, but none had lived beyond a
yedr.

The three ships were coming closer now. It seemed they had come to inspect Bebbanburg, which did not
worry usfor the fortress was reckoned impregnable, and so the Danes could stare all they wanted. The
nearest ship had twin banks of twelve oars each and, as the ship coasted a hundred paces offshore, a
man leaped from the ship’s side and ran down the nearer bank of oars, stepping from one shaft to the
next like adancer, and he did it wearing amail shirt and holding asword. We dl prayed he would fall,
but of course hedid not. He had long fair hair, very long, and when he had pranced the full length of the
oar bank he turned and ran the shafts again.

“Shewastrading at the mouth of the Tine aweek ago,” Afric, my father’ s brother, said.
“Y ou know that?’

“I saw her,” Afric said, “I recognize that prow. See how there' s alight-colored strake on the bend?” He
gpat. “ Shedidn’t have adragon’s head then.”

“They take the beast heads off when they trade,” my father said. “What were they buying?’
“Exchanging petsfor sdt and dried fish. Said they were merchants from Haithabu.”

“They’ re merchants looking for afight now,” my father said, and the Danes on the three shipswere
indeed challenging us by clashing their spears and swords againgt their painted shields, but therewaslittle
they could do against Bebbanburg and nothing we could do to hurt them, though my father ordered his
wolf banner raised. The flag showed a snarling wolf’ s head and it was his standard in battle, but there
was no wind and so the banner hung limp and its defiance was lost on the pagans who, after awhile,
became bored with taunting us, settled to their thwarts, and rowed off to the south.

“Wemust pray,” my stepmother said. Gythawas much younger than my father. She wasasmdl, plump



woman with amass of fair hair and agreat reverence for Saint Cuthbert whom she worshipped because
he had worked miracles. In the church beside the hall she kept an ivory comb that was said to have been
Cuthbert’ s beard comb, and perhapsit was.

“Wemust act,” my father snarled. He turned away from the battlements. “You,” he said to my elder
brother, Uhtred. “ Take adozen men, ride south. Watch the pagans, but nothing more, you understand? I
they land their ships on my ground | want to know where.”

“Yes, Father.”
“But don't fight them,” my father ordered. “ Just watch the bastards and be back here by nightfall.”

Six other men were sent to rouse the country. Every free man owed military duty and so my father was
assembling hisarmy, and by the morrow’ s dusk he expected to have close to two hundred men, some
armed with axes, spears, or regping hooks, while hisretainers, those men who lived with usin
Bebbanburg, would be equipped with well-made swords and hefty shields. “If the Danes are
outnumbered,” my father told me that night, “they won't fight. They’ re like dogs, the Danes. Cowards at
heart, but they’ re given courage by beingin apack.” 1t was dark and my brother had not returned, but
no one was unduly anxious about that. Uhtred was capable, if sometimes reckless, and doubtless he
would arrive in the small hours and so my father had ordered a beacon lit in the iron becket on top of the
High Gate to guide him home.

We reckoned we were safe in Bebbanburg for it had never falen to an enemy’ s assault, yet my father
and uncle were gill worried that the Danes had returned to Northumbria. “They’ relooking for food,” my
father said. “ The hungry bastards want to land, steal some cattle, then sail away.”

| remembered my uncle swords, how the ships had been at the mouth of the Tine trading fursfor dried
fish, so how could they be hungry? But | said nothing. | wasten years old and what did | know of
Danes?

| did know that they were savages, pagans and terrible. | knew that for two generations before | was
born their ships had raided our coasts. | knew that Father Beocca, my father’s clerk and our mass priest,
prayed every Sunday to spare us from the fury of the Northmen, but that fury had passed me by. No
Danes had cometo our land since | had been born, but my father had fought them often enough and that
night, as we waited for my brother to return, he spoke of hisold enemy. They came, he said, from
northern lands where ice and mist prevailed, they worshipped the old gods, the same oneswe had
worshipped before the light of Christ came to bless us, and when they had first come to Northumbria, he
told me, fiery dragons had whipped across the northern sky, great bolts of lightning had scarred the hills,
and the sea had been churned by whirlwinds.

“They are sent by God,” Gythasaid timidly, “to punish us.”
“Punish usfor what?’ my father demanded savagely.
“For our sins,” Gythasaid, making the sign of the cross.

“Our sins be damned,” my father snarled. “ They come here because they’re hungry.” He wasirritated by
my stepmother’ s piety, and he refused to give up hiswolf’s head banner that proclaimed our family’s
descent from Woden, the ancient Saxon god of battles. The wolf, Eadldwulf the smith had told me, was
one of Woden' sthree favored beasts, the others being the eagle and the raven. My mother wanted our
banner to show the cross, but my father was proud of his ancestors, though he rarely talked about
Woden. Even at ten years old | understood that a good Christian should not boast of being spawned by
apagan god, but | also liked the idea of being agod’ s descendant and Ealdwulf often told me tales of



Woden, how he had rewarded our people by giving usthe land we called England, and how he had once
thrown awar spear clear around the moon, and how his shield could darken the midsummer sky, and
how he could reap dl the corn in the world with one stroke of hisgreat sword. | liked thosetales. They
were better than my stepmother’ s stories of Cuthbert’s miracles. Christians, it seemed to me, were
forever weeping and | did not think Woden’ s worshippers cried much.

Wewaited inthe hdl. It was, indeed it ill is, agreat wooden hdl, strongly thatched and stout beamed,
with aharp on adais and a stone hearth in the center of the floor. It took adozen daves aday to keep
that great fire going, dragging the wood a ong the causeway and up through the gates, and at summer’s
end we would make alog pile bigger than the church just asawinter store. At the edges of the hal were
timber platforms, filled with rammed earth and layered with woolen rugs, and it was on those platforms
that we lived, up above the drafts. The hounds stayed on the bracken-strewn floor below, where lesser
men could eat at the year’ sfour greeat feadts.

There was no feast that night, just bread and cheese and ale, and my father waited for my brother and
wondered doud if the Danes were restless again. “ They usually come for food and plunder,” hetold me,
“but in some places they’ ve stayed and taken land.”

“Y ou think they want our land?’ | asked.

“They’ll takeany land,” he said irritably. He was awaysirritated by my questions, but that night he was
worried and so he talked on. “Their own land is stone and ice, and they have giants threatening them.”

| wanted him to tell me more about the giants, but he brooded instead. “ Our ancestors,” he went on after
awhile, “took thisland. They took it and madeit and held it. We do not give up what our ancestors gave
us. They came across the sea and they fought here, and they built here and they’ re buried here. Thisis
our land, mixed with our blood, strengthened with our bone. Ours.” He was angry, but he was often
angry. He glowered at me, asif wondering whether | was strong enough to hold this land of Northumbria
that our ancestors had won with sword and spear and blood and daughter.

We dept after awhile, or at least | dept. | think my father paced the ramparts, but by dawn he was back
inthe hall and it was then | was woken by the horn at the High Gate and | sscumbled off the platform and
out into the morning’ sfirst light. There was dew on the grass, a sea eagle circling overhead, and my
father’ s hounds streaming from the hall door in answer to the horn’scal. | saw my father running down to
the Low Gate and | followed him until 1 could wriggle my way through the men who were crowding onto
the earthen rampart to stare along the causeway.

Horsemen were coming from the south. There were adozen of them, their horses' hooves sparkling with
the dew. My brother’ s horse wasin the lead. It was abrindled stallion, wild-eyed and with acurious gait.
It threw itsforelegs out asit cantered and no one could mistake that horse, but it was not Uhtred who
rodeit. The man astride the saddle had long, long hair the color of pale gold, hair that tossed like the
horses tails as herode. He wore mail, had aflapping scabbard at his side and an ax dung across one
shoulder, and | was certain he was the same man who had danced the oar shaftsthe previous day. His
companionswerein leather or wool and asthey neared the fortress the long-haired man sgnaed that
they should curb their horses as he rode ahead a one. He came within bowshot, though none of uson the
rampart put an arrow on the string, then he pulled the horse to a stop and looked up &t the gate. He
gared dl aong the line of men, amocking expression on hisface, then he bowed, threw something on the
path, and whedled the horse away. He kicked his heels and the horse sped back and his ragged men
joined him to gallop south.

What he had thrown onto the path was my brother’ s severed head. 1t was brought to my father who
dtared at it along time, but betrayed no fedings. He did not cry, he did not grimace, he did not scowl, he



just looked at his eldest son’s head and then he looked a me. “From thisday on,” he said, “your nameis
Uhtred.”

Which ishow | was named.

Father Beoccainssted that | should be baptized again, or €se heaven would not know who | was when
| arrived with the name Uhtred. | protested, but Gythawanted it and my father cared more for her
contentment than for mine, and so abarrel was carried into the church and half filled with seawater and
Father Beocca stood mein the barrel and ladled water over my hair. “ Receive your servant Uhtred,” he
intoned, “into the holy company of the saints and into the ranks of the most bright angels.” | hopethe
saints and angels are warmer than | was that day, and after the baptism was done Gytha wept for me,
though why | did not know. She might have done better to weep for my brother.

Wefound out what had happened to him. The three Danish ships had put into the mouth of the river Alne
wherethere was asmadl settlement of fishermen and their families. Those folk had prudently fled inland,
though a handful stayed and watched the river mouth from woods on higher ground and they said my
brother had come at nightfall and seen the Vikingstorching the houses. They were called Vikingswhen
they were raiders, but Danes or pagans when they were traders, and these men had been burning and
plundering so were reckoned to be Vikings. There had seemed very few of them in the settlement, most
were on their ships, and my brother decided to ride down to the cottages and kill those few, but of
courseit wasatrap. The Danes had seen his horsemen coming and had hidden aship’s crew north of the
village, and those forty men closed behind my brother’ s party and killed them all. My father claimed his
eldest son’ s death must have been quick, which was a consolation to him, but of courseit wasnot a
quick desth for he lived long enough for the Danes to discover who hewas, or sewhy would they have
brought his head back to Bebbanburg? The fishermen said they tried to warn my brother, but | doubt
they did. Men say such things so that they are not blamed for disaster, but whether my brother was
warned or not, he still died and the Danes took thirteen fine swords, thirteen good horses, a coat of mail,
ahemet, and my old name.

But that was not the end of it. A fleeting vist by three shipswas no great event, but aweek after my
brother’ s desth we heard that a great Danish fleet had rowed up the riversto capture Eoferwic. They had
won that victory on All Saints Day, which made Gythaweep for it suggested God had abandoned us, but
there was dso good news for it seemed that my old namesake, King Osbert, had made an dliance with
hisrival, the would-be King AHla, and they had agreed to put asde their rivary, join forces, and take
Eoferwic back. That sounds ssimple, but of course it took time. Messengers rode, advisers confused,
priests prayed, and it was not till Christmas that Osbert and AHla sedled their peace with oaths, and then
they summoned my father’s men, but of course we could not march in winter. The Daneswerein
Eoferwic and weleft them there until the early spring when news came that the Northumbrian army
would gather outside the city and, to my joy, my father decreed that | would ride south with him.

“He stoo young,” Gytha protested.
“Heisdmos eeven,” my father said, “and he must learn to fight.”
“Hewould be better served by continuing hislessons,” she said.

“A dead reader is no use to Bebbanburg,” my father said, “and Uhtred is now the heir so he must learn
tofight.”

That night he made Beocca show me the parchments kept in the church, the parchments that said we
owned the land. Beocca had been teaching me to read for two years, but | was a bad pupil and, to



Beocca sdespair, | could make neither head nor tail of the writings. Beocca sighed, then told me what
wasinthem. “They describe theland,” he said, “the land your father owns, and they say theland ishisby
God'slaw and by our own law.” And one day, it seemed, the lands would be minefor that night my
father dictated anew will inwhich he said that if he died then Bebbanburg would belong to hisson
Uhtred, and | would be ealdorman, and al the folk between the rivers Tuede and the Tine would swvear
dlegianceto me. “Wewere kings here once,” hetold me, “and our land was called Bernicia” He
pressed his sedl into the red wax, leaving the impression of awolf’ s head.

“We should be kingsagain,” Afric, my uncle, said.

“It does't matter what they call us,” my father said curtly, “so long asthey obey us,” and then he made
Afric swear on the comb of Saint Cuthbert that he would respect the new will and acknowledge me as
Uhtred of Bebbanburg. Afric did so swear. “But it won't happen,” my father said. “We shall daughter
these Daneslike sheep in afold, and we shdll ride back here with plunder and honor.”

“Pray God,” AHfric sad.

Afric and thirty men would stay at Bebbanburg to guard the fortress and protect the women. He gave
me giftsthat night; aleather coat that would protect against asword cut and, best of dl, ahelmet around
which Eddwulf the smith had fashioned aband of gilt bronze. “ So they will know you areaprince,”
Africsad.

“He snot aprince,” my father said, “but an ealdorman’sheir.” Y et he was pleased with his brother’ s gifts
to me and added two of his own, ashort sword and a horse. The sword was an old blade, cut down,
with aleather scabbard lined with fleece. It had achunky hilt, was clumsy, yet that night | dept with the
blade under my blanket.

And next morning, as my stepmother wept on the ramparts of the High Gate, and under ablue, clean
sky, we rode to war. Two hundred and fifty men went south, following our banner of the wolf’ s head.

That wasin theyear 867, and it was thefirst time| ever went to war.

And | have never ceased.

“You will not fight in the shild wal,” my father said.
“No, Father.”

“Only men can stand inthe shidd wall,” he said, “but you will watch, you will learn, and you will discover
that the most dangerous stroke is not the sword or ax that you can see, but the one you cannot see, the
blade that comes beneath the shidds to bite your ankles.”

He grudgingly gave me much other advice as we followed the long road south. Of the two hundred and
fifty men who went to Eoferwic from Bebbanburg, one hundred and twenty were on horseback. Those
were my father’ s household men or else the wed thier farmers, the ones who could afford some kind of
armor and had shields and swords. Most of the men were not wedthy, but they were sworn to my
father’ s cause, and they marched with sickles, spears, reaping hooks, fish gaffs, and axes. Some carried
hunting bows, and all had been ordered to bring aweek’ s food, which was mostly hard bread, harder
cheese, and smoked fish. Many were accompanied by women. My father had ordered that no women
were to march south, but he did not send them back, reckoning that the women would follow anyway,
and that men fought better when their wives or lovers were watching, and he was confident that those



women would see the levy of Northumbria give the Danes aterrible daughter. He claimed we were the
hardest men of England, much harder than the soft Mercians. Y our mother wasaMercian,” he added,
but said nothing more. He never talked of her. | knew they had been married lessthan ayear, that she
had died giving birth to me, and that she was an ealdorman’ s daughter, but asfar as my father was
concerned she might never have existed. He claimed to despise the Mercians, but not as much ashe
scorned the coddled West Saxons. “ They don't know hardship in Wessex,” he maintained, but he
reserved his severest judgment for the East Anglians. “They livein marshes,” he oncetold me, “and live
likefrogs.” We Northumbrians had always hated the East Angliansfor long ago they had defeated usin
battle, killing Ethelfrith, our king and husband to the Bebba after whom our fortresswas named. | wasto
discover later that the East Anglians had given horses and winter shelter to the Danes who had captured
Eoferwic so my father was right to despise them. They were treacherous frogs.

Father Beoccarode south with us. My father did not much like the priest, but did not want to go to war
without aman of God to say prayers. Beocca, in turn, was devoted to my father who had freed him from
davery and provided him with his education. My father could have worshipped the devil and Beocca, |
think, would have turned a blind eye. He was young, clean shaven, and extraordinarily ugly, with afearful
squint, aflattened nose, unruly red hair, and apalsied left hand. He was also very clever, though | did not
appreciate it then, resenting that he gave me lessons. The poor man had tried so hard to teach me letters,
but I mocked his efforts, preferring to get a beating from my father to concentrating on the alphabet.

Wefollowed the Roman road, crossing their great wall at the Tine, and gill going south. The Romans, my
father said, had been giants who built wondrous things, but they had gone back to Rome and the giants
had died and now the only Romans left were priests, but the giants' roads were dtill there and, aswe
went south, more men joined us until a horde marched on the moors either side of the stony road’s
broken surface. The men dept in the open, though my father and his chief retainers would bed for the
night in abbeys or barns.

We dso straggled. Even at ten yearsold | noticed how we straggled. Men had brought liquor with them,
or elsethey stole mead or defrom the villages we passed, and they frequently got drunk and smply
collapsed at the roadside and no one seemed to care. “They’ll catch up,” my father said carelesdly.

“It'snot good,” Father Beoccatold me.

“What' s not good?’

“There should be more discipline. | have read the Roman wars and know there must be discipline.”
“They’ll catch up,” | said, echoing my father.

That night we were joined by men from the place caled Cetreht where, long ago, we had defeated the
Welsh in agreet battle. The newcomers sang of the battle, chanting how we had fed the ravens with the
foreigners blood, and the words cheered my father who told me we were near Eoferwic and that next
day we might expect to join Osbert and Ala, and how the day after that we would feed the ravens again.
Wewere sitting by afire, one of hundreds of firesthat stretched acrossthe fields. South of us, far off
acrossaflat land, | could see the sky glowing from the light of still more fires and knew they showed
where the rest of Northumbria s army gathered.

“TheravenisWoden' s creature, isn't it?’ | asked nervoudly.
My father looked at me sourly. “Who told you that?’

| shrugged, said nothing.



“Eddwulf?’ He guessed, knowing that Bebbanburg' s blacksmith, who had stayed at the fortresswith
Afric, was a secret pagan.

“I just heard it,” | said, hoping | would get away with the evasion without being hit, “and | know we are
descended from Woden.”

“Weare,” my father acknowledged, “but we have anew God now.” He stared balefully acrossthe
encampment where men were drinking. “ Do you know who wins battles, boy?’

“Wedo, Father.”

“Thesdethat isleast drunk,” he said, and then, after apause, “but it helpsto be drunk.”

“Why?

“Becauseashidd wadl isan awful place.” He gazed into thefire. “1 have beenin sx shidd walls” he went
on, “and prayed every timeit would be the last. Y our brother, now, he was a man who might have loved
the shieddld wall. He had courage.” Hefdl slent, thinking, then scowled. “The man who brought his head. |
want hishead. | want to spit into his dead eyes, then put his skull on apole abovethe Low Gate.”

“Youwill haveit,” | said.

He sneered at that. “What do you know?” he asked. “I brought you, boy, because you must see battle.
Because our men must see that you are here. But you will not fight. Y ou' re like ayoung dog who
watches the old dogs kill the boar, but doesn't bite. Watch and learn, watch and learn and maybe one
day you'll be useful. But for now you' re nothing but apup.” He dismissed mewith awave.

Next day the Roman road ran across aflat land, crossing dykes and ditches, until at last we cameto
where the combined armies of Osbert and AHla had made their shelters. Beyond them, and just visible
through the scattered trees, was Eoferwic, and that was where the Danes were,

Eoferwic was, and till is, the chief city of northern England. It possesses a greet abbey, an archbishop, a
fortress, high walls, and avast market. It stands beside the River Ouse, and boasts a bridge, but ships
can reach Eoferwic from the distant sea, and that was how the Danes had come. They must have known
that Northumbria was weakened by civil war, that Osbert, the rightful king, had marched westward to
meet the forces of the pretender AHla, and in the absence of the king they had taken the city. It would not
have been difficult for them to have discovered Osbert’ s absence. The trouble between Osbert and AHla
had been brewing for weeks, and Eoferwic wasfilled with traders, many from across the sea, who would
have known of the two men’shitter rivary. Onething | learned about the Danes was that they knew how
to spy. The monkswho write the chroniclestell usthat they came from nowhere, their dragon-prowed
ships suddenly gppearing from a blue vacancy, but it wasrardly like that. The Viking crews might attack
unexpectedly, but the big fleets, the war fleets, went where they knew there was aready trouble. They
found an exigting wound and filled it like maggots.

My father took me closeto the city, he and a score of hismen, al of us mounted and al wearing mail or
leather. We could see the enemy on the walls. Some of the wall was built of stone—that was the Roman
work—but much of the city was protected by an earth wall, topped by a high wooden palisade, and to
the east of the city part of that palisade was missing. It seemed to have been burned for we could see
charred wood on top of the earthen wall where fresh stakes had been driven to hold the new paisade
that would replace the burned fence.

Beyond the new stakes was ajumble of thatched roofs, the wooden bell towers of three churches, and,
on theriver, the masts of the Danish fleet. Our scouts claimed there were thirty four ships, which was said



to mean the Danes had an army of around athousand men. Our own army was larger, nearer to fifteen
hundred, though it was difficult to count. No one seemed to be in charge. The two leaders, Osbert and
Ala, camped apart and, though they had officially made peace, they refused to spesk to each other,
communicating instead through messengers. My father, the third most important man in the army, could
talk to both, but he was not able to persuade Osbert and Alato mest, let done agree on aplan of
campaign. Osbert wished to besiege the city and starve the Danes out, while AHlaurged animmediate
attack. The rampart was broken, he said, and an assault would drive deep into the tangle of streets
where the Danes could be hunted down and killed. I do not know which course my father preferred, for
he never said, but in the end the decision was taken away from us.

Our army could not wait. We had brought some food, but that was soon exhausted, and men were going
ever farther afield to find more, and some of those men did not return. They just dipped home. Other
men grumbled that their farms needed work and if they did not return home they would face ahungry
year. A meeting was caled of every important man and they spent al day arguing. Osbert attended the
meeting, which meant AHladid not, though one of his chief supporters was there and hinted that Osbert’s
reluctance to assault the city was caused by cowardice. Perhapsit was, for Osbert did not respond to
the jibe, proposing instead that we dig our own forts outside the city. Three or four such forts, he said,
would trap the Danes. Our best fighters could man the forts, and our other men could go home to look
after their fields. Another man proposed building anew bridge acrossthe river, abridge that would trap
the Danish fleet, and he argued the point tedioudy, though | think everyone knew that we did not have
the time to make a bridge across such awideriver. “Besides,” King Osbert said, “we want the Danesto
take their shipsaway. Let them go back to the sea. L et them go and trouble someone else.” A bishop
pleaded for more time, saying that Ealdorman Egbert, who held land south of Eoferwic, had yet to arrive
with hismen.

“Nor isRicsg here” apriest said, speaking of another great lord.
“He ssck,” Oshert said.
“Sickness of courage,” AHla s pokesman sneered.

“Givethemtime,” the bishop suggested. “With Egbert’ sand Ricsig's men we shdl have enough troopsto
frighten the Danes with sheer numbers.”

My father said nothing at the meeting, though it was plain many men wanted him to spesk, and | was
perplexed that he stayed silent, but that night Beocca explained why. “If he said we should attack,” the
priest said, “then men would assume he had sided with AHla, while if he encouraged asiege, hewould be
seen to be on Osbert’sside.”

“Doesit matter?’

Beoccalooked at me across the campfire, or one of his eyeslooked a me while the other wandered
somewherein the night. “When the Danes are beaten,” he said, “then Osbert and Ala sfeud will start
agan. Y our father wants none of it.”

“But whichever sde he supports,” | said, “will win.”
“But suppose they kill each other?” Beocca asked. “Who will be king then?’
| looked a him, understood, said nothing.

“And who will be king thereafter?” Beocca asked, and he pointed at me. “Y ou. And aking should be
ableto read and write.”



“A king,” | answered scornfully, “can dways hire men who can read and write.”

Then, next morning, the decision to attack or besiege was made for us, because news came that more
Danish ships had gppeared at the mouth of the river Humber, and that could only mean the enemy would
be reinforced within afew days, and so my father, who had stayed silent for so long, findly spoke. “We
must attack,” he told both Osbert and AHla, “before the new boats come.”

Alla, of course, agreed enthusiagtically, and even Osbert understood that the new ships meant that
everything was changed. Besides, the Danesingde the city had been having problemswith their new
wall. We woke one morning to see awhole new stretch of palisade, the wood raw and bright, but a great
wind blew that day and the new work collapsed, and that caused much merriment in our encampments.
The Danes, men said, could not even build awall. “But they can build ships,” Father Beoccatold me.

“ &?1

“A man who can build aship,” the young priest said, “can usudly build awal. It isnot so hard as
ship-building.”

“It fell down!”

“Perhaps it was meant to fall down,” Beoccasaid, and, when | just stared at him, he explained. “Perhaps
they want usto attack there?’

| do not know if hetold my father of his suspicions, but if he did then | have no doubt my father
dismissed them. He did not trust Beocca s opinions on war. The priest’ s usefulness was in encouraging
God to smite the Danes and that was al and, to be fair, Beoccadid pray mightily and long that God
would give usthevictory.

And the day after thewall collapsed we gave God his chance to fulfill Beocca s prayers.

We attacked.

| do not know if every man who assaulted Eoferwic was drunk, but they would have been had there
been enough mead, de, and birch wine to go around. The drinking had gone on much of the night and |
woke to find men vomiting in the dawn. Those few who, like my father, possessed mail shirts pulled them
on. Most were armored in legther, while some men had no protection other than their coats. Weapons
were sharpened on whetstones. The priests walked round the camp scattering blessings, while men
swore oaths of brotherhood and loyaty. Some banded together and promised to share their plunder
equally, afew looked pale, and more than a handful sneaked away through the dykes that crossed the
flat, damp landscape.

A score of men were ordered to stay at the camp and guard the women and horses, though Father
Beoccaand | were both ordered to mount. “ Y ou'll stay on horseback,” my father told me, “and you'll
stay with him,” he added to the priest.

“Of course, my lord,” Beoccasaid.

“If anything happens,” my father was ddiberately vague, “then ride to Bebbanburg, shut the gate, and
wait there.”

“God ison our Sde,” Beoccasaid.



My father looked a great warrior, which indeed he was, though he claimed to be getting too old for
fighting. Hisgraying beard jutted over hismail coat, above which he had hung a crucifix carved from ox
bone that had been a gift from Gytha. His sword belt was |leather studded with silver, while his great
sword, Bone-Breaker, was sheathed in leather banded with gilt-bronze strappings. His boots had iron
plates on elther Sde of the ankles, reminding me of his advice about the shiddd wall, while hishelmet was
polished so that it shone, and itsface piece, with its eyeholes and snarling mouth, wasinlaid with slver.
Hisround shield was made of limewood, had aheavy iron boss, was covered in leather and painted with
the wolf’ s head. Ealdorman Uhtred was going to war.

The horns summoned the army. There wasllittle order in the array. There had been arguments about who
should be on the right or left, but Beocca told me the argument had been settled when the bishop cast
dice, and King Osbert was now on theright, AHlaon the left, and my father in the center, and those three
chieftains banners were advanced as the horns called. The men assembled under the banners. My
father’ s household troops, his best warriors, were at the front, and behind them were the bands of the
thegns. Thegns were important men, holders of great lands, some of them with their own fortresses, and
they were the men who shared my father’ s platform in the feasting hall, and men who had to be watched
in case their ambitions made them try to take his place, but now they loyaly gathered behind him, and the
ceorls, free men of the lowest rank, assembled with them. Men fought in family groups, or with friends.
There were plenty of boys with the army, though | was the only one on horseback and the only one with
asword and helmet.

| could see a scatter of Danes behind the unbroken palisades either side of the gap where their wall had
falen down, but most of their army filled that gap, making ashield barrier on top of the earthen wall, and
it wasa high earthen wall, at least ten or twelve feet high, and steep, so it would be ahard climb into the
face of thewaiting killers, but | was confident we would win. | wasten yearsold, amost eeven.

The Danes were shouting at us, but we weretoo far away to hear their insults. Their shields, round like
ours, were painted yellow, black, brown, and blue. Our men began beating weapons on their shields and
that was afearsome sound, thefirst time | ever heard an army making that war music; the clashing of ash
spear shaftsand iron sword blades on shield wood.

“Itisaterriblething,” Beoccasaid to me. “War, it isan awful thing.”
| said nothing. | thought it was glorious and wonderful.

“The shiddd wal iswhere men die,” Beoccasaid, and he kissed the wooden cross that hung about his
neck. “The gates of heaven and hell will bejostling with souls before thisday isdone,” he went on
gloomily.

“Aren’'t the dead carried to afeasting hal?’ | asked.
Helooked at me very strangely, then appeared shocked. “Where did you hear that?’

“At Bebbanburg,” | said, sensible enough not to admit that it was Edldwulf the smith who told me those
tales as | watched him beating rods of iron into sword blades.

“That iswhat heasthens believe,” Beoccasaid sernly. “They believe dead warriors are carried to
Woden's corpse-hall to feast until the world’ sending, but it isagrievoudy wrong belief. It isan error!
But the Danes are awaysin error. They bow down to idols, they deny the true god, they are wrong.”

“But aman mugt diewith asword in hishand?’ | inssted.

“I can see we must teach you a proper catechism when thisisdone,” the priest said sternly.



| said nothing more. | waswatching, trying to fix every detail of that day in my memory. The sky was
summer blue, with just afew clouds off in the west, and the sunlight reflected from our army’ s spear
pointslike glints of light flickering on the summer sea. Cowdlips dotted the meadow where the army
assembled, and a cuckoo called from the woods behind us where a crowd of our women were watching
the army. There were swans on theriver that was placid for there was little wind. The smoke from the
cooking firesinsde Eoferwic rose dmost straight into the air, and that sight reminded me that there would
be afeast in the city that night, afeast of roasted pork or whatever else we found in the enemy’ s stores.
Some of our men, those in the foremost ranks, were darting forward to shout at the enemy, or else dare
him to come and do private battle between the lines, one man on one man, but none of the Danes broke
rank. They just stared, waited, their spears ahedge, their shildsawall, and then our hornsblew again
and the shouting and the shield-banging faded as our army lurched forward.

It went raggedly. Later, much later, | was to understand the reluctance of men to launch themselves
againg ashidd wall, let doneashield wall held at the top of asteep earthen bank, but on that day | was
just impatient for our army to hurry forward and break the impudent Danes and Beocca had to restrain
me, catching hold of my bridle to sop meriding into the rearmost ranks. “We shall wait until they bresk
through,” he said.

“l want to kill aDane,” | protested.

“Don’'t be stupid, Uhtred,” Beocca said angrily. “You try and kill aDane,” he went on, “and your father
will haveno sons. You are hisonly child now, and it isyour duty to live”

So | did my duty and | hung back, and | watched as, so dowly, our army found its courage and
advanced toward the city. The river was on our |eft, the empty encampment behind our right, and the
inviting gap in the city wal wasto our front; there the Daneswere waiting slently, their shidds

overlgpping.

“The bravest will go firgt,” Beoccasaid to me, “and your father will be one of them. They will makea
wedge, what the Latin authors call aporcinum capet. Y ou know what that means?’

“No.” Nor did | care.

“A swine shead. Likethetusk of aboar. The bravest will go first and, if they break through, the others
will follow.”

Beoccawas right. Three wedges formed in front of our lines, one each from the household troops of
Oshert, AHla, and my father. The men stood close together, their shields overlapping like the Danish
shields, while the rearward ranks of each wedge held their shields high like aroof, and then, when they
were ready, the men in the three wedges gave a great cheer and started forward. They did not run. | had
expected them to run, but men cannot keep the wedge tight if they run. Thewedgeiswar in dow time,
dow enough for the men inside the wedge to wonder how strong the enemy isand to fear that the rest of
the army will not follow, but they did. The three wedges had not gone more than twenty paces before the
remaining mass of men moved forward.

“| want to becloser,” | said.
“You will wait,” Beoccasaid.

| could hear the shouts now, shouts of defiance and shouts to give a man courage, and then the archers
on the city wallsloosed their bows and | saw the glitter of the feathers as the arrows dashed down
toward the wedges, and amoment later the throwing spears came, arching over the Danish lineto fal on
the upheld shields. Amazingly, at least to me, it seemed that none of our men was struck, though | could



seetheir shields were stuck with arrows and spears like hedgehog spines, and still the three wedges
advanced, and now our own bowmen were shooting at the Danes, and a handful of our men broke from
the ranks behind the wedges to hurl their own spears at the enemy shild wall.

“Not long now,” Beocca said nervoudy. He made the sign of the cross. He was praying silently and his
crippled left hand was twitching.

| was watching my father’ s wedge, the central wedge, the one just in front of the wolf’ s head banner, and
| saw the closaly touching shields vanish into the ditch that lay in front of the earthen wall and | knew my
father was periloudy closeto death and | urged him to win, to kill, to give the name Uhtred of
Bebbanburg even more renown, and then | saw the shield wedge emerge from the ditch and, likea
monstrous beast, crawl up the face of thewall.

“The advantage they have,” Beocca said in the patient voice he used for teaching, “isthat the enemy’s
feet are easy targets when you come from below.” | think he wastrying to reassure himsdlf, but |
believed him anyway, and it must have been true for my father’ sformation, first up thewall, did not seem
to be checked when they met the enemy’ sshield wall. 1 could see nothing now except the flash of blades
risng and faling, and | could hear that sound, the red music of battle, the chop of iron on wood, iron on
iron, yet the wedge was still moving. Like aboar’ srazor-sharp tusk it had pierced the Danish shield wall
and was moving forward, and though the Danes wrapped around the wedge, it seemed our men were
winning for they pressed forward across the earthen bank, and the soldiers behind must have sensed that
Eadorman Uhtred had brought them victory for they suddenly cheered and surged to help the

bel eaguered wedge.

“God be praised,” Beoccasad, for the Danes were fleeing. One moment they had formed athick shield
wall, bristling with weapons, and now they were vanishing into the city and our army, with therelief of
men whose lives have been spared, charged after them.

“Sowly, now,” Beocca said, walking his horse forward and leading mine by the bridle.

The Danes had gone. Instead the earthen wall was black with our men who were scrambling through the
gap in the city’ sramparts, then down the bank’ sfarther side into the Streets and alleyways beyond. The
three flags, my father’ swolf head, AHla swar ax, and Osbert’ s cross, were inside Eoferwic. | could hear
men cheering and | kicked my horse, forcing her out of Beocca' s grasp. “ Come back!” he shouted, but
though he followed me he did not try to drag me away. We had won, God had given usvictory, and |
wanted to be close enough to smdll the daughter.

Neither of us could get into the city because the gap in the palisade was choked with our men, but |
kicked the horse again and she forced her way into the press. Some men protested at what | was doing.
Then they saw the gilt-bronze circle on my helmet and knew | was nobly born and so they tried to help
me through, while Beocca, stranded at the back of the crowd, shouted that | should not get too far ahead
of him. “Catch up!” | caled back to him.

Then he shouted again, but thistime his voice was frantic, terrified, and | turned to see Danes streaming
across the field where our army had advanced. It was ahorde of Danes who must have sdllied from the
city’ snorthern gate to cut off our retreat, and they must have known we would retreat, because it
seemed they could build walls after al, and had built them across the streetsinside the city, then feigned
flight from the rampartsto draw usinto ther killing ground and now they sprang the trap. Some of the
Danes who came from the city were mounted, most were on foot, and Beocca panicked. | do not blame
him. The Danes like killing Christian priests and Beocca must have seen deeth, did not desire martyrdom,
and so heturned his horse and kicked it hard and it galloped away beside the river and the Danes, not
caring about the fate of one man where so many were trapped, let him go.



It isatruth that in most armies the timid men and those with the feeblest weapons are at the back. The
brave go to the front, the weak seek therear, so if you can get to the back of an enemy army you will
have a massacre.

| am an old man now and it has been my fate to see panic flicker through many armies. That panicis
worse than the terror of sheep penned in acleft and being assaulted by wolves, more frantic than the
writhing of salmon caught in anet and dragged to the air. The sound of it must tear the heavens apart, but
to the Danes, that day, it was the sweet sound of victory and to usit was death.

| tried to escape. God knows | panicked, too. | had seen Beoccaracing away beside theriverside
willows and | managed to turn the mare, but then one of our own men snatched a me, presumably
wanting my horse, and | had the wit to draw my short sword and hack blindly at him as| kicked back
my hedls, but al | achieved wasto ride out of the panicked massinto the path of the Danes, and dl
around me men were screaming and the Danish axes and swords were chopping and swinging. Thegrim
work, the blood feast, the song of the blade, they call it, and perhaps | was saved for amoment because
| was the only onein our army who was on horseback and a score of the Danes were also mounted and
perhaps they mistook me for one of their own, but then one of those Danes called to mein alanguage
did not spesk and | looked at him and saw hislong hair, unhemeted, hislong fair hair and his
slver-colored mail and the wide grin on hiswild face and | recognized him as the man who had killed my
brother and, like thefool | was, | screamed at him. A standard bearer was just behind the long-haired
Dane, flaunting an eagl€ swing on along pole. Tearswere blurring my sight, and perhapsthe battle
madness came onto me because, despite my panic, | rode at the long-haired Dane and struck at him with
my small sword, and his sword parried mine, and my feeble blade bent like aherring’ s spine. It just bent
and he drew back his own sword for the killing stroke, saw my pathetic bent blade, and began to laugh. |
was pissng mysdlf, hewaslaughing, and | best a him again with the usdless sword and gtill helaughed,
and then he leaned over, plucked the wegpon from my hand, and threw it away. He picked me up then. |
was screaming and hitting at him, but he thought it all so very funny, and he draped me belly down on the
saddlein front of him and then he spurred into the chaos to continue the killing.

And that was how | met Ragnar, Ragnar the Fearless, my brother’ skiller, and the man whose head was
supposed to grace a pole on Bebbanburg' s ramparts, Earl Ragnar.

PART ONE
A Pagan Childhood
ONE

The Danes were clever that day. They had made new wallsinside the city, invited our men into the
streets, trapped them between the new walls, surrounded them, and killed them. They did not kill al the
Northumbrian army, for even the fiercest warriorstire of daughter and, besides, the Danes made much
money from davery. Most of the daves taken in England were sold to farmersin the wild northern ides,
or to Ireland, or sent back across the sea to the Danish lands, but some, | learned, were taken to the big
dave marketsin Frankiaand afew were shipped south to a place where there was no winter and where
men with faces the color of scorched wood would pay good money for men and even better money for
young women.

But they killed enough of us. They killed Alaand they killed Osbert and they killed my father. AHlaand
my father were fortunate, for they died in battle, swordsin their hands, but Osbert was captured and he
was tortured that night as the Danes feasted in acity stinking of blood. Some of the victors guarded the
walls, others celebrated in the captured houses, but most gathered in the hal of Northumbria s defested
king where Ragnar took me. | did not know why hetook methere, | half expected to bekilled or, at



best, sold into davery, but Ragnar made me sit with hismen and put aroasted goose leg, haf aloaf of
bread, and apot of aein front of me, then cuffed me cheerfully round the head.

The other Danesignored me a first. They were too busy getting drunk and cheering the fights that broke
out once they were drunk, but the loudest cheers came when the captured Osbert was forced to fight
againg ayoung warrior who had extraordinary skill with asword. He danced around the king, then
chopped off hisleft hand before ditting his belly with a sweeping cut and, because Osbert was a heavy
man, hisguts spilled out like edls dithering from a ruptured sack. Some of the Danes were weak with
laughter after that. The king took along timeto die, and while he cried for rdlief, the Danes crucified a
captured priest who had fought against them in the battle. They were intrigued and repelled by our
religion, and they were angry when the priest’ s hands pulled free of the nails and some claimed it was
impossibleto kill aman that way, and they argued that point drunkenly, then tried to nall the priest to the
hal’ stimber walls a second time until, bored with it, one of their warriors dammed a spear into the
priest’s chest, crushing hisribs and mangling his heart.

A handful of them turned on me once the priest was dead and, because | had worn ahelmet with a
gilt-bronze circlet, they thought | must be aking’s son and they put mein arobe and aman climbed onto
the table to piss on me, and just then a huge voice bellowed at them to stop and Ragnar bullied hisway
through the crowd. He snatched the robe from me and harangued the men, telling them | knew not what,
but whatever he said made them stop and Ragnar then put an arm around my shoulders and took meto a
dais at the Sde of the hal and gestured | should climb up to it. An old man was eating done there. He
was blind, both eyes milky white, and had a deep-lined face framed by gray hair aslong as Ragnar’s. He
heard me clamber up and asked a question, and Ragnar answered and then walked away .

“Y ou must be hungry, boy,” the old man said in English.

| did not answer. | wasterrified of hisblind eyes.

“Have you vanished?’ he asked. “ Did the dwarves pluck you down to the underearth?’
“I’'m hungry,” | admitted.

“So you arethere after dl,” he said, “and there' s pork here, and bread, and cheese, and de. Tell me
your name.”

| amost said Oshert, then remembered | was Uhtred. “Uhtred,” | said.

“Anugly name,” the old man said, “but my son said | wasto look after you, so | will, but you must ook
after metoo. Y ou could cut me some pork?’

“Your son?’ | asked.

“Earl Ragnar,” he said, “ sometimes called Ragnar the Fearless. Who were they killing in here?”
“Theking,” | sad, “and apriest.”

“Whichking?’

“Did hediewdl|?’

“No.”



“Then he shouldn’t have been king.”
“Areyou aking?’ | asked.

Helaughed. “| am Ravn,” he said, “and once | was an earl and awarrior, but now | am blind so | am no
use to anyone. They should beat me over the head with acudgel and send me on my way to the
nether-world.” | said nothing to that because | did not know what to say. “Buit | try to be useful,” Ravn
went on, his hands groping for bread. “| speak your language and the language of the Britons and the
tongue of the Wends and the speech of the Frisans and that of the Franks. Language is now my trade,
boy, because | have become askald.”

“A kdd?”

“A scop, you would call me. A poet, aweaver of dreams, aman who makes glory from nothing and
dazzles you with its making. And my job now isto tell thisday’ staein such away that men will never
forget our great deeds.”

“But if you cannot see,” | asked, “how can you tell what happened?’

Ravn laughed at that. “Have you heard of Odin? Then you should know that Odin sacrificed one of his
own eyes so that he could obtain the gift of poetry. So perhaps| am twice as good askald as Odin, eh?”’

“| am descended from Woden,” | said.

“Areyou?’ He seemed impressed, or perhaps he just wanted to be kind. “ So who are you, Uhtred,
descendant of the great Odin?’

“| am the Edldorman of Bebbanburg,” | said, and that reminded me | was fatherless and my defiance
crumpled and, to my shame, | began to cry. Ravn ignored me as he listened to the drunken shouts and
the songs and the shrieks of the girlswho had been captured in our camp and who now provided the
warriorswith the reward for their victory, and watching their antics took my mind off my sorrow
because, in truth, | had never seen such things before, though, God be thanked, | took plenty of such
rewards mysdf intimesto come.

“Bebbanburg?’ Ravn said. “1 wasthere before you were born. It was twenty years ago.”
“At Bebbanburg?’

“Not inthefortress” he admitted, “it was far too strong. But | wasto the north of it, on the idand where
the monks pray. | killed six men there. Not monks, men. Warriors.” He smiled to himsdlf, remembering.
“Now tdl me, Edldorman Uhtred of Bebbanburg,” he went on, “what is happening.”

So | became hiseyesand | told him of the men dancing, and the men stripping the women of their
clothes, and what they then did to the women, but Ravn had no interest in that. “What,” he wanted to
know, “are Ivar and Ubba doing?’

“lvar and Ubba?’

“They will be on the high platform. Ubbaisthe shorter and looks like abarrel with abeard, and Ivar isso
skinny that heiscaled Ivar the Bondless. Heis so thin that you could press his feet together and shoot
him from abowstring.”

| learned later that |var and Ubbawere the two oldest of three brothers and the joint leaders of this
Danish army. Ubbawas adeep, his black-haired head cushioned by hisarmsthat, in turn, were resting on



the remnants of hismedl, but Ivar the Bondlesswas awake. He had sunken eyes, aface like askull,
ydlow hair drawn back to the ngpe of hisneck, and an expression of sullen malevolence. Hisarmswere
thick with the golden rings Danes like to wear to prove their prowessin battle, while agold chain was
coiled around his neck. Two men were talking to him. One, standing just behind Ivar, seemed to whisper
into his ear, while the other, aworried-looking man, sat between the two brothers. | described dl thisto
Ravn, who wanted to know what the worried man sitting between Ivar and Ubba looked like,

“Noamrings” | said, “agold circlet round his neck. Brown hair, long beard, quite old.”
“Everyonelooksold to the young,” Ravn said. “ That must be King Egbert.”
“King Egbert?’ | had never heard of such a person.

“He was Edldorman Egbert,” Ravn explained, “but he made his peace with usin the winter and we have
rewarded him by making him king herein Northumbria Heisking, but we arethe lords of theland.” He
chuckled, and young as | was | understood the treachery involved. Eddorman Egbert held estates to the
south of our kingdom and was what my father had been in the north, agreat power, and the Danes had
suborned him, kept him from the fight, and now he would be called king, yet it was plain that he would be
aking on ashort leash. “If you areto live,” Ravn said to me, “then it would be wise to pay your respects
to Egbert.”

“Live?’ | blurted out the word. | had somehow thought that having survived the battle then of coursel
would live. | wasachild, someone s sresponsibility, but Ravn’swords hammered home my redlity. |
should never have confessed my rank, | thought. Better to be aliving dave than adead ealdorman.

“I think you'll live,” Ravn said. “ Ragnar likes you and Ragnar gets what he wants. He says you attacked
him?’

“I did, yes”

“Hewould have enjoyed that. A boy who attacks Earl Ragnar? That must be some boy, eh? Too good a
boy to waste on death he says, but then my son always had aregrettably sentimenta side. | would have
chopped your head off, but hereyou are, aive, and | think it would be wise if you were to bow to
Egbert.”

Now, | think, looking back so far into my pagt, | have probably changed that night’ s events. Therewasa
feadt, Ivar and Ubbawere there, Egbert wastrying to look like aking, Ravn was kind to me, but | am
sure | was more confused and far more frightened than | have made it sound. Y et in other ways my
memories of the feast are very precise. Watch and learn, my father had told me, and Ravn made me
watch, and | did learn. | learned about treachery, especialy when Ragnar, summoned by Ravn, took me
by the collar and led me to the high dais where, after asurly gesture of permission from Ivar, | was
allowed to approach thetable. “Lord King,” | squeaked, then knelt so that a surprised Egbert had to lean
forward to seeme. “1 am Uhtred of Bebbanburg,” | had been coached by Ravn in what | should say,
“and | seek your lordly protection.”

That produced silence, except for the mutter of the interpreter talking to Ivar. Then Ubba awoke, |ooked
dartled for afew heartbests asif he was not sure where he was, then he stared & me and | felt my flesh
shrive for | had never seen aface so malevolent. He had dark eyes and they were full of hateand |
wanted the earth to swallow me. He said nothing, just gazed a me and touched a hammer-shaped amulet
hanging at his neck. Ubba had his brother’ sthin face, but instead of fair hair drawn back against the skulll,
he had bushy black hair and athick beard that was dotted with scraps of food. Then he yawned and it
was like staring into abeast’ s maw. The interpreter spoke to lvar who said something, and the
interpreter, in turn, talked to Egbert who tried to look stern. “Y our father,” he said, “choseto fight us.”



“Andisdead,” | answered, tearsin my eyes, and | wanted to say something more, but nothing would
come, and ingtead | just sniveled like an infant and | could fed Ubba s scorn like the heat of afire. |
cuffed angrily at my nose.

“We shdl decide your fate,” Egbert said loftily, and | was dismissed.

| went back to Ravn who insisted | tell him what had happened, and he smiled when | described Ubba's
maevolent silence. “He safrightening man,” Ravn agreed. “To my certain knowledge he skilled Sixteen
men in Single combat, and dozens more in battle, but only when the auguries are good. Otherwise he
won't fight.”

“Theauguries?’

“Ubbaisavery supertitious young man,” Ravn said, “but aso adangerousone. If | give you one piece
of advice, young Uhtred, it is never, never, to fight Ubba. Even Ragnar would fear to do that and my son
fearslittle”

“And lvar?’ | asked. “Would your son fight Ivar?’

“The bondess one?’ Ravn considered the question. “Hetoo is frightening, for he has no pity, but he does
possess sense. Besides, Ragnar serves Ivar if he serves anyone, and they’ re friends, so they would not
fight. But Ubba? Only the godstell him what to do, and you should beware of men who take their orders
from the gods. Cut me some of the crackling, boy. | particularly like pork crackling.”

| cannot remember now how long | wasin Eoferwic. | was put to work, that | do remember. My fine
clothes were stripped from me and given to some Danish boy, and in their place | was given aflea-ridden
shift of tattered wool that | belted with a piece of rope. | cooked Ravn’s meals for afew days. Then the
other Danish ships arrived and proved to hold mostly women and children, the families of the victorious
army, and it was then | understood that these Danes had come to stay in Northumbria. Ravn’ swife
arrived, abig woman caled Gudrun with alaugh that could have felled an ox, and she chivvied me away
from the cooking fire that she now tended with Ragnar’ swife, who was caled Sigrid and whose hair
reached to her waist and was the color of sunlight reflecting off gold. She and Ragnar had two sonsand a
daughter. Sigrid had given birth to eight children, but only those three had lived. Rorik, his second son,
wasayear younger than me and on the very first day | met him he picked afight, coming a mein awhirl
of fistsand fet, but | put him on his back and was throttling the breath out of him when Ragnar picked us
both up, crashed our heads together, and told us to be friends. Ragnar’ s eldest son, also called Ragnar,
was elghteen, dready aman, and | did not meet him then for hewasin Ireland where he was learning to
fight and to kill so he could become an earl like hisfather. Intime| did meet Ragnar the Y ounger who
was very smilar to hisfather: dways cheerful, boisteroudy happy, enthusiastic about whatever needed to
be done, and friendly to anyone who paid him respect.

Like all the other children | had work to keep me busy. There was dways firewood and water to be
fetched, and | spent two days hel ping to burn the green muck from the hull of a beached ship, and |
enjoyed that even though | got into a dozen fights with Danish boys, dl of them bigger than me, and |
lived with black eyes, bruised knuckles, sprained wrists, and loosened teeth. My worst enemy was a boy
caled Sven who was two years older than me and very big for hisage with around, vacant face, adack
jaw, and avicious temper. He was the son of one of Ragnar’ s shipmasters, aman called Kjartan. Ragnar
owned three ships, he commanded one, Kjartan the second, and atall, weather-hardened man named
Egil steered thethird. Kjartan and Egil were dso warriors, of course, and as shipmastersthey led their
crewsinto battle and so were reckoned important men, their arms heavy with rings, and Kjartan’s son
Sven took an ingtant didlike to me. He called me English scum, agoat turd and dog breath, and because
he was older and bigger he could beat mefairly easly, but | was also making friends and, luckily for me,



Sven didiked Rorik amost as much as he hated me, and the two of us could just thrash him together and
after awhile Sven avoided me unless he was sure | was aone. So apart from Sven it wasagood
summer. | never had quite enough to est, | was never clean, Ragnar made uslaugh, and | wasrarely

unhappy.

Ragnar was often absent for much of the Danish army spent that summer riding the length and breadth of
Northumbriato quell the last shreds of resistance, but | heard little news, and no news of Bebbanburg. It
seemed the Danes were winning, for every few days another English thegn would come to Eoferwic and
kned to Egbert, who now lived in the palace of Northumbria s king, though it was a palace that had been
stripped of anything useful by the victors. The gap in the city wall had been repaired in aday, the same
day that ascore of usdug agreat holein the field where our army had fled in panic. Wefilled the hole
with the rotting corpses of the Northumbrian dead. | knew some of them. | suppose my father was
among them, but | did not see him. Nor, looking back, did I misshim. He had aways been amorose
man, expecting the worst, and not fond of children.

Theworst job | was given was painting shields. Wefirst had to boil down some cattle hidesto make size,
athick glue, that we stirred into a powder we had made from crushing copper ore with big stone pestles,
and the result was aviscous blue paste that had to be smeared on the newly made shields. For days
afterward | had blue hands and arms, but our shields were hung on a ship and looked splendid. Every
Danish ship had a strake running down each side from which the shields could hang, overlapping as
though they were being held in the shield wall, and these shields were for Ubba s craft, the same ship |
had burned and scraped clean. Ubba, it sesemed, planned to leave, and wanted his ship to be beautiful.
She had abeast on her prow, a prow that curved like aswan’s breast from the waterline, then jutted
forward. The beast, half dragon and haf worm, was the topmost part, and the whole beast head could
be lifted off its stem and stowed in the bilge. “We lift the beast heads off,” Ragnar explained to me, “so
they don’t frighten the spirits.” | had learned some of the Danish language by then.

“The sirits?’

Ragnar sghed a my ignorance. “Every land hasits spirits,” he said, “its own little gods, and when we
approach our own lands we take off the beast heads so that the spirits aren’'t scared away. How many
fights have you had today?’

“None.”
“They’ re getting frightened of you. What' sthat thing around your neck?’

| showed him. It was a crude iron hammer, aminiature hammer the Sze of aman’ sthumb, and the Sght
of it made him laugh and cuff me around the heed. “We' || make aDane of you yet,” hesad, plainly
pleased. The hammer was the sign of Thor, who was a Danish god amost asimportant as Odin, asthey
called Woden, and sometimes | wondered if Thor was the more important god, but no one seemed to
know or even care very much. There were no priests among the Danes, which | liked, because priests
were forever telling us not to do things or trying to teach usto read or demanding that we pray, and life
without them was much more pleasant. The Danes, indeed, seemed very casud about their gods, yet
amost every onewore Thor’ s hammer. | had torn mine from the neck of aboy who had fought me, and |
haveit to thisday.

The stern of Ubba' s ship, which curved and reared as high as the prow, was decorated with a carved
eagl€ shead, while at her mast-head was awind vanein the shape of adragon. The shields were hung on
her flanks, though | later learned they were only displayed there for decoration and that once the ship
was under way the shields were stored inboard. Just undernesth the shields were the oar holes, each
rimmed with |eather, fifteen holes on each side. The holes could be stopped with wooden plugs when the



ship was under sail so that the craft could lean with the wind and not be swamped. | helped scrub the
whole boat clean, but before we scrubbed her she was sunk in theriver, just to drown therats and
discourage the fleas, and then we boys scraped every inch of wood and hammered wax-soaked wool
into every seam, and &t last the ship was ready and that was the day my uncle AHfric arrived in Eoferwic.

Thefirgt | knew of Afric’'scoming waswhen Ragnar brought me my own helmet, the one with the
gilt-bronze circlet, and atunic edged with red embroidery, and apair of shoes. It felt strangetowak in
shoesagain. “Tidy your hair, boy,” he said, then remembered he had the helmet that he pushed onto my
touded head. “Don't tidy your hair,” he said, grinning.

“Wherearewe going?’ | asked him.
“To hear alot of words, boy. To waste our time. Y ou look like a Frankish whorein that robe.”
“That bad?’

“That’ sgood, lad! They have great whoresin Frankia: plump, pretty, and chegp. Comeon.” Heled me
from theriver. The city was busy, the shopsfull, the streets crowded with pack mules. A herd of small,
dark-fleeced sheep was being driven to daughter, and they were the only obstruction that did not part to
make way for Ragnar whose reputation ensured respect, but that reputation was not grim for | saw how
the Danes grinned when he greeted them. He might be called Jarl Ragnar, Earl Ragnar, but he was hugdly
popular, ajester and fighter who blew through fear asthough it were a cobweb. He took me to the
palace, which was only alarge house, part built by the Romansin stone and part made more recently in
wood and thatch. It wasin the Roman part, in avast room with stone pillars and lime-washed walls, that
my uncle waited and with him was Father Beocca and adozen warriors, al of whom | knew, and dl of
whom had stayed to defend Bebbanburg while my father rode to war.

Beocca s crossed eyes widened when he saw me. | must have looked very different for | waslong
haired, sun darkened, skinny, taller, and wilder. Then there was the hammer amulet about my neck,
which he saw for he pointed to his own crucifix, then at my hammer and looked very disapproving. AHfric
and his men scowled at me asthough | had let them down, but no one spoke, partly because Ivar’ sown
guards, al of them tall men, and dl of them in mail and helmets and armed with long-shafted war axes,
stood across the head of the room where asimple chair, which now counted as Northumbria sthrone,
stood on awooden platform.

King Egbert arrived, and with him was |var the Boneless and a dozen men, including Ravn who, | had
learned, was a counsglor to Ivar and his brother. With Ravn was atall man, white haired and with along
white beard. He was wearing long robes embroidered with crosses and winged angelsand | later
discovered thiswas Wulfhere, the Archbishop of Eoferwic who, like Egbert, had given hisalegianceto
the Danes. The king sat, looking uncomfortable, and then the discussion began.

They were not there just to discuss me. They talked about which Northumbrian lords were to be trusted,
which were to be attacked, what lands were to be granted to Ivar and Ubba, what tribute the
Northumbrians must pay, how many horses were to be brought to Eoferwic, how much food wasto be
given to the army, which ealdormen wereto yield hostages, and | sat, bored, until my name was
mentioned. | perked up then and heard my uncle propose that | should be ransomed. That was the gist of
it, but nothing is ever smple when ascore of men decide to argue. For along time they wrangled over
my price, the Danes demanding an impossible payment of three hundred pieces of slver, and Afric not
wanting to budge from agrudging offer of fifty. | said nothing, but just sat on the broken Roman tiles at
the edge of the hall and listened. Three hundred became two hundred and seventy-five, fifty became
gxty, and so it went on, the numbers edging closer, but still wide apart, and then Ravn, who had been
slent, spokefor thefirst time. “The earl Uhtred,” he said in Danish, and that wasthefirst timel heard



myself described as an earl, which was a Danish rank, “has given his adlegiance to King Egbert. In that he
has an advantage over you, Afric.”

Thewordsweretrandated and | saw AHfric’sanger when hewas given no title. But nor did he have a
title, except the one he had granted to himself, and | learned about that when he spoke softly to Beocca
who then spoke up for him. “ The ealdorman Afric,” the young priest said, “does not believe that a
child' soath is of any significance.”

Had | made an oath? | could not remember doing so, though | had asked for Egbert’s protection, and |
was young enough to confuse the two things. Still, it did not much matter. What mattered was that my
uncle had usurped Bebbanburg. He was calling himself eddorman. | stared at him, shocked, and he
looked back a mewith pureloathing in hisface.

“Itisour belief,” Ravn said, hisblind eyeslooking at the roof of the hdl that was missing sometilesso
that alight rain was spitting through the rafters, “that we would be better served by having our own sworn
earl in Bebbanburg, loyd to us, than endure aman whose loyaty we do not know.”

Afric could fed thewind changing and he did the obvious thing. He walked to the dais, knelt to Egbert,
kissed the king' s outstretched hand, and, as areward, received a blessing from the archbishop. “1 will
offer ahundred pieces of dlver,” Afric sad, hisdlegiance given.

“Two hundred,” Ravn said, “and aforce of thirty Danes to garrison Bebbanburg.”
“With my dlegiance given,” Afric said angrily, “you will have no need of Danesin Bebbanburg.”

So Bebbanburg had not fallen and | doubted it could fall. There was no stronger fortressin all
Northumbria, and perhagpsin al England.

Egbert had not spoken at al, nor did he, but nor had Ivar and it was plain that the tdll, thin, ghost-faced
Dane was bored with the whole proceedings for he jerked his head at Ragnar who left my side and went
to talk privately with hislord. The rest of uswaited awkwardly. lvar and Ragnar were friends, an unlikely
friendship for they were very different men, Ivar dl savage silence and grim threat, and Ragnar open and
loud, yet Ragnar’ s eldest son served Ivar and was even now, at eighteen years old, entrusted with the
leadership of some of the Danes|eft in Irdland who were holding onto Ivar’ slandsin that idand. It was
not unusual for eldest sonsto serve another lord, Ragnar had two earl’ ssonsin hisships' crews, and
both might one day expect to inherit wealth and position if they learned how to fight. So Ragnar and Ivar
now taked and AAfric shuffled hisfeet and kept looking at me, Beocca prayed, and King Egbert, having
nothing elseto do, just tried to ook regal.

Ivar findly spoke “The boy isnot for sale,” he announced.
“Ransom,” Ravn corrected him gently.
Africlooked furious. “I camehere...” he began, but Ivar interrupted him.

“Theboy isnot for ransom,” he snarled, then turned and walked from the big chamber. Egbert looked
awkward, haf rose from histhrone, sat again, and Ragnar came and stood beside me.

“You'remine” hesaid softly, “I just bought you.”
“Bought me?’

“My sword' sweight in Slver,” hesaid.



“Why?

“Perhaps | want to sacrifice you to Odin?’ he suggested, then touded my hair. “We like you, boy,” he
sad, “welike you enough to keep you. And besides, your uncle didn’t offer enough silver. For five
hundred pieces? |’ d have sold you for that.” He laughed.

Beocca hurried across the room. “Are you well?” he asked me.
“I'mwdl,” | said.

“That thing you' rewearing,” he said, meaning Thor’s hammer, and he reached as though to pull it from its
thong.

“Touch the boy, priest,” Ragnar said harshly, “and Il straighten your crooked eyes before opening you
from your gutless belly to your skinny throat.”

Beocca, of course, could not understand what the Dane had said, but he could not mistake the tone and
his hand stopped an inch from the hammer. He looked nervous. He lowered hisvoice so only | could
hear him. *'Y our unclewill kill you,” hewhispered.

“Kill me?’
“He wants to be eldorman. That’s why he wished to ransom you. So he could kill you.”
“But,” | began to protest.

“Shh,” Beocca said. He was curious about my blue hands, but did not ask what had caused them. “|
know you are the ealdorman,” he said ingtead, “and we will meet again.” He amiled at me, glanced warily
at Ragnar, and backed away.

Africleft. | learned later that he had been given safe passage to and from Eoferwic, which promise had
been kept, but after that meeting he retreated to Bebbanburg and stayed there. Ostensibly he wasloyal
to Egbert, which meant he accepted the overlordship of the Danes, but they had not yet learned to trust
him. That, Ragnar explained to me, waswhy he had kept me dive. “I like Bebbanburg,” he told me. “I
want it.”

“It' smine,” | said stubbornly.

“Andyou' remine,” he said, “which means Bebbanburg ismine. Y ou're mine, Uhtred, because | just
bought you, so | can do whatever | likewith you. | can cook you, if | want, except there' s not enough
meet on you to feed aweasd. Now, take off that whore' stunic, give me the shoes and helmet, and go
back to work.”

So | wasadave again, and happy. Sometimes, when | tell folk my story, they ask why | did not run
away from the pagans, why | did not escape southward into the lands where the Danes did not yet rule,
but it never occurred to meto try. | was happy, | was dlive, | waswith Ragnar, and it was enough.

More Danes arrived before winter. Thirty-six ships came, each with its contingent of warriors, and the
ships were pulled onto the riverbank for the winter while the crews, laden with shields and wespons,
marched to wherever they would spend the next few months. The Danes were casting anet over eastern
Northumbria, alight one, but still anet of scattered garrisons. Y et they could not have stayed if we had
not let them, but those ealdormen and thegns who had not died at Eoferwic had bent the knee and so we



were a Danish kingdom now, despite the |eashed Egbert on his pathetic throne. It was only in the west, in
the wilder parts of Northumbria, that no Danes ruled, but nor were there any strong forcesin those wild
partsto chalenge them.

Ragnar took land west of Eoferwic, up inthe hills. Hiswife and family joined him there, and Ravn and
Gudrun came, plusal Ragnar’ sships crewswho took over homesteads in the nearby valeys. Our first
job wasto make Ragnar’ s house larger. It had belonged to an English thegn who had died at Eoferwic,
but it was no grand hall, merely alow wooden building thatched with rye straw and bracken on which
grass grew <o thickly that, from a distance, the house looked like along hummock. We built anew part,
not for us, but for the few cattle, sheep, and goats who would survive the winter and give birth in the new
year. Therest were daughtered. Ragnar and the men did most of the killing, but asthe last few beasts
came to the pen, he handed an ax to Rorik, hisyounger son. “One clean, quick stroke,” he ordered, and
Rorik tried, but he was not strong enough and his aim was not true and the animal bellowed and bled and
it took Six men to restrain it while Ragnar did the job properly. The skinners moved on to the carcass and
Ragnar held the ax to me. “ Seeif you can do better.”

A cow was pushed toward me, aman lifted her tail, she obediently lowered her head, and | swung the
ax, remembering exactly where Ragnar had hit each time, and the heavy blade swung true, straight into
the spine just behind the skull and she went down with acrash. “We |l make a Danish warrior of you
yet,” Ragnar said, pleased.

Thework |essened after the cattle daughter. The English who il lived in the valley brought Ragnar their
tribute of carcasses and grain, just asthey would have ddivered the suppliesto their English lord. It was
impossible to read from their faces what they thought of Ragnar and his Danes, but they gave no trouble,
and Ragnar took care not to disturb their lives. Theloca priest was alowed to live and give servicesin
his church that was awooden shed decorated with across, and Ragnar sat in judgment on disputes, but
aways made certain he was advised by an Englishman who was knowledgesble in the local customs.
“You can't live somewhere,” hetold me, “if the people don’t want you to be there. They can kill our
cattle or poison our streams, and we would never know who did it. Y ou either daughter them all or learn
tolivewith them.”

The sky grew paler and the wind colder. Dead leaves blew in drifts. Our main work now wasto feed the
surviving cattle and to keep thelog pile high. A dozen of uswould go up into the woods and | became
proficient with an ax, learning how to bring atree down with an economy of strokes. We would harness
an ox to the bigger trunksto drag them down to the shieling, and the best trees were put aside for
building, while the others were split and chopped for burning. Therewas aso timefor play and sowe
children made our own hal high up in the woods, ahal of unsplit logswith athatch of bracken and a
badger’ s skull nailed to the gable in imitation of the boar’ s skull that crowned Ragnar’ s home, and in our
pretend hall Rorik and | fought over who would be king, though Thyra, his sister, who was eight years
old, was dwaysthelady of the house. She would spin wool there, because if she did not spin enough
thread by winter’ s end she would be punished, and she would watch while we boys fought our mock
battles with toy wooden swords. Most of the boys were servants sons, or dave children, and they
adwaysinssted | wasthe English chief while Rorik was the Danish leader, and my warband only received
the smallest, weakest boys and so we nearly dwayslogt, and Thyra, who had her mother’ s pae gold
hair, would watch and spin, ever spinning, the distaff in her left hand while her right teased the thread out
of the sheared fleece.

Every woman had to spin and weave. Ragnar reckoned it took five women or adozen girlsawhole
winter to spin enough thread to make anew sail for aboat, and boats were ways needing new sails,
and so the women worked every hour the gods sent. They aso cooked, boiled walnut shellsto dyethe
new thread, picked mushrooms, tanned the skins of the daughtered cattle, collected the moss we used



for wiping our arses, rolled beeswax into candles, malted the barley, and placated the gods. There were
so many gods and goddesses, and some were peculiar to our own house and those the women
celebrated in their own rites, while others, like Odin and Thor, were mighty and ubiquitous, but they were
rarely treated in the same way that the Christians worshipped their god. A man would appeal to Thor, or
to Loki, or to Odin, or to Vikr, or to any of the other great beings who lived in Asgard, which seemed to
be the heaven of the gods, but the Danes did not gather in achurch as we had gathered every Sunday
and every saint’ s day in Bebbanburg, and just as there were no priests among the Danes, nor were there
any relics or sacred books. | missed none of it.

| wish | had missed Sven, but hisfather, Kjartan, had ahomein the next valley and it did not take long
for Sven to discover our hall in the woods and, asthefirst winter frosts crisped the dead leaves and the
berries shone on hawthorn and holly, we found our games turning savage. We no longer split into two
Sdes, because we now had to fight off Sven’s boyswho would come stalking us, but for atime no grest
damage was done. It was agame, after dl, just agame, but one Sven won repestedly. He stole the
badger’ s skull from our gable, which we replaced with afox’ s head, and Thyra shouted at Sven’ sboys,
skulking in the woods, that she had smeared the fox skull with poison, and we thought that very clever of
her, but next morning we found our pretend hall burned to the ground.

“A hdl-burning,” Rorik said bitterly.
“Hdl-burning?

“It happens at home,” Rorik explained. *Y ou go to an enemy’s hal and burn it to the ground. But there's
one thing about a hall-burning. Y ou have to make sure everyone dies. If there are any survivorsthen
they’ll take revenge, so you attack at night, surround the hall, and kill everyone who triesto escape the
flames”

But Sven had no hall. Therewas hisfather’ s house, of course, and for aday we plotted revenge on that,
discussing how we would burn it down and spear the family asthey ran out, but it was only boastful boy
talk and of course nothing came of it. Instead we built oursalves anew hal, higher in the woods. It was
not asfanciful asthe old, not nearly so weather-tight, really nothing more than a crude shdlter of branches
and bracken, but we nailed astoat’ s skull to its makeshift gable and assured oursalves that we till had
our kingdom inthehills.

But nothing short of total victory would satisfy Sven and, afew dayslater, when our chores were done,
just Rorik, Thyra, and | went up to our new hdl. Thyra spun while Rorik and | argued over where the
best swords were made, he saying it was Denmark and | claiming the prize for England, neither of usold
enough or sensible enough to know that the best blades come from Frankia, and after awhile we got
tired of arguing and picked up our sharpened ash polesthat served as play spears and decided to look
for thewild boar that sometimes trampled through the wood at nightfall. We would not have dared try to
kill aboar, they were much too big, but we pretended we were great hunters, and just as we two great
hunters were readying to go into the woods, Sven attacked. Just him and two of hisfollowers, but Sven,
instead of carrying awooden sword, swung ared blade, long asaman’sarm, the sted dlittering inthe
winter light, and heran a us, bellowing like amadman. Rorik and |, seeing the fury in his eyes, ran awvay.
Hefollowed us, crashing through the wood like the wild boar we had wanted to stalk, and it was only
because we were much faster that we got away from that wicked blade, and then a moment later we
heard Thyra scream.

We crept back, cautious of the sword that Sven must have taken from his father’ s house and, when we
reached our pathetic hut, found that Thyrawas gone. Her distaff was on the floor and her wool was all
speckled with dead leaves and pieces of twig.



Sven had aways been clumsy in his strength and he had |eft atrail through the woods that was easy
enough to follow and after awhile we heard voices. We kept following, crossing the ridgetop where
beeches grew, then down into our enemy’ svalley, and Sven did not have the sense to post arear guard
who would have seen us. Ingtead, reveling in hisvictory, he had gone to the clearing that must have been
his refuge in the wood because there was a stone hearth in the center and | remember wondering why we
had never built asimilar hearth for oursalves. He had tied Thyrato atree and stripped the tunic from her
upper body. There was nothing to seethere, shewasjust asmdl girl, only eight years old and thus four
or five years from being marriageable, but she was pretty and that was why Sven had half stripped her. |
could seethat Sven’stwo companions were unhappy. Thyra, after al, was Earl Ragnar’ s daughter and
what had started as a game was now dangerous, but Sven had to show off. He had to prove he had no
fear. He had no idea Rorik and | were crouched in the undergrowth, and | do not suppose he would
have cared if he had known.

He had dropped the sword by the hearth and now he planted himself in front of Thyraand took down his
breeches. “Touch it,” he ordered her.

Oneof hiscompanions said something | could not hesar.

“Shewon't tell anyone,” Sven said confidently, “and wewon't hurt her.” Helooked back to Thyra. “I
won't hurt you if you touch it!”

It wasthen that | broke cover. | was not being brave. Sven’s companions had lost their appetite for the
game, Sven himself had his breeches round his ankles, and his sword was lying loosein the clearing’ s
center and | snatched it up and ran at him. He somehow kept hisfeet asheturned. “I’ll touchit,” |
shouted, and | swung the long blade at his prick, but the sword was heavy, | had not used aman’s blade
before, and instead of hitting where | had aimed | diced it down his bare thigh, opening the skin, and |
swung it back, using al my strength, and the blade chopped into hiswaist where his clothes took most of
theforce. Hefél over, shouting, and histwo friends dragged me away as Rorik went to untie hissgter.

That was all that happened. Sven was bleeding, but he managed to pull up his breeches and hisfriends
helped him away and Rorik and | took Thyraback to the homestead where Ravn heard Thyra s sobs

and our excited voices and demanded silence. “ Uhtred,” the old man said sternly, “you will wait by the
pigsties. Rorik, you will tell mewhat happened.”

| waited outside as Rorik told what had happened, then Rorik was sent out and | was summoned indoors
to recount the afternoon’ s escapade. Thyrawas now in her mother’ sarms, and her mother and
grandmother were furious. “Y ou tell the sametale as Rorik,” Ravn said when | had finished.

“Becauseit’sthetruth,” | said.

“Soit would seem.”

“Heraped her!” Sigrid indsted.

“No,” Ravn sad firmly, “thanksto Uhtred, he did not.”

That was the story Ragnar heard when he returned from hunting, and as it made me ahero | did not
argue againg its essentid untruth, which was that Sven would not have raped Thyrafor hewould not
have dared. Hisfoolishness knew few limits, but limits there were, and committing rape on the daughter
of Earl Ragnar, hisfather’ swarlord, was beyond even Sven’ s supidity. Y et he had made an enemy and,
next day, Ragnar led six men to Kjartan' s house in the neighboring valley. Rorik and | were given horses
and told to accompany the men, and | confess | was frightened. | felt | wasresponsible. | had, after all,
garted the gamesin the high woods, but Ragnar did not seeit that way. “Y ou haven't offended me. Sven



has.” He spoke darkly, hisusua cheerfulness gone. “Y ou did well, Uhtred. Y ou behaved like aDane.”
There was no higher praise he could have given me, and | sensed he was disappointed that | had charged
Sven instead of Rorik, but | was older and much stronger than Ragnar’ s younger son o it should have
been me who fought.

We rode through the cold woods and | was curious because two of Ragnar’s men carried long branches
of hazel that were too spindly to use as weagpons, but what they were for | did not like to ask because |
was nervous.

Kjartan’s homestead wasin afold of the hills beside a stream that ran through pastures where he kept
sheep, goats, and cattle, though most had been killed now, and the few remaining animals were cropping
thelast of theyear’ sgrass. It was a sunny day, though cold. Dogs barked as we approached, but
Kjartan and his men snarled at them and beat them back to the yard beside the house where he had
planted an ash tree that did not look as though it would survive the coming winter, and then,
accompanied by four men, none of them armed, he walked toward the approaching horsemen. Ragnar
and his six men were armed to the hilt with shields, swords, and war axes, and their broad chests were
clad in mail, while Ragnar was wearing my father’ s helmet that he had purchased after the fighting at
Eoferwic. It was a splendid helmet, its crown and face piece decorated with silver, and | thought it
looked better on Ragnar than it had on my father.

Kjartan the shipmaster was abig man, taler than Ragnar, with aflat, wide face like his son’sand smdll,
suspicious eyes and a huge beard. He glanced at the hazel branches and must have recognized their
meaning for he ingtinctively touched the hammer charm hanging on asiiver chain about his neck. Ragnar
curbed his horse and, in agesture that showed his utter contempt, he tossed down the sword that | had
carried back from the clearing where Sven had tied Thyra. By rights the sword bel onged to Ragnar now,
and it was a va uable wegpon with slver wire wrapped around its hilt, but he tossed the blade at

Kjartan' sfeet asthough it were nothing more than ahay knife. “Y our son left that on my land,” he said,
“and | would have wordswith him.”

“My sonisagood boy,” Kjartan said stoutly, “and in time he will serve a your oars and fight in your
shiddwal.”

“He has offended me.”
“He meant no harm, lord.”

“He has offended me,” Ragnar repeated harshly. “He looked on my daughter’ s nakedness and showed
her hisown.”

“And hewas punished for it,” Kjartan said, giving me amaevolent glance. “Blood was shed.”

Ragnar made an abrupt gesture and the hazel branches were dropped to the ground. That was evidently
Ragnar’ s answer, which made no sense to me, but Kjartan understood, as did Rorik who leaned over
and whispered to me, “ That means he must fight for Sven now.”

“Hght for im?’
“They mark asquare on the ground with the branches and they fight insde the square.”

Y et no one moved to arrange the hazel branches into asquare. Instead Kjartan walked back to his house
and summoned Sven who came limping from under thelow lintel, hisright leg bandaged. He looked
sullen and terrified, and no wonder, for Ragnar and his horsemen werein their war glory, shining
warriors, sword Danes.



“Say what you haveto say,” Kjartan said to his son.
Sven looked up at Ragnar. “1 am sorry,” he mumbled.
“| can’t hear you,” Ragnar snarled.

“I am sorry, lord,” Sven said, shaking with fear.
“Sorry for what?' Ragnar demanded.

“For what | did.”

“And what did you do?’

Sven found no answer, or none that he cared to make, and instead he shuffled hisfeet and looked down
at the ground. Cloud shadows raced across the far moor, and two ravens beat up to the head of the
vdley.

“Y ou laid hands on my daughter,” Ragnar said, “and you tied her to atree, and you stripped her naked.”
“Half naked,” Sven muttered, and for his painstook athump on the head from hisfather.
“A game,” Kjartan gppedled to Ragnar, “just agame, lord.”

“No boy plays such gameswith my daughter,” Ragnar said. | had rarely seen him angry, but he was
angry now, grim and hard, no trace of the bighearted man who could make ahall echo with laughter. He
dismounted and drew his sword, his battle blade called Heart-Breaker, and he held the tip toward
Kjartan. “Wdl?" he asked. “Do you dispute my right?’

“No, lord,” Kjartan said, “but heis agood boy, strong and a hard worker, and he will serve you well.”

“And he has seen things he should not see,” Ragnar said, and he tossed Heart-Breaker into the air so that
her long blade turned in the sun and he caught her by the hilt as she dropped, but now he was holding her
backward, asif she were adagger rather than asword. “ Uhtred!” Ragnar called, making me jump. “He
says shewas only half naked. Isthat true?’

“Yes, lord.”

“Then only half apunishment,” Ragnar said, and he drove the sword forward, hilt firgt, straight into
Sven’sface. The hilts of our swords are heavy, sometimes decorated with precious things, but however
pretty they appear, the hiltsare ftill brutal lumps of meta, and Heart-Breaker’ s hilt, banded with slver,
crushed Sven'sright eye. Crushed it to jely, blinding it instantly, and Ragnar spat at him then did his
blade back into its fleece-lined scabbard.

Sven was crouching, whimpering, his hands clasped over hisruined eye.
“Itisover,” Ragnar said to Kjartan.

Kjartan hesitated. He was angry, shamed, and unhappy, but he could not win atrial of strength with Earl
Ragnar and o, at last, he nodded. “It isover,” he agreed.

“And you no longer serve me,” Ragnar said coldly.

We rode home.



The hard winter came, the brooks froze, snow drifted to fill the streambeds, and the world was cold,
slent, and white. Wolves came to the edge of the woods and the midday sun was pae, asthough its
strength had been leeched away by the north wind.

Ragnar rewarded me with asilver aamring, thefirst | ever received, while Kjartan was sent away with his
family. Hewould no longer command one of Ragnar’ s ships and he would no longer receive a share of
Ragnar’ s generosity, for now he was a man without alord and he went to Eoferwic where hejoined the
garrison holding the town. It was not a prestigious job, any Dane with ambition would rather serve alord
like Ragnar who could make him rich, while the men guarding Eoferwic were denied any chance of
plunder. Their task was to watch across the flat fields outside the city and to make certain that King
Egbert fomented no trouble, but | was relieved that Sven was gone, and absurdly pleased with my arm
ring. The Danesloved arm rings. The more a man possessed, the more he was regarded, for therings
came from success. Ragnar had rings of silver and rings of gold, rings carved as dragonsand ringsinlaid
with glittering stones. When he moved you could hear the rings clinking. The rings could be used as
money if there were no coins. | remember watching a Dane take off an arm ring and hack it to shreds
with an ax, then offer amerchant scraps of the ring until the scales showed he had paid sufficient silver.
That was down in the bigger vdley, in alarge village where most of Ragnar’ s younger men had settled
and where traders brought goods from Eoferwic. Theincoming Danes had found asmall English
settlement in the valley, but they needed more space for new houses and to make it they had burned
down agrove of hazels, and that was what Ragnar called the place, Synningthwait, which meant the
place cleared by fire. Doubtless the village had an English name, but it was dready being forgotten.

“We'rein England to stay now,” Ragnar told me as we went home one day after buying suppliesin
Synningthwait. The road was atrack pounded in the snow and our horses picked a careful path between
the drifts through which the black twigs of the hedge tops just showed. | was leading the two pack horses
laden with their precious bags of sdt and asking Ragnar my usua questions, where swalowswent in
winter, why elves gave us hiccups, and why Ivar was called the Boneless. “ Because he’ s so thin, of
course,” Ragnar said, “so that he looks asif you could roll him up like acloak.”

“Why doesn’t Ubba have a nickname?’

“He does. He' s called Ubbathe Horrible.” He laughed, because he had made the nickname up, and |
laughed because | was happy. Ragnar liked my company and, with my long fair hair, men mistook mefor
hisson and | liked that. Rorik should have been with us, but he was sick that day, and the women were
plucking herbs and chanting spells. “He s often Sck,” Ragnar said, “not like Ragnar”; he meant his eldest
son who helped hold onto Ivar’ slandsin Ireland. “Ragnar’ sbuilt like an ox,” hewent on, “never gets
sck! He slikeyou, Uhtred.” He smiled, thinking of his eldest son, whom he missed. “He'll takeland and
thrive. But Rorik? Perhaps | shal haveto give him thisland. He can’t go back to Denmark.”

“Why rK)t?’

“Denmark isbad land,” Ragnar explained. “It' s either flat and sandy and you can’t grow afart on that
sort of field, or acrossthe water it’s great steep hillswith little patches of meadow where you work like a
dog and starve.”

“Acrossthe water?’ | asked, and he explained that the Danes came from a country that was divided into
two parts, and the two parts were surrounded by countlessidands, and that the nearer part, from where
he came, was very flat and very sandy, and that the other part, which lay to the east across a great sound
of water, was where the mountains were. “ And there are Svear there, too,” he went on.



“Svear?’

“A tribe. Like us. They worship Thor and Odin, but they speak differently.” He shrugged. “We get dong
with the Svear, and with the Norse.” The Svear, the Norse, and the Danes were the Northmen, the men
who went on Viking expeditions, but it was the Danes who had come to take my land, though | did not
say that to Ragnar. | had learned to hide my soul, or perhaps | was confused. Northumbrian or Dane?
Which was |?What did | want to be?

“Suppose,” | asked, “that the rest of the English do not want usto stay here.” | used the wordus
deliberately.

Helaughed at that. “ The English can want what they like! But you saw what happened a Y orvik.” That
was how the Danes pronounced Eoferwic. For some reason they found that name difficult, so they said

Y orvik ingtead. “Who was the bravest English fighter at Y orvik?’ Ragnar asked. “You! A child! You
charged me with that little saxe! It was agutting knife, not asword, and you tried to kill me! | dmost died
laughing.” Heleaned over and cuffed me affectionatdly. “ Of course the English don't want ushere” he
went on, “but what can they do? Next year we' ll take Mercia, then East Anglia, and finally Wessex.”

“My father dways said Wessex was the strongest kingdom,” | said. My father had said nothing of the
sort. Indeed he despised the men of Wessex because he thought them effete and overpious, but | was
trying to provoke Ragnar.

| failed. “It’ stherichest kingdom,” he said, “but that doesn't make it strong. Men make akingdom
strong, not gold.” He grinned a me. “We re the Danes. We don't lose, we win, and Wessex will fall.”

“Itwill?”

“It has anew weak king,” he said dismissively, “and if he dies, then his sonisamere child, so perhaps
they’ d put the new king's brother on the throne instead. We'd like that.”

“WWl?l
“Because the brother is another weakling. He scalled Alfred.”

Alfred. That wasthefirst timel ever heard of Alfred of Wessex. | thought nothing of it a the time. Why
should | have?

“Alfred,” Ragnar continued scathingly. “ All he cares about isrutting girls, whichisgood! Don't tell Sigrid
| said that, but there' s nothing wrong with unsheathing the sword when you can, but Alfred spends half
histime rutting and the other half praying to his god to forgive him for rutting. How can agod disgpprove
of agood hump?’

“How do you know about Alfred?’ | asked.

“Spies, Uhtred, spies. Traders, mostly. They tak to folk in Wessex, so we know al about King Athdred
and hisbrother Alfred. And Alfred’ ssick asagtoat half thetime.” He paused, perhaps thinking of his
younger son who wasill. “1t’ saweak house,” he went on, “and the West Saxons should get rid of them
and put areal man on the throne, except they won't, and when Wessex fdlsthere will be no more

England.”
“Perhapsthey’ll find their strong king,” | said.

“No,” Ragnar said firmly. “In Denmark,” he went on, “our kings are the hard men, and if their sonsare
soft, then aman from another family becomes king, but in England they believe the throne passes through



awoman'slegs. So afeeble creature like Alfred could become king just because hisfather was aking.”
“You haveaking in Denmark?’

“A dozen. | could cal mysdlf king if | fancied, except Ivar and Ubbamight not likeit, and no man offends
themlightly.”

| rodein slence, listening to the horses' hooves crunching and squeaking in the snow. | was thinking of
Ragnar’ s dream, the dream of no more England, of her land given to the Danes. “What happensto me?’
| finaly blurted out.

“You?' He sounded surprised that | had asked. “What happensto you, Uhtred, iswhat you make
happen. Y ou will grow, you will learn the sword, you will learn theway of the shiddd wall, you will learn
the oar, you will learn to give honor to the gods, and then you will use what you have learned to make
your life good or bad.”

“I want Bebbanburg,” | said.

“Then you must takeit. Perhaps | will help you, but not yet. Before that we go south, and before we go
south we must persuade Odin to look on uswith favor.”

| ill did not understand the Danish way of rdigion. They took it much less serioudy than we English, but
the women prayed often enough and once in awhile aman would kill agood besst, dedicate it to the
gods, and mount its bloody head above his door to show that there would be afeast in Thor or Odin’s
honor in his house, but the feast, though it was an act of worship, was always the same as any other
drunken feadt.

| remember the Y ule feast best because that was the week Weland came. He arrived on the coldest day
of the winter when the snow was hegped in drifts, and he came on foot with asword by hissde, abow
on his shoulder, and rags on his back and he knelt respectfully outside Ragnar’ s house. Sigrid made him
come insgde and she fed him and gave him ae, but when he had esten he ingsted on going back into the
snow and waiting for Ragnar who was up in the hills, hunting.

Weland was a snakdlike man, that was my very first thought on seeing him. He reminded me of my uncle
Afric, dender, dy, and secretive, and | didiked him on sight and | felt aflicker of fear as| watched him
prostrate himsdf in the snow when Ragnar returned. “My nameisWeland,” he said, “and | amin need of
alord”

“You are not ayouth,” Ragnar said, “so why do you not have alord?’

“Hedied, lord, when his ship sank.”

“Who was he?’

“Snorri, lord.”

“Which Snorri?’

“Son of Eric, son of Grimm, from Birka.”

“And you did not drown?’ Ragnar asked as he dismounted and gave methereins of hishorse.
“1 was ashore, lord. | was sick.”

“Y our family?Y our home?’



“| am son of Godfred, lord, from Haithabu.”
“Haithabu!” Ragnar said sourly. “ A trader?’
“l amawarrior, lord.”

“So why cometo me?’

Weand shrugged. “Men say you are agood lord, aring-giver, but if you turn me down, lord, | shal try
other men.”

“And you can use that sword, Weland Godfredson?’
“Asawoman can use her tongue, lord.”

“You'rethat good, eh?’ Ragnar asked, as ever unableto resst ajest. He gave Weland permission to
stay, sending him to Synningthwait to find shelter, and afterward, when | said | did not like Weland,
Ragnar just shrugged and said the stranger needed kindness. We were sitting in the house, half choking
from the smoke that writhed about the rafters. “ There is nothing worse, Uhtred,” Ragnar said, “than for a
man to have no lord. No ring-giver,” he added, touching hisown arm rings.

“I don't trust him,” Sigrid put in from the fire where she was making bannocks on astone. Rorik,
recovering from his sickness, was helping her, while Thyra, asever, was spinning. “I think he san
outlaw,” Sigrid said.

“He probably is” Ragnar dlowed, “but my ship doesn't careiif itsoars are pulled by outlaws.” He
reached for abannock and had his hand dapped away by Sigrid who said the cakeswerefor Yule.

The Y ule feast was the biggest celebration of the year, awhole week of food and ae and mead and
fights and laughter and drunken men vomiting in the snow. Ragnar’ s men gathered a Synningthwait and
there were horse races, wrestling matches, competitionsin throwing spears, axes, and rocks, and, my
favorite, the tug-of-war where two teams of men or boystried to pull the other into acold stream. | saw
Weland watching me as | wrestled with aboy ayear older than me. Weland aready |ooked more
prosperous. Hisrags were gone and he wore a cloak of fox fur. | got drunk that Y ulefor thefirst time,
hel plesdy drunk so that my legswould not work, and | lay moaning with a throbbing head and Ragnar
roared with laughter and made me drink more mead until | threw up. Ragnar, of course, won the drinking
competition, and Ravn recited along poem about some ancient hero who killed amonster and then the
monster’ s mother who was even more fearsome than her son, but | was too drunk to remember much of
it.

And after the Yulefeast | discovered something new about the Danes and their gods, for Ragnar had
ordered agrest pit dug in the woods above his house, and Rorik and | helped make the pit in aclearing.
We axed through tree roots, shoveled out earth, and still Ragnar wanted it deeper, and he was only
satisfied when he could stand in the base of the pit and not see acrossitslip. A ramp led down into the
hole, beside which was a great heap of excavated soil.

The next night all Ragnar’ s men, but no women, walked to the pit in the darkness. We boys carried
pitch-soaked torches that flamed under the trees, cagting flickering shadows that melted into the
surrounding darkness. The men were dl dressed and armed as though they were going to war.

Blind Ravn waited at the pit, stlanding at the far sde from the ramp, and he chanted agreat epic in praise
of Odin. On and on it went, the words as hard and rhythmic as adrum best, describing how the grest
god had made the world from the corpse of the giant Y mir, and how he had hurled the sun and moon into



the sky, and how his spear, Gungnir, was the mightiest weapon in crestion, forged by dwarvesin the
world' s deeps, and on the poem went and the men gathered around the pit seemed to sway to the
poem’ s pul se, sometimes repesating a phrase, and | confess | was almost as bored as when Beocca used
to drone onin hisstammering Latin, and | stared out into the woods, watching the shadows, wondering
what things moved in the dark and thinking of the sceadugengan.

| often thought of the sceadugengan, the shadow-walkers. Edldwulf, Bebbanburg' s blacksmith, had first
told me of them. He had warned me not to tell Beocca of the stories, and | never did, and Eadwulf told
me how, before Christ came to England, back when we English had worshipped Odin and the other
gods, it had been well known that there were shadow-walkers who moved silent and half-seen across
the land, mysterious creatures who could change their shapes. One moment they were wolves, then they
were men, or perhaps eagles, and they were neither dive nor dead, but things from the shadow world,
night beasts, and | stared into the dark trees and | wanted there to be sceadugengan out there in the
dark, something that would be my secret, something that would frighten the Danes, something to give
Bebbanburg back to me, something as powerful asthe magic that brought the Danes victory.

It was achild’sdream, of course. When you are young and powerless you dream of possessing mystical
strength, and once you are grown and strong you condemn lesser folk to that same dream, but asachild

| wanted the power of the sceadugengan. | remember my excitement that night at the notion of harnessing
the power of the shadow-walkers before awhinny brought my attention back to the pit and | saw that
the men at the ramp had divided, and that a strange procession was coming from the dark. Therewasa
gallion, aram, adog, agoose, abull, and aboar, each animal led by one of Ragnar’ swarriors, and at
the back was an English prisoner, aman condemned for moving afield marker, and he, like the beadts,
had arope about his neck.

| knew the stdlion. It was Ragnar’ sfinest, agreat black horse called Flame-Stepper, a horse Ragnar
loved. Y et Hame-Stepper, like dl the other beasts, was to be given to Odin that night. Ragnar did it.
Stripped to hiswai g, his scarred chest broad in the flamelight, he used awar ax to kill the beasts one by
one, and Flame-Stepper was the last animal to die and the great horse' s eyes were white as it was forced
down the ramp. It struggled, terrified by the stench of blood that had splashed the sides of the pit, and
Ragnar went to the horse and there were tears on his face as he kissed Flame-Stepper’ s muzzle, and
then he killed him, one blow between the eyes, Sraight and true, so that the stallion fell, hooves thrashing,
but dead within a heartbeat. The man died last, and that was not so distressing as the horse' s death, and
then Ragnar stood in the mess of blood-matted fur and raised his gore-smothered ax to the sky. “Odin!”
he shouted.

“Odin!” Every man echoed the shout, and they held their swords or spears or axes toward the steaming
pit. “Odin!” they shouted again, and | saw Weland the snake staring a me across the firdlit daughter
hole.

All the corpses were taken from the pit and hung from tree branches. Their blood had been given to the
creatures benegath the earth and now their flesh was given to the gods above, and then wefilled in the pit,
we danced on it to stamp down the earth, and the jars of ale and skins of mead were handed around and
we drank benegth the hanging corpses. Odin, the terrible god, had been summoned because Ragnar and
his people were going to war.

| thought of the blades held over the pit of blood, | thought of the god stirring in his corpse hdl to send a
blessing on these men, and | knew that &l England would fall unlessit found amagic as sirong asthe
sorcery of these strong men. | was only ten years old, but on that night | knew what | would become.

| would join the sceadugengan. | would be a shadow-walker.



TWO
Springtime, the year 868, | was eleven years old and theWind-Viper was afl oat.

She was &float, but not at sea. TheWind-Viper was Ragnar’ s ship, alovely thing with ahull of oak, a
carved serpent’ s head at the prow, an eagl€’ s head at the stern, and atriangular wind vane made of
bronze on which araven was painted black. The wind vane was mounted at her masthead, though the
mast was how lowered and being supported by two timber crutches so that it ran like arafter down the
center of the long ship. Ragnar’ s men were rowing and their painted shields lined the ship’ ssides. They
chanted as they rowed, pounding out the tale of how mighty Thor had fished for the dread Midgard
Serpent that lies coiled about the roots of the world, and how the serpent had taken the hook baited with
an ox’ s head, and how the giant Hymir, terrified of the vast snake, had cut the line. It isagood tale and
itsrhythmstook us up the river Trente, which isatributary of the Humber and flows from deep inside
Mercia. We were going south, against the current, but the journey was easy, the ride placid, the sun
warm, and the river’ smargins thick with flowers. Some men rode horses, keeping pace with us on the
eastern bank, while behind us was afleet of beast-prowed ships. Thiswasthe army of Ivar the Boneless
and Ubbathe Horrible, ahost of Northmen, sword Danes, going to war.

All eastern Northumbria bel onged to them, western Northumbria offered grudging alegiance, and now
they planned to take Mercia, which was the kingdom at England’ s heartland. The Mercian territory
stretched south to the river Temse where the lands of Wessex began, west to the mountainous country
where the Welsh tribes lived, and east to the farms and marshes of East Anglia. Mercia, though not as
wedlthy as Wessex, was much richer than Northumbria, and the river Trente ran into the kingdom'’ s heart
and theWind-Viper was thetip of a Danish spear amed at that heart.

The river was not deep, but Ragnar boasted that theWind-Viper could float on a puddle, and that was
amogt true. From adistance she looked long, lean, and knifdike, but when you were aboard you could
see how the midships flared outward so that she sat on the water like a shallow bowl rather than cut
through it like ablade, and even with her belly laden with forty or fifty men, their weapons, shields, food,
and de, she needed very little depth. Oncein awhile her long keel would scrape on gravel, but by
keeping to the outside of the river’ s sweeping bends we were able to stay in sufficient water. That was
why the mast had been lowered, so that, on the outside of theriver’ s curves, we could dide under the
overhanging trees without becoming entangled.

Rorik and | sat in the prow with his grandfather, Ravn, and our job wasto tell the old man everything we
could see, which was very little other than flowers, trees, reeds, waterfowl, and the signs of trout rising to
mayfly. Swallows had come from their winter deep and swooped across the river while martins pecked
at the banksto collect mud for their nests. Warblers were loud, pigeons clattered through new leaves,
and the hawks did still and menacing across the scattered clouds. Swans watched us passand onceina
while we would see otter cubs playing beneath the pa e-leaved willows and there would be aflurry of
water asthey fled from our coming. Sometimes we passed ariverside settlement of thatch and timber,
but the folks and their livestock had dready run away.

“Merciaisfrightened of us” Ravn said. Helifted hiswhite, blind eyesto the oncoming air, “and they are
right to be frightened. We arewarriors.”

“They havewarriors, too,” | said.

Ravn laughed. “1 think only one man in threeisawarrior, and sometimes not even that many, but in our
army, Uhtred, every man isafighter. If you do not want to be awarrior you stay homein Denmark. Y ou
till the soil, herd sheep, fish the sea, but you do not take to the ships and become afighter. But herein
England? Every man isforced to thefight, yet only onein three or maybe only onein four hasthe belly



for it. Therest are farmerswho just want to run. We are wolves fighting sheep.”

Watch and learn, my father had said, and | was learning. What else can a boy with an unbroken voice
do? Onein three men are warriors, remember the shadow-walkers, beware the cut beneath the shidld, a
river can be an army’ sroad to akingdom’s heart, watch and learn.

“And they have aweak king,” Ravn went on. “Burghred, he' s caled, and he has no gutsfor afight. He
will fight, of course, because we shdl force him, and he will cal on hisfriendsin Wessex to help him, but
in hisweak heart he knows he cannot win.”

“How do you know?’ Rorik asked.

Ravn amiled. “All winter, boy, our traders have been in Mercia Sdlling pdlts, sdlling amber, buying iron
ore, buying malt, and they talk and they listen and they come back and they tell uswhat they heard.”

Kill thetraders, | thought.

Why did | think that way?1 liked Ragnar. | liked him much morethan | had liked my father. | should, by
rights, be dead, yet Ragnar had saved me and Ragnar spoiled me and he trested me like ason, and he
caled meaDane, and | liked the Danes, yet even at that time | knew | was not a Dane. | was Uhtred of
Bebbanburg and | clung to the memory of the fortress by the seg, of the birds crying over the bregkers,
of the puffins whirring across the whitecaps, of the seals on the rocks, of the white water shattering on the
cliffs. | remembered thefolk of that land, the men who had called my father “lord,” but talked to him of
cousinsthey heldin common. It was the gossip of neighbors, the comfort of knowing every family within
ahdf day’ sride, and that was, and is, Bebbanburg to me: home. Ragnar would have given methe
fortressif it could be taken, but then it would belong to the Danes and | would be nothing more than their
hired man, eldorman at their pleasure, no better than King Edgar who was no king but a pampered dog
on ashort rope, and what the Dane gives, the Dane can take away, and | would hold Bebbanburg by my
own effort.

Did I know al that at eleven? Some, | think. It lay in my heart, unformed, unspoken, but hard as astone.
It would be covered over intime, haf forgotten and often contradicted, but it was dwaysthere. Destiny
isdl, Ravnliked to tell me, destiny iseverything. Hewould even say it in English,“Wyrd bi ful araed.”

“What areyou thinking?" Rorik asked me.
“That it would beniceto svim,” | said.

The oars dipped and theWind-Viper glided on into Mercia

Next day asmdl forcewaited in our path. The Mercians had blocked the river with felled trees, which
did not quite bar the way but would certainly make it hard for our oarsmen to make progress through the
small gap between the tangling branches. There were about ahundred Mercians and they had a score of
bowmen and spear-throwers waiting by the blockage, ready to pick off our rowers, while the rest of their
men were formed into ashield wall on the eastern bank. Ragnar laughed when he saw them. That was
something ese | learned, the joy with which the Danes faced battle. Ragnar was whooping with joy as he
leaned on the steering oar and ran the ship into the bank, and the ships behind were dso grounding
themsalves while the horsemen who had been keeping pace with us dismounted for battle.

| watched from theWind-Viper ’s prow asthe ships crews hurried ashore and pulled on leather or mail.
What did those Mercians see? They saw young men with wild hair, wild beards, and hungry faces, men



who embraced béttle like alover. If the Danes could not fight an enemy they fought among themselves.
Most had nothing but monstrous pride, battle scars, and well-sharpened weapons, and with those things
they would take whatever they wanted, and that Mercian shield wal did not even stay to contest the
fight, but once they saw they would be outnumbered they ran away to the mocking howls of Ragnar’s
men who then stripped off their mail and leather and used their axes and theWind-Viper ' s hide-twisted
ropesto clear away thefallen trees. It took afew hoursto unblock theriver, but then we were moving
again. That night the ships clustered together on the riverbank, fireswere lit ashore, men were posted as
sentries, and every deeping warrior kept his wegpons beside him, but no one troubled us and at dawn
we moved on, soon coming to atown with thick earthen walls and ahigh paisade. This, Regnar
assumed, was the place the Mercians had failed to defend, but there seemed to be no sign of any soldiers
on thewall so he ran the boat ashore again and led his crew toward the town.

The earth walls and timber palisade were both in good condition, and Ragnar marveled that thetown’s
garrison had chosen to march downriver to fight us, rather than stay behind their well-tended defenses.
The Mercian soldiers were plainly gone now, probably fled south, for the gates were open and adozen
townsfolk were kneeling outside the wooden arch and holding out supplicant hands for mercy. Three of
the terrified people were monks, their tonsured heads bowed. “1 hate monks,” Ragnar said cheerfully.
His sword, Heart-Bresaker, wasin his hand and he swept her naked bladein ahissing arc.

“Why?" | asked.

“Monksarelikeants” he said, “wriggling about in black, being usdless. | hate them. Y ou'll spesk for me,
Uhtred. Ask them what place thisis?’

| asked and |learned that the town was called Gegnesburh.

“Tdl them,” Ragnar ingtructed me, “that my nameis Earl Ragnar, | am cdled the Fearless, and that | eat
children when I'm not given food and silver.”

| duly told them. The kneeling men looked up at Ragnar who had unbound his hair, which, had they
known, was dwaysasgn that hewasin amood for killing. His grinning men made aline behind him, a
line heavy with axes, swords, spears, shields, and war hammers.

“What food thereis,” | trandated a gray-bearded man’ s answer, “isyours. But he saysthere isnot much
food.”

Ragnar smiled at that, stepped forward, and, still smiling, swung Heart-Bresker so that her blade half
severed the man’shead. | jumped back, not in aarm, but because | did not want my tunic spattered with
his blood. “Oneless mouth to feed,” Ragnar said cheerfully. “Now ask the others how much food there
is”

The gray-bearded man was now red bearded and he was choking and twitching as he died. His struggles
dowly ended and then hejust lay, dying, his eyes gazing reprovingly into mine. None of his companions
tried to help him; they were too frightened. “How much food do you have?’ | demanded.

“Thereisfood, lord,” one of the monks said.
“How much?’ | demanded again.

“Enough”

“He saysthere senough,” | told Ragnar.

“A sword,” Ragnar said, “isagreat tool for discovering the truth. What about the monk’ s church? How



much slver doesit have?’

The monk gabbled that we could ook for ourselves, that we could take whatever we found, that it was
al ours, anything we found was ours, al wasours. | trandated these panicked statements and Ragnar
again smiled. “He snot telling the truth, ishe?”

“lsn't he?’ | asked.

“Hewants me to look because he knows | won't find, and that means they’ ve hidden their treasure or
had it taken awvay. Ask himif they’ ve hidden their Slver.”

| did and the monk reddened. “We are apoor church,” he said, “with little treasure,” and he stared
wide-eyed as| trandated his answer. Then hetried to get up and run as Ragnar stepped forward, but he
tripped over hisrobe and Heart-Breaker pierced his spine so that he jerked like alanded fish ashe died.

Therewas slver, of course, and it was buried. Another of the monkstold us so, and Ragnar sighed as he
cleaned his sword on the dead monk’ srobe. “They’re such fools” he said plaintively. “They' d liveif they
answered truthfully thefirst time.”

“But suppose there wasn't any treasure?’ | asked him.

“Thenthey' dtel thetruth and die,” Ragnar said, and found that funny. “But what’ sthe point of amonk
except to hoard treasure for us Danes? They’ re ants who hoard silver. Find the ants nest, dig, and a
man’srich.” He stepped over hisvictims. At first | was shocked by the ease with which he would kill a
defensaless man, but Ragnar had no respect for folk who cringed and lied. He appreciated an enemy
who fought, who showed spirit, but men who wereweskly dy likethe oneshekilled at Gegnesburh's
gate were beneath his contempt, no better than animals.

We emptied Gegnesburh of food, then made the monks dig up their treasure. It was not much: two slver
mass cups, three silver plates, abronze crucifix with asilver Christ, abone carving of angels climbing a
ladder, and abag of silver pennies. Ragnar distributed the coins among his men, then hacked the silver
plates and cupsto pieces with an ax and shared out the scraps. He had no use for the bone carving so
shattered it with hissword. “A weird religion,” he said. “They worship just one god?’

“Onegod,” | said, “but he' sdivided into three.”

Heliked that. “A clever trick,” he said, “but not useful. Thistriple god has amother, doesn’t he?”
“Mary,” | said, following him as he explored the monastery in search of more plunder.

“I wonder if her baby came out in three bits,” he said. “ So what’ sthis god’ s name?’

“Don’'t know.” | knew he had a name because Beocca had told me, but | could not remember it. “The
three together arethetrinity,” | went on, “but that’s not god’ s name. Usually they just call him god.”

“Like giving adog the name dog,” Ragnar declared, then laughed. “ So who's Jesus?’
“One of thethree.”
“The onewho died, yes? And he came back to life?’

“Yes” | sad, suddenly fearful that the Christian god was watching me, readying a dreadful punishment
formy ans.

“Gods can do that,” Ragnar said airily. “They die, come back to life. They're gods.” Helooked at me,



sensing my fear, and ruffled my hair. “ Don’'t you worry, Uhtred, the Christian god doesn’t have power
I’He_”

“Hedoen't?’

“Of course not!” He was searching a shed at the back of the monastery and found a decent sickle that he
tucked into his belt. “Gods fight each other! Everyone knowsthat. Look at our gods! The Aesir and
Vanir fought like cats before they made friends.” The Aesir and the Vanir were the two families of Danish
gods who now shared Asgard, though at one time they had been the bitterest of enemies. “ Godsfight,”
Ragnar went on earnestly, “and some win, somelose. The Christian god islosing. Otherwise why would
we be here? Why would we be winning? The gods reward usif we give them respect, but the Chrigtian
god doesn't help his people, does he? They weep rivers of tearsfor him, they pray to him, they give him
their slver, and we come aong and daughter them! Their god is pathetic. If he had any rea power then
we wouldn't be here, would we?’

It seemed an unassailable logic to me. What was the point of worshipping agod if he did not help you?
And it was incontrovertible that the worshippers of Odin and Thor werewinning, and | surreptitioudy
touched the hammer of Thor hanging from my neck aswe returned to thewWind-Viper. Weleft
Gegnesburh ravaged, its folk weeping and its storehouses emptied, and we rowed on down the wide
river, the belly of our boat piled with grain, bread, salted meat, and smoked fish. Later, much later, |
learned that AHswith, King Alfred’ swife, had come from Gegnesburh. Her father, the man who had failed
to fight us, was ealdorman there and she had grown up in the town and always lamented that, after she
had |€eft, the Danes had sacked the place. God, she dways declared, would have his revenge on the
pagans who had ravaged her hometown, and it seemed wise not to tell her that | had been one of the
ravegers.

We ended the voyage at atown caled Snotengaham, which means the Home of Snot’s people, and it
was amuch greater place than Gegnesburh, but its garrison had fled and those people who remained
welcomed the Danes with piles of food and hegps of slver. There would have been time for ahorseman
to reach Snotengaham with news of Gegnesburh’s dead, and the Danes were dways happy for such
messengers to spread fear of their coming, and so the larger town, with itswalls, fel without afight.

Some ships crews were ordered to man thewalls, while others raided the countryside. Thefirst thing
they sought was more horses, and when the war bands were mounted they ranged farther afield, stedling,
burning, and harrowing the land. “We shal say here,” Ragnar told me.

“All ummer?’

“Till theworld ends, Uhtred. Thisis Danish land now.” At winter’send Ivar and Ubba had sent three
ships back to the Danish homeland to encourage more settlers, and those new ships began arriving in
ones and twos, bringing men, women, and children. The newcomers were adlowed to take whatever
houses they wished, except for those few that belonged to the Mercian leaders who had bent the knee to
Ivar and Ubba. One of those was the bishop, ayoung man called Athelbrid, who preached to his
congregations that God had sent the Danes. He never said why God had done this, and perhaps he did
not know, but the sermons meant that hiswife and children lived and his house was safe and his church
was dlowed to retain one silver mass cup, though Ivar ingsted that the bishop’ stwin sonsbe held as
hostages in case the Christian god changed his mind about the Danes.

Ragnar, like the other Danish leaders, constantly rode out into the country to bring back food and he
liked meto go with him, for | could trandate for him, and as the days passed we heard more and more
gtories of agreat Mercian army gathering to the south, at L edecestre, which Ragnar said was the grestest
fortressin Mercia. It had been made by the Romans, who built better than any man could build now, and



Burghred, Mercia sking, was assembling hisforces there, and that was why Ragnar was so intent on
gathering food. “They’ Il besiege us,” he said, “but we || win and then Ledecestre will be ours and so will
Mercia” He spoke very camly, asthough there could be no possibility of defest.

Rorik stayed in the town while | rode with hisfather. That was because Rorik was sick again, struck by
cramping painsin his belly so severe that he was sometimes reduced to hel plesstears. He vomited in the
night, was pale, and the only relief came from abrew of herbs made for him by an old woman who was a
servant of the bishop. Ragnar worried about Rorik, yet he was pleased that his son and | were such good
friends. Rorik did not question hisfather’ s fondness for me, nor was he jedlous. In time, he knew, Ragnar
planned to take me back to Bebbanburg and | would be given my patrimony and he assumed | would
stay hisfriend and so Bebbanburg would become a Danish stronghold. | would be Earl Uhtred and Rorik
and his older brother would hold other strongholds, and Ragnar would be agresat lord, supported by his
sons and by Bebbanburg, and we would al be Danes, and Odin would smile on us, and so the world
would go on until the final conflagration when the great gods fought the monsters and the army of the
dead would march from Vahalaand the underworld give up its beasts and fire would consume the gresat
tree of life, Yggdrasil. In other words everything would stay the same until it was dl no more. That was
what Rorik thought, and doubtless Ragnar thought so, too. Destiny, Ravn said, is everything.

News camein the high summer that the Mercian army was marching at last and that King Athelred of
Wessex was bringing his army to support Burghred, and so we were to be faced by two of the three
remaining English kingdoms. We stopped our raidsinto the countryside and readied Snotengaham for the
inevitable Sege. The paisade on the earth wall was strengthened and the ditch outsde the wall was
deepened. The shipswere drawn up on the town'’ sriverbank far from the walls so they could not be
reduced to ash by fire arrows shot from outside the defenses, and the thatch of the buildings closest to
the wall was pulled off the houses so that they could not be set ablaze.

Ivar and Ubba had decided to endure a siege because they reckoned we were strong enough to hold
what we had taken, but that if we took more territory then the Danish forces would be stretched thin and
could be defeated piece by piece. It was better, they reckoned, to let the enemy come and break himsdlf
on Snotengaham’ s defenses.

That enemy came as the poppies bloomed. The Mercian scouts arrived firgt, smal groups of horsemen
who circled the town warily, and at midday Burghred' sfoot soldiers appeared, band after band of men
with spears, axes, swords, sckles, and hay knives. They camped well away from the walls, using
branches and turf to make atownship of crude shelters that sprang up acrossthe low hills and meadows.
Snotengaham lay on the north bank of the Trente, which meant the river was between the town and the
rest of Mercia, but the enemy army came from the west, having crossed the Trente somewhere to the
south of thetown. A few of their men stayed on the southern bank to make sure our shipsdid not cross
the river to land men for foraging expeditions, and the presence of those men meant that the enemy
surrounded us, but they made no attempt to attack us. The Mercians were waiting for the West Saxons
to come and in that first week the only excitement occurred when ahandful of Burghred' s archers crept
toward the town and loosed afew arrows at us and the missiles whacked into the palisade and stuck
there, perchesfor birds, and that was the extent of their belligerence. After that they fortified their camp,
surrounding it with abarricade of felled trees and thorn bushes. “ They’ re frightened that we' Il make a
sdly and kill them all,” Ragnar said, “so they’ re going to Sit there and try to Starve usout.”

“Will they?" | asked.

“They couldn’t sarve amousein apot,” Ragnar said cheerfully. He had hung his shield on the outer sde
of the palisade, one of over twelve hundred bright-painted shields that were displayed there. We did not
have twelve hundred men, but nearly al the Danes possessed more than one shield and they hung them



al onthewal to make the enemy think our garrison equaled the number of shields. The greet lords
among the Danes hung their banners on the wall, Ubba s raven flag and Ragnar’ s eagle wing among
them. The raven banner was atriangle of white cloth, fringed with white tassels, showing a black raven
with spread wings, while Ragnar’ s standard was ared eagle swing, nailed to apole, and it was
becoming so tattered that Ragnar had offered a golden arm ring to any man who could replaceit. “1f they
want usout of here,” he went on, “then they’ d best make an assault, and they’ d best do it in the next
three weeks before their men go home and cut their harvest.”

But the Mercians, instead of attacking, tried to pray us out of Snotengaham. A dozen priests, al robed
and carrying cross-tipped poles, and followed by a score of monks carrying sacred bannerson
cross-gtaffs, came out from behind their barricades and paraded just beyond bowshot. The flags showed
saints. One of the priests scattered holy water, and the whole group stopped every few yardsto
pronounce curses on us. That was the day the West Saxon forces arrived to support Burghred whose
wifewas sigter to Alfred and to King Athelred of Wessex, and that wasthefirst day | ever saw the
dragon standard of Wessex. It was a huge banner of heavy green cloth on which awhite dragon
breathed fire, and the standard-bearer galloped to catch up with the priests and the dragon streamed
behind him. “Y our turn will come,” Ragnar said quietly, talking to the rippling dragon.

“WI,H]?’

“The gods only know,” Ragnar said, still watching the standard. “ This year we should finish off Mercia,
then we'll go to East Anglia, and after that, Wessex. To take dl theland and treasure in England,
Uhtred? Three years? Four? We need more ships though.” He meant we needed more ships' crews,
more shield Danes, more swords.

“Why not go north?’ | asked him.

“To Ddriadaand Pictland?’ helaughed. “ There s nothing up there, Uhtred, except bare rocks, bare
fields, and bare arses. The land there is no better than at home.” He nodded out toward the enemy
encampment. “But thisis good land. Rich and deep. Y ou can raise children here. Y ou can grow strong
here” Hefdl slent asagroup of horsemen appeared from the enemy camp and followed the rider who
carried the dragon standard. Even from along way off it was possible to see that these were great men
for they rode splendid horses and had mail coats glinting benegth their dark red cloaks. “ The King of
Wessex?' Ragnar guessed.

“ Ahdred?’
“It' s probably him. We shdl find out now.”
“Find out what?’

“What these West Saxons are made of. The Mercianswon't attack us, so let’ s seeif Ahelred’ smen are
any better. Dawn, Uhtred, that’ s when they should come. Straight at us, ladders against the wall, lose
some men, but let the rest daughter us.” Helaughed. “ That’ swhat I’ d do, but that lot?” He spat in
derison.

Ivar and Ubba must have thought the same thing, for they sent two men to spy on the Mercian and West
Saxon forcesto seeif there was any sign that ladders were being made. The two men went out at night
and were supposed to skirt the besiegers encampment and find a place to watch the enemy from outside
their fortifications, but somehow they were both seen and caught. The two men were brought to the fields
infront of thewall and made to kned there with their handstied behind their backs. A tall Englishman
stood behind them with a drawn sword and | watched as he poked one of the Danes in the back, asthe
Danelifted his head and then as the sword swung. The second Dane died in the same way, and thetwo



bodieswere | €eft for theravensto edt. “Bastards,” Ragnar said.

Ivar and Ubba had aso watched the executions. | rarely saw the brothers. Ubba stayed in his house
much of thetimewhile Ivar, so thin and wraithlike, was more evident, pacing the walls every dawn and
dusk, scowling at the enemy and saying little, though now he spoke urgently to Ragnar, gesturing south to
the green fields beyond the river. He never seemed to speak without a snarl, but Ragnar was not
offended. “He' sangry,” he told me afterward, “becauise he needs to know if they plan to assault us. Now
he wants some of my men to spy on their camp, but after that?” He nodded at the two headless bodiesin
thefidd. “Maybe I’ d better go mysdlf.”

“They’ll be watching for more spies,” | said, not wanting Ragnar to end up headless before the walls.

“A leader leads” Ragnar said, “and you can't ask mento risk desth if you're not willing to risk it
yoursdlf.”

“Letmego,” | sad.
Helaughed at that. “What kind of leader sends aboy to do aman’sjob, eh?”’
“I'm English,” | said, “and they won'’t suspect an English boy.”

Ragnar smiled at me. “If you're English,” he said, “then how could we trust you to tdll usthe truth of what
you see?’

| clutched Thor’shammer. “1 will tdl thetruth,” | said, “I swear it. And I'm aDane now! Y ou'vetold me
that! You say I'm aDane!”

Ragnar began to take me serioudy. He kndlt to look into my face. “Areyou redly aDane?’ he asked.

“I'maDane” | said, and at that moment | meant it. At other times| was sure | was a Northumbrian, a
secret sceadugengan hidden among the Danes, and in truth | was confused. | loved Ragnar as afather,
was fond of Ravn, wrestled and raced and played with Rorik when he waswell enough, and al of them
treated me as one of them. | was just from another tribe. There were three main tribes among the
Northmen—the Danes, the Norse, and the Svear—but Ragnar said there were others, like the Getes,
and he was not sure where the Northmen ended and the others began, but suddenly he wasworried
about me. “I'maDane,” | repeated forcibly, “and who better than me to spy on them? | spesk their

language!”

“You'reaboy,” Ragnar said, and | thought he was refusing to let me go, but instead he was getting used
to theidea. “No onewill suspect aboy,” hewent on. He gtill stared at me, then stood and glanced again
at the two bodies where ravens were pecking at the severed heads. “ Are you sure, Uhtred?’

“ Il m S,Ire.”

“I'll ask the brothers,” he said, and he did, and Ivar and Ubba must have agreed for they let me go. It
was after dark when the gate was opened and | dipped out. Now, | thought, | am a shadow-walker at
last, though in truth the journey needed no supernatural skillsfor therewasadew of camp firesinthe
Mercian and West Saxon linesto light the way. Ragnar had advised me to skirt the big encampment and
seeif therewas an easy way in at the back, but instead | walked straight toward the nearest firesthat lay
behind the felled trees that served as the English protective wall, and beyond that black tangle | could see
the dark shapes of sentries outlined by the camp fires. | was nervous. For months | had been treasuring
the idea of the sceadugengan, and here | was, out in the dark, and not far away there were headless
bodies and my imagination invented asimilar fate for mysdlf. Why? One smal part of me knew | could



walk into the camp and say who | was, then demand to be taken to Burghred or to Athelred, yet | had
spoken the truth to Ragnar. | would go back, and | would tell the truth. | had promised that, and to a boy
promises are solemn things, buttressed by the dread of divine revenge. | would choose my own tribein
time, but that time had not yet come, and so | crept acrossthe field feding very smal and vulnerable, my
heart thumping against my ribs, and my soul consumed by the importance of what | did.

And halfway to the Mercian camp | felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. | had the sensation |
was being followed and | twisted, listened, and stared, and saw nothing but the black shapes that
shudder in the night, but like ahare | sprinted to one side, dropped suddenly, and listened again, and this
time | wassure| heard afootfdl in the grass. | waited, watched, saw nothing, and crept on until |
reached the Mercian barricade and | waited again there, but heard nothing more behind me and decided
| had been imagining things. | had aso been worrying that | would not be able to passthe Mercian
obstacles, but in the end it was S mple enough because abig felled tree left plenty of space for aboy to
wrigglethrough its branches, and | did it dowly, making no noise, then ran on into the camp and was
amost immediately challenged by a sentry. “Who areyou?’ The man snarled and | could seethefirdight
reflecting from a glittering spear head that was being run toward me.

“Osbert,” | sad, usng my old name.

“A boy?” The man checked, surprised.

“Needed apiss.”

“Hdl, boy, what’ swrong with pissng outsde your shelter?’
“My master does't likeit.”

“Who'syour master?” The spear had been lifted and the man was peering & mein the small light from
thefires.

“Beocca,” | sad. It wasthe first name that came to my head.
“The priest?’

That surprised me, and | hesitated, but then nodded and that satisfied the man. “Best get back to him
then,” hesaid.

“l’mlOS:_”

“Shouldn’'t come all thisway to piss on my sentry post then, should you?’ he said, then pointed. “It’ sthat
way, boy.”

So | waked openly through the camp, past the fires and past the small shelters where men snored. A
couple of dogs barked a me. Horses whinnied. Somewhere aflute sounded and a woman sang softly.
Sparks flew up from the dying fires.

The sentry had pointed me toward the West Saxon lines. | knew that because the dragon banner was
hung outside agreat tent that waslit by alarger fire, and | moved toward that tent for lack of anywhere
elseto go. | waslooking for ladders, but saw none. A child cried in ashelter, awoman moaned, and
some men sang near afire. One of the singers saw me, shouted a chalenge, and then redlized | wasjust a
boy and waved me away. | was closeto the big fire now, the one that lit the front of the bannered tent,
and | skirted it, going toward the darkness behind the tent that was lit from within by candles or lanterns.
Two men stood guard at the tent’ s front and voices murmured from inside, but no one noticed me as|
dipped through the shadows, still looking for ladders. Ragnar had said the ladders would be stored



together, either at the heart of the camp or closeto its edge, but | saw none. Instead | heard sobbing.

| had reached the back of the big tent and was hiding beside agreat stack of firewood and, judging by
the stink, was closeto alatrine. | crouched and saw aman knedling in the open space between the
woodpile and the big tent and it was that man who was sobbing. He was aso praying and sometimes
beating his chest with hisfigts. | was astonished, even darmed by what he did, but | lay on my belly likea
snake and wriggled in the shadows to get closer to see what else he might do.

He groaned asif in pain, raised his hands to the sky, then bent forward asif worshipping the earth.
“Spareme, God,” | heard him say, “spareme. | an asinner.” He vomited then, though he did not sound
drunk, and after he had spewed up he moaned. | sensed he was a young man. Then aflap of the tent
lifted and awash of candldight spilled acrossthe grass. | froze, still asalog, and saw that it wasindeed a
young man who was so miserable, and then aso saw, to my astonishment, that the person who had lifted
the tent flap was Father Beocca. | had thought it a coincidence that there should be two priests with that
name, but it was no coincidence at all. It wasindeed red-haired, cross-eyed Beocca and he was here, in
Mercia

“My lord,” Beoccasaid, dropping the flap and casting darkness over the young man.

“l anasnner, father,” the man said. He had stopped sobbing, perhaps because he did not want Beocca
to see such evidence of weakness, but hisvoice wasfull of sadness. “1 am agrievous sinner.”

“Wearedl snners, my lord.”
“A grievous sinner,” the young man repeated, ignoring Beocca s solace. “And | am married!”
“Sdvetion liesin remorse, my lord.”

“Then, God knows, | should be redeemed for my remorse would fill the sky.” Helifted his head to stare
a thegars. “Theflesh, father,” he groaned, “the flesh.”

Beoccawalked toward me, stopped, and turned. He was amost close enough for me to touch, but he
had no idea | wasthere. “ God sends temptation to test us, my lord,” he said quietly.

“He sendswomen to test us,” the young man said harshly, “and wefail, and then he sends the Danesto
punish usfor our falure”

“Hisway ishard,” Beoccasaid, “and no one has ever doubted it.”

The young man, still knegling, bowed hishead. “I should never have married, father. | should have joined
the church. Gone to amonagtery.”

“And God would have found a great servant in you, my lord, but he had other plansfor you. If your
brother dies...”

“Pray God he does not! What sort of king would | be?’
“God sking, my lord.”

So that, | thought, was Alfred. That was the very first time | ever saw him or heard hisvoice and he
never knew. | lay in the grass, listening, as Beocca consoled the prince for yielding to temptation. It
seemed Alfred had humped a servant girl and, immediately afterward, had been overcome by physica
pain and what he called spiritua torment.



“What you must do, my lord,” Beoccasaid, “isbring the girl into your service.”
“No!” Alfred protested.

A harp began to play in the tent and both men checked to listen, then Beocca crouched by the unhappy
prince and put ahand on his shoulder. “Bring the girl into your service,” Beocca repeated, “and resist
her. Lay that tribute before God, let him see your strength, and he will reward you. Thank God for
tempting you, lord, and praise him when you resist the temptation.”

“Godwill kill me,” Alfred said bitterly. “I swore | wouldn't do it again. Not after Osferth.” Odferth? The
name meant nothing to me. Later, much later, | discovered Osferth was Alfred' s bastard son, whelped
on another servant girl. “| prayed to be spared the temptation,” Alfred went on, “and to be afflicted with
pain asareminder, and asadistraction, and God in his mercy made me sick, but ill | yielded. | am the
most miserable of Snners.”

“Weared| snners” Beoccasaid, hisgood hand still on Alfred’ s shoulder, “and we are dl fallen short of
theglory of God.”

“Nonehasfdlen asfar asme,” Alfred moaned.

“God seesyour remorse,” Beoccasaid, “and hewill lift you up. Welcome the temptation, lord,” he went
on urgently, “welcomeit, resst it, and give thanks to God when you succeed. And God will reward you,
lord, hewill reward you.”

“By removing the Danes?” Alfred asked bitterly.
“Hewill, my lord, hewill.”

“But not by waiting,” Alfred said, and now there was a sudden hardnessin his voice that made Beocca
draw away from him. Alfred stood, towering over the priest. “We should attack them!”

“Burghred knows hisbusiness,” Beocca said soothingly, “and so does your brother. The pagans will
darve, my lord, if that is God' swill.”

So | had my answer, and it was that the English were not planning an assault, but rather hoped to starve
Snotengaham into surrender. | dared not carry that answer straight back to the town, not while Beocca
and Alfred were so close to me, and so | stayed and listened as Beocca prayed with the prince and then,
when Alfred was cam, the two moved back to the tent and went inside.

And | went back. It took along time, but no one saw me. | was a true sceadugengan that night, moving
among the shadows like a pecter, climbing the hill to the town until | could run the last hundred paces
and | called Ragnar’ s name and the gate creaked open and | was back in Snotengaham.

Ragnar took me to see Ubba when the sun rose and, to my surprise, Weland was there, Weland the
snake, and he gave me a sour look, though not so sour as the scowl on Ubba' s dark face. “ So what did
you do?’ he growled.

“I saw no ladders...” | began.

“What did you do?’ Ubbasnarled, and so | told my tale from the beginning, how | had crossed the fields
and had thought | was being followed, and had dodged like a hare, then gone through the barricade and
spoken to the sentry. Ubba stopped me there and looked at Weland. “Well?’

Weland nodded. “I saw him through the barricade, lord, heard him speak to aman.”



So Weland had followed me? | looked at Ragnar, who shrugged. “My lord Ubba wanted a second man
to go,” he explained, “and Weland offered.”

Wedand gave meaamile, the kind of amile the devil might give abishop entering hell. “1 could not get
through the barrier, lord,” he told Ubba

“But you saw the boy go through?’

“And heard him spesk to the sentry, lord, though what he said | could not tell.”
“Did you see ladders?’ Ubba asked Weland.

“No, lord, but | only skirted the fence.”

Ubba stared at Weland, making him uncomfortable, then transferred his dark eyesto me and made me
uncomfortable. “ So you got through the barrier,” he said. “ So what did you see?’| told him how | had
found the large tent, and of the conversation | had overheard, how Alfred had wept because he had
sinned, and how he had wanted to attack the town and how the priest had said that God would starve
the Danesif that was hiswill, and Ubba believed me because he reckoned aboy could not make up the
story of the servant girl and the prince.

Besdes, | was amused, and it showed. Alfred, | thought, was a pious weakling, aweeping penitent, a
pathetic nothing, and even Ubba smiled as | described the sobbing prince and the earnest priest. “ So,”
Ubba asked me, “no ladders?’

“| saw none, lord.”

He stared a me with that fearsomely bearded face and then, to my astonishment, he took off one of his
armringsand tossed it to me. “You'reright,” hetold Ragnar, “heisaDane.”

“He' sagood boy,” Ragnar said.

“ Sometimes the mongrel you find in thefield turns out to be useful,” Ubba said, then beckoned to an old
man who had been sitting on astool in the room’ s corner.

The old man was called Storri and, like Ravn, he was a skald, but also a sorcerer and Ubbawould do
nothing without his advice, and now, without saying aword, Storri took a sheef of thin white sticks, each
the length of aman’ s hand, and he held them just above the floor, muttered a prayer to Odin, then let
them go. They made asmall clattering noise asthey fell, and then Storri leaned forward to look &t the
pattern they made.

They were runesticks. Many Danes consulted the runesticks, but Storri’ s skill at reading the signswas
famous, and Ubba was aman so riddled with supertition that he would do nothing unless he believed the
godswereon hissde. “Wdl?" he asked impetiently.

Storri ignored Ubba, instead he stared at the score of sticks, seeing if he could detect arune letter or a
sgnificant pattern in their random scatter. He moved around the small pile, till peering, then nodded
dowly. “It could not be better,” he said.

“The boy told the truth?’

“The boy told the truth,” Storri said, “but the stickstalk of today, not of last night, and they tell meadl is
wdl.”



“Good.” Ubbastood and took his sword from apeg onthewall. “No ladders,” he said to Ragnar, “so
no assault. We shdl go.”

They had been worried that the Mercians and West Saxons would launch an attack on thewalswhile
they made araid acrosstheriver. The southern bank was lightly garrisoned by the besiegers, holding little
more than a cordon of men to deter forage parties crossing the Trente, but that afternoon Ubba led six
ships across the river and attacked those Mercians, and the runesticks had not lied for no Danes died
and they brought back horses, weapons, armor, and prisoners.

Twenty prisoners.

The Mercians had beheaded two of our men, so now Ubbakilled twenty of theirs, and did it in their sght
s0 they could see his revenge. The headless bodies were thrown into the ditch in front of thewall and the
twenty heads were stuck on spears and mounted above the northern gate.

“Inwar,” Ragnar told me, “be ruthless.”

“Why did you send Weland to follow me?’ | asked him, hurt.

“Because Ubbainssted on it,” he said.

“Because you didn't trust me?’

“Because Ubbatrusts no one except Storri,” he said. “And | trust you, Uhtred.”

The heads above Snotengaham’ s gate were pecked by birdstill they were nothing but skulls with hanks
of hair that stirred in the summer wind. The Mercians and the West Saxons till did not attack. The sun
shone. Theriver rippled prettily past the town where the ships were drawn up on the bank.

Ravn, though he was blind, liked to come to the ramparts where he would demand that | describe dl |
could see. Nothing changes, | would say, the enemy are still behind their hedge of felled trees, there are
clouds above the distant hills, ahawk hunts, the wind ripplesthe grass, the swifts are gathering in groups,
nothing changes, and tell me about the runesticks, | begged him.

“The gticks” helaughed.

“Do they work?’

He thought about it. “If you can read them, yes. | was good at reading the runes before | lost my eyes.”
“So they dowork,” | said eagerly.

Ravn gestured toward the landscape he could not see. “ Out there, Uhtred,” he said, “there are adozen
sgnsfrom the gods, and if you know the sgns then you know what the gods want. The runesticks give
the same message, but | have noticed onething.” He paused and | had to prompt him, and he sighed as
though he knew he should not say more. But he did. “ The Signs are best read by aclever man,” he went
on, “and Storri isclever. | daresay | am nofool.”

| did not redlly understand what he was saying. “But Storri isalwaysright?’

“Storri is cautious. Hewon't take risks, and Ubba, though he doesn’t know it, likesthat.”

“But the sticks are messages from the gods?’

“Thewind isamessage from the gods,” Ravn said, “asistheflight of abird, thefal of afeather, therise



of afish, the shape of acloud, the cry of avixen, al are messages, but in the end, Uhtred, the gods speak
inonly one place.” Hetapped my head. “There.”

| ill did not understand and was obscurely disappointed. “Could | read the sticks?’
“Of course,” hesaid, “but it would be sensible to wait till you're older. What are you now?’
“Eleven,” | said, tempted to say twelve.

“Maybe you d best wait ayear or two before reading the sticks. Wait till you' re old enough to marry,
four or five yearsfrom now?’

That seemed an unlikely proposition for | had no interest in marriage back then. | was not even interested
in girls, though that would change soon enough.

“Thyra, perhaps?’ Ravn suggested.

“Thyral” | thought of Ragnar’ s daughter as a playmate, not asawife. Indeed, the very idea of it made me
laugh.

Ravn amiled a my amusement. “Tell me, Uhtred, why welet you live”
“I don't know.”

“When Ragnar captured you,” he said, “ he thought you could be ransomed, but he decided to keep you.
| thought he was afool, but he wasright.”

“I'mglad,” | said, meaning it.

“Because we need the English,” Ravn went on. “We are few, the English are many, despite which we
shdl takether land, but we can only hold it with the help of Englishmen. A man cannot livein ahome that
isforever besieged. He needs peace to grow crops and raise cattle, and we need you. When men see
that Earl Uhtred ison our side then they won't fight us. And you must marry aDanish girl so that when
your children grow they will be both Dane and English and see no difference.” He paused, contemplating
that distant future, then chuckled. “ Just make sure they’ re not Chrigtians, Uhtred.”

“They will worship Odin,” | said, again meaning it.

“Chrigtianity isasoft religion,” Ravn said savagely, “awoman’s creed. It doesn’t ennoble men, it makes
them into worms. | hear birds.”

“Tworavens” | sad, “flying north.”
“A red messagel” he said ddlightedly. “Huginn and Muminn are going to Odin.”

Huginn and Muminn were the twin ravensthat perched on the god’ s shoulders where they whispered into
hisear. They did for Odin what | did for Ravn, they watched and told him what they saw. He sent them
to fly al over the world and to bring back news, and the news they carried back that day wasthat the
smoke from the Mercian encampment was less thick. Fewer fireswerelit a night. Men were leaving that

amy.
“Harvesttime” Ravn sad in disgus.

“Doesthat matter?’



“They cdl their army thefyrd,” he explained, forgetting for amoment that | was English, “and every able
man is supposed to serve in the fyrd, but when the harvest ripensthey fear hunger in the winter so they go
home to cut their rye and barley.”

“Which we then take?”’
He laughed. “Y ou'relearning, Uhtred.”

Y et the Mercians and West Saxons gtill hoped they could starve us and, though they were losing men
every day, they did not give up until Ivar loaded a cart with food. He piled cheeses, smoked fish, newly
baked bread, salted pork, and avat of ae onto the cart and, at dawn, a dozen men dragged it toward
the English camp. They stopped just out of bow shot and shouted to the enemy sentries that the food was
agift from lvar the Bondessto King Burghred.

The next day aMercian horseman rode toward the town carrying aleafy branch asasign of truce. The
English wanted to talk. “Which means,” Ravn told me, “that we have won.”

“It does?’

“When an enemy wantsto talk,” he said, “it means he does not want to fight. So we have won.”
And hewasright.

THREE

The next day we made apavilion in the valley between the town and the English encampment, stretching
two ships sails between timber poles, the whole thing supported by sedl-hide ropes lashed to pegs, and
there the English placed three high-backed chairsfor King Burghred, King Agthdred, and Prince Alfred,
and draped the chairswith rich red cloths. Ivar and Ubba sat on milking stools.

Both sides brought thirty or forty men to witness the discuss ons, which began with an agreement that all
weapons were to be piled twenty paces behind the two delegations. | helped carry swords, axes, shidds,
and spear's, then went back to listen.

Beoccawas there and he spotted me. He smiled. | smiled back. He was standing just behind the young
man | took to be Alfred, for though | had heard him in the night | had not seen him clearly. Heaone
among the three English leaders was not crowned with acirclet of gold, though he did have alarge,
jeweled cloak brooch that Ivar eyed rapacioudy. | saw, as Alfred took his seet, that the prince wasthin,
long legged, restless, pae, and tall. His face was long, his nose long, his beard short, his cheeks hollow,
and his mouth pursed. His hair was a nondescript brown, his eyesworried, his brow creased, his hands
fidgety, and hisface frowning. He was only nineteen, | later learned, but he looked ten years older. His
brother, King Athelred, was much older, over thirty, and he was dso long faced, but burlier and even
more anxious-looking, while Burghred, King of Mercia, was astubby man, heavy bearded, with a
bulging belly and abading pate.

Alfred said something to Beocca who produced a sheet of parchment and aquill, which he gaveto the
prince. Beoccathen hed asmall vid of ink so that Alfred could dip the quill and write.

“What ishedoing?’ Ivar asked.
“Heismaking notes of our talks,” the English interpreter answered.
“Notes?’



“So thereisarecord, of course.”

“Hehaslost hismemory?’ Ivar asked, while Ubba produced avery small knife and began to clean his
fingernails. Ragnar pretended to write on his hand, which amused the Danes.

“You are lvar and Ubba?’ Alfred asked through hisinterpreter.

“They are,” our trandator answered. Alfred’ s pen scratched, while his brother and brother-in-law, both
kings, seemed content to alow the young prince to question the Danes.

“You are sons of Lothbrok?” Alfred continued.
“Indeed,” the interpreter answered.
“And you have abrother? Hafdan?’

“Tell the bastard to shove hiswriting up hisarse,” Ivar snarled, “and to shove the quill up after it, and
then theink until he shits black feethers.”

“My lord sayswe are not here to discuss family,” the interpreter said suavely, “but to decide your fate.”
“And to decide yours,” Burghred spoke for thefirgt time.

“Our fate?’ Ivar retorted, making the Mercian king quail from the force of hisskull gaze. “ Our fateisto
water thefidds of Merciawith your blood, dung the soil with your flesh, pave it with your bones, and rid
it of your filthy gtink.”

The discussion carried on like that for along time, both sides threatening, neither yielding, but it had been
the English who cdled for the meeting and the English who wanted to make peace and so the terms were
dowly hammered out. It took two days, and most of us who were listening became bored and lay on the
grassin the sunlight. Both Sdes atein the field, and it was during one such meal that Beocca cautioudy
came across to the Danish Sde and greeted mewarily. “ Y ou're getting tall, Uhtred,” he said.

“Itisgood to seeyou, father,” | answered dutifully. Ragnar was watching, but without any sign of worry
on hisface.

“You're dill aprisoner, then?’ Beocca asked.
“lam,” | lied.

Helooked at my two slver arm ringswhich, being too big for me, rattled a my wrist. “A privileged
prisoner,” hesaid wryly.

“They know | am an ealdorman,” | said.

“Which you are, God knows, though your uncle deniesit.”

“I have heard nothing of him,” | said truthfully.

Beocca shrugged. “He holds Bebbanburg. He married your father’ swife and now sheis pregnant.”
“Gythal” | was surprised. “Pregnant?’

“They want ason,” Beoccasaid, “and if they have one...” He did not finish the thought, nor did he need
to. | was the eeldorman, and Afric had usurped my place, yet | was il hisheir and would be until he



had a son. “The child must be born any day now,” Beocca said, “ but you need not worry.” He smiled
and leaned toward me so he could speak in aconspiratoria whisper. “I brought the parchments.”

| looked a him with utter incomprehension. “Y ou brought the parchments?’

“Your father’ swill! Theland charters!” He was shocked that | did not immediately understand what he
had done. “I have the proof that you are the edldorman!”

“| amtheeddorman,” | said, asif proof did not matter. “And alwayswill be”
“Not if AHfric hashisway,” Beoccasaid, “and if he has a son then he will want the boy to inherit.”
“Gytha s children dwaysdie,” | said.

“You must pray that every child lives,” Beoccasaid crosdy, “but you are till the ealdorman. | owe that
to your father, God rest hissoul.”

“So you abandoned my uncle?’ | asked.

“Yes, | did"” he said eagerly, plainly proud that he had fled Bebbanburg. “I am English,” he went on, his
crossed eyes blinking in the sun, “so | came south, Uhtred, to find Englishmen willing to fight the pagans,
Englishmen ableto do God' swill, and | found them in Wessex. They are good men, godly men, salwart
men!”

“ Afric doesn't fight the Danes?’ | asked. | knew he did not, but | wanted to hear it confirmed.

“Y our uncle wants no trouble,” Beocca sad, “and so the pagans thrive in Northumbria and the light of
our Lord Jesus Christ grows dimmer every day.” He put hishandstogether asif in prayer, hispasied |eft
hand quivering againg hisink-gained right. “And it is not just AHfric who succumbs. Ricsg of Dunholm
givesthem feadts, Egbert Sitson their throne, and for that betrayd there must be weeping in heaven. It
must be stopped, Uhtred, and | went to Wessex because the king isagodly man and knowsit isonly
with God’ s help that we can defeat the pagans. | shall seeif Wessex iswilling to ransom you.” That last
sentence took me by surprise so that instead of looking pleased | looked puzzled, and Beocca frowned.
“You didn’t hear me?’ he asked.

“Y ou want to ransom me?’

“Of course! You are noble, Uhtred, and you must be rescued! Alfred can be generous about such
things”

“I would likethat,” | said, knowing it was what | was supposed to say. “Y ou should meet Alfred,” he
sad enthusiadticdly. “You'll enjoy that!”

| had no wish to meet Alfred, certainly not after listening to him whimper about a servant girl he had
humped, but Beoccawasinsistent and so | went to Ragnar and asked his permission. Ragnar was
amused. “Why does the squinty bastard want you to meet Alfred?” he asked, looking at Beocca.

“He wants me to be ransomed. He thinks Alfred might pay.”

“Pay good money for you!” Ragnar laughed. “Go on,” he said carelesdy, “it never hurtsto see the enemy
closeup.”

Alfred was with his brother, some distance away, and Beocca talked to me as he led me toward the
royd group. “Alfred ishisbrother’ s chief helper,” he explained. “King Agthelred isagood man, but



nervous. He has sons, of course, but both are very young...” Hisvoicetrailed away.

“Soif hedies,” | said, “the eldest son becomes king?’

“No, no!” Beocca sounded shocked. “ Athelwold’ s much too young. HE s no older than you!”
“But he' stheking'sson,” | indsted.

“When Alfred wasasmall boy,” Beoccaleaned down and lowered his voice, though not itsintensity, “his
father took him to Rome. To seethe pope! And the pope, Uhtred, invested him asthe future king!” He
stared at me asif he had proved his point.

“But he snot the heir,” | said, puzzled.

“The pope made him heir!” Beocca hissed at me. Later, much later, | met apriest who had beeninthe
old king's entourage and he said Alfred had never been invested as the future king, but instead had been
given some meaningless Roman honor, but Alfred, to hisdying day, indgsted the pope had conferred the
succession on him, and so justified his usurpation of the throne that by rights should have goneto
/Aethelred' s eldest son.

“Butif AAhelwold growsup,” | began.

“Then of course he might becomeking,” Beoccainterrupted meimpatiently, “but if hisfather diesbefore
Athdwold grows up then Alfred will beking.”

“Then Alfred will havetokill him,” | said, “him and hisbrother.”
Beocca gazed a mein shocked amazement. “Why do you say that?’ he asked.
“Hehastokill them,” | said, “just like my uncle wanted to kill me.”

“Hedid want to kill you. He probably still does!” Beocca made the sign of the cross. “But Alfred is not
Afric! No, no. Alfred will treat his nephewswith Christian mercy, of course he will, which isanother
reason he should become king. Heisagood Christian, Uhtred, as| pray you are, and it is God' swill that
Alfred should become king. The pope proved that! And we have to obey God' swill. Itisonly by
obedience to God that we can hope to defesat the Danes.”

“Only by obedience?’ | asked. | thought swords might help.

“Only by obedience,” Beoccasaid firmly, “and by faith. God will give usvictory if weworship him with
al our hearts, and if we mend our ways and give him the glory. And Alfred will do that! With him at our
head the very hosts of heaven will cometo our aid. Athelwold can’t do that. He salazy, arrogant,
tiresome child.” Beocca seized my hand and pulled me through the entourage of West Saxon and
Mercian lords. “Now remember to knedl to him, boy, heisaprince.” Heled meto where Alfred was
gtting and | duly knelt as Beoccaintroduced me. “Thisisthe boy | spoke of, lord,” he said. “Heisthe
edldorman Uhtred of Northumbria, a prisoner of the Danes since Eoferwic fell, but agood boy.”

Alfred gave me an intense look that, to be honest, made me uncomfortable. | wasto discover in timethat
he was a clever man, very clever, and thought twice asfast as most others, and he was also a serious
man, S0 serious that he understood everything except jokes. Alfred took everything heavily, even asmal
boy, and hisingpection of mewaslong and searching asif hetried to plumb the depths of my unfledged
soul. “Areyou agood boy?” hefindly asked me.

“I try tobe, lord,” | said.



“Look at me,” he ordered, for | had lowered my eyes. He smiled when | met his gaze. There wasno sign
of the sickness he had complained of when | eavesdropped on him and | wondered if, after al, he had
been drunk that night. It would have explained his pathetic words, but now he was al earnestness. “ How
do you try to be good?’ he asked.

“I try to resist temptation, lord,” | said, remembering Beocca swords to him behind the tent.
“That’'sgood,” he said, “very good, and do you resist it?’

“Not always,” | said, then hesitated, tempted to mischief, and then, as ever, yielded to temptation. “But |
try, lord,” | said earnestly, “and | tell myself | should thank God for tempting meand | praise him when
he gives me the strength to resist the temptation.”

Both Beoccaand Alfred stared at me asif | had sprouted angdl’ swings. | was only repesating the
nonsense | had heard Beocca advise Alfred in the dark, but they thought it revealed my grest holiness,
and | encouraged them by trying to look meek, innocent, and pious. “Y ou are asign from God, Uhtred,”
Alfred sad fervently. “Do you say your prayers?’

“Every day, lord,” | said, and did not add that those prayers were addressed to Odin.

“And what isthat about your neck? A crucifix?’ He had seen the leather thong and, when | did not
answer, heleaned forward and plucked out Thor’s hammer that had been hidden behind my shirt. “Dear
God,” he said, and made the sign of the cross. “ And you wear those, too,” he added, grimacing at my
two arm rings that were cut with Danish rune letters. | must have looked a proper little hesthen.

“They make me wear them, lord,” | said, and felt hisimpulseto tear the pagan symbol off the thong, “and
beat meif | don't,” | added hadtily.

“Do they besat you often?’ he asked.
“All thetime, lord,” | lied.

He shook his head sadlly, then | et the hammer fdl. “ A gravenimage,” he said, “must be a heavy burden
forasmal boy.”

“| was hoping, lord,” Beoccaintervened, “that we could ransom him.”
“Us?" Alfred asked. “Ransom him?’

“Heisthe true ed dorman of Bebbanburg,” Beocca explained, “though his uncle hastaken thetitle, but
the unclewill not fight the Danes.”

Alfred gazed a me, thinking, then frowned. “ Can you read, Uhtred?’ he asked.

“He has begun hislessons,” Beocca answered for me. “1 taught him, lord, though in al honesty he was
ever areluctant pupil. Not good with hisletters, | fear. Histhornswere prickly and his ashes spindly.”

| said that Alfred did not understand jokes, but he loved that one, even though it was feeble as watered
milk and stale as old cheese. But it was beloved of al who taught reading, and both Beoccaand Alfred
laughed as though the jest were fresh as dew at sunrise. Thethorn, , and the ash,ag were two | etters of
our aphabet. “Histhornsare prickly,” Alfred echoed, amost incoherent with laughter, “and his ashes
spindly. Hisb’sdon’t buzz and his ’s—" He stopped, suddenly embarrassed. He had been about to say
myi ' swere crossed, then he remembered Beocca and he looked contrite. “My dear Beocca”



“No offense, my lord, no offense.” Beoccawas sill happy, as happy aswhen he wasimmersed in some
tedious text about how Saint Cuthbert baptized puffins or preached the gospel to the sedls. He had tried
to make me read that stuff, but | had never got beyond the shortest words.

“Y ou are fortunate to have started your studies early,” Alfred said to me, recovering his seriousness. “I
was not given achanceto read until | wastwelve years old!” Histone suggested | should be shocked
and surprised by thisnews so | dutifully looked appaled. “ That was grievoudy wrong of my father and
stepmother,” Alfred went on sternly. “They should have started me much earlier.”

“Y et now you read aswell as any scholar, my lord,” Beoccasaid.

“I dotry,” Alfred said modestly, but he was plainly delighted with the compliment.
“Andin Latin, too!” Beoccasaid. “And hisLatin is much better than mine!”

“I think that’ strue,” Alfred said, giving the priest aamile.

“And hewritesaclear hand,” Beoccatold me, “such aclear, fine hand!”

“Asmust you,” Alfred told mefirmly, “to which end, young Uhtred, we shdl indeed offer to ransom you,
and if God helps usin that endeavor then you shdl servein my household and the first thing you will dois
become amaster of reading and writing. You'll like that!”

“I'will, lord,” | said, meaning it to sound as a question, though it came out as dull agreement.

“Youwill learnto read well,” Alfred promised me, “and learn to pray well, and learn to be agood honest
Christian, and when you are of age you can decide what to be!”

“I will want to serveyou, lord,” 1 lied, thinking that he was apale, boring, priest-ridden weakling.
“That iscommendable,” he said, “and how will you serve me, do you think?’
“Asasoldier, lord, to fight the Danes.”

“If God wishesit,” he sad, evidently disgppointed in my answer, “and God knows we shal need
soldiers, though | pray daily that the Danes will come to aknowledge of Christ and so discover their sSins
and be led to end their wicked ways. Prayer isthe answer,” he said vehemently, “ prayer and fasting and
obedience, and if God answers our prayers, Uhtred, then we shall need no soldiers, but akingdom
always has need of good priests. | wanted that office for myself, but God disposed otherwise. Thereis
no higher calling than the priestly service. | might be aprince, but in God' seyes| am aworm while
Beoccaisajewe beyond price!”

“Yes, lord,” | said, for want of anything elseto say. Beoccatried to look modest.

Alfred leaned forward, hid Thor’s hammer behind my shirt, then laid ahand on my head. “ God' s blessing
onyou, child,” he said, “and may hisface shine upon you and rel ease you from your thralldom and bring
you into the blessed light of freedom.”

“Amen,” | sad.

They let me go then and | went back to Ragnar. “Hit me,” | said.
“What?’

“Thump me round the head.”



He glanced up and saw that Alfred was still watching me, so he cuffed me harder than | expected. | fell
down, grinning. “So why did | just do that?’ Ragnar asked.

“Because | said you were cruel tome,” | said, “and beat me congtantly.” | knew that would amuse
Ragnar and it did. He hit me again, just for luck. “ So what did the bastards want?” he asked.

“They want to ransom me,” | said, “ <o they can teach me to read and write, and then make meinto a
pries.”

“A priest? Like the squinty little bastard with the red hair?’
“Jugt likehim.”
Ragnar laughed. “Maybe | should ransom you. It would be a punishment for telling lies about me.”

“Pleasedon’'t,” | said fervently, and a that moment | wondered why | had ever wanted to go back to the
English sde. To exchange Ragnar’ s freedom for Alfred’ s earnest piety seemed amiserable fateto me.
Besdes, | waslearning to despise the English. They would not fight, they prayed instead of sharpening
their swords, and it was no wonder the Danes were taking their land.

Alfred did offer to ransom me, but balked at Ragnar’ s price that was ludicroudy high, though not nearly
S0 steep asthe price Ivar and Ubba extracted from Burghred.

Merciawas to be swallowed. Burghred had no firein hisbig belly, no desireto go on fighting the Danes
who got stronger as he grew weaker. Perhaps he was fooled by al those shields on Snotengaham’s
walls, but he must have decided he could not beat the Danes and instead he surrendered. It was not just
our forcesin Snotengaham that persuaded him to do this. Other Danes were raiding acrossthe
Northumbrian border, ravaging Mercian lands, burning churches, daughtering monks and nuns, and those
horsemen were now close to Burghred' s army and were forever harassing hisforage parties, and so
Burghred, weary of unending defest, weakly agreed to every outrageous demand, and in return he was
allowed to stay asKing of Mercia, but that was all. The Danes were to take his fortresses and garrison
them, and they were free to take Mercian estates as they wished, and Burghred' sfyrd wasto fight for the
Danesif they demanded it, and Burghred, moreover, wasto pay avast pricein slver for this privilege of
losing his kingdom while keeping histhrone. Agthelred and Alfred, having no part to play in the
discussons, and seeing that their ally had collapsed like a pricked bladder, |eft on the second day, riding
south with what remained of their army, and thus Merciafel.

Firgt Northumbria, then Mercia. In just two years haf of England was gone and the Daneswere only just
beginning.

We ravaged the land again. Bands of Danesrodeinto every part of Mercia and daughtered whoever
resisted, took whatever they wished, then garrisoned the principal fortresses before sending messagesto
Denmark for more shipsto come: more ships, more men, more families, and more Danesto fill the great
land that had falen into their laps.

| had begun to think | would never fight for England because by thetime | was old enough to fight there
would be no England. So | decided | would be aDane. Of course | was confused, but | did not spend
much time worrying about my confusion. Insteed, as| approached twelve yearsold, | began my proper
education. | was made to stand for hours holding asword and shield stretched out in front of me until my
arms ached, | was taught the strokes of the blade, made to practice with throwing spears, and given apig
to daughter with awar spear. | learned to fend with ashield, how to drop it to stop the lunge beneath the



rim, and how to shove the heavy shield bossinto an enemy’ s face to smash hisnose and blind him with
tears. | learned to pull an oar. | grew, put on muscle, began to speak in aman’ svoice, and was dapped
by my first girl. | looked like a Dane. Strangers till mistook mefor Ragnar’ sson for | had the samefair
hair that | wore long and tied with astrip of leather a the nape of my neck, and Ragnar was pleased
when that happened though he madeit plain that | would not replace Ragnar the Y ounger or Rorik. “If
Rorik lives,” he said sadly, for Rorik was still sickly, “you will haveto fight for your inheritance” and so |
learned to fight and, that winter, to kill.

We returned to Northumbria. Ragnar liked it there and, though he could have taken better land in
Mercia, he liked the northern hills and the deep vales and the dark hanging woods where, asthe first
frosts crisped the morning, he took me hunting. A score of men and twice as many dogs beet through the
woods, trying to trap boar. | stayed with Ragnar, both of us armed with heavy boar spears. “ A boar can
kill you, Uhtred,” he warned me. “He can rip you from the crotch to the neck unless you place the spear
just right.”

The spear, | knew, must be placed in the beast’ s chest o, if you were lucky, down itsthroat. | knew |
could not kill aboar, but if one came, | would haveto try. A full-grown boar can be twice the weight of a
man and | did not have the strength to drive one back, but Ragnar was determined to give mefirst strike
and he would be close behind to help. And so it happened. | have killed hundreds of boar since, but |
will dwaysremember that first beast, the small eyes, the sheer anger, the determination, the stench, the
bristling hairs flecked with mud, and the sweet thud of the spear going deep into the chest, and | was
hurled back asif | had been kicked by Odin’s eight-legged horse, and Ragnar drove his own spear
through the thick hide and the beast squealed and roared, legs scrabbling, and the pursuing dogs howled,
and | found my feet, gritted my teeth, and put my weight on the spear and fdlt the boar’ slife pulsing up
the ash shaft. Ragnar gave me atusk from that carcassand | hung it next to Thor’s hammer and in the
daysthat followed | wanted to do nothing except hunt, though | was not alowed to pursue boar unless
Ragnar was with me, but when Rorik was well enough he and | would take our bows into the woods to
look for deer.

It was on one of those expeditions, high up at the edge of the woods, just beneath the moorsthat were
dappled by melting snow, that the arrow almost took my life. Rorik and | were cregping through
undergrowth and the arrow missed me by inches, sizzling past my head to thump into an ash tree. |
turned, putting an arrow on my own string, but saw no one, then we heard feet racing away downhill
through the trees and we followed, but whoever had shot the arrow ran too fast for us.

“An accident,” Ragnar said. “He saw movement, thought you were a deer, and loosed. It happens.” He
looked at the arrow we had retrieved, but it had no marks of ownership. It wasjust a goose-fledged
shaft of hornbeam tipped with an iron head. “ An accident,” he decreed.

Later that winter we moved back to Eoferwic and spent days repairing the boats. | learned to split oak
trunks with wedge and mallet, cleaving out the long pae planks that patched the rotted hulls. Spring
brought more ships, more men, and with them was Halfdan, youngest brother of Ivar and Ubba. He
came ashore roaring with energy, atal man with abig beard and scowling eyes. He embraced Ragnar,
thumped me on the shoulder, punched Rorik in the head, swore hewould kill every Christian in England,
then went to see his brothers. The three of them planned the new war, which, they promised, would strip
East Angliaof itstreasures and, as the days warmed, we readied for it.

Half the army would march by land, while the other haf, which included Ragnar’ s men, would go by sea
and so0 | anticipated my first proper voyage, but before we |eft Kjartan came to see Ragnar, and trailing
him was his son Sven, hismissing eye ared holein hisangry face. Kjartan knelt to Ragnar and bowed his
head. “I would comewith you, lord,” he said.



Kjartan had made amistake by letting Sven follow him, for Ragnar, usually so generous, gave the boy a
sour look. | call him aboy, but in truth Sven was dmost aman now and promised to be abig one, broad
inthe cheg,, tall, and strong. “Y ou would come with me,” Ragnar echoed flatly.

“I begyou, lord,” Kjartan said, and it must have taken a greet effort to say those words, for Kjartan was
aproud man, but in Eoferwic he had found no plunder, earned no arm rings, and made no reputation for
himsdlf.

“My shipsarefull,” Ragnar said coldly, and turned away. | saw the look of hatred on Kjartan'sface.
“Why doesn't he sail with someone es2?” | asked Ravn.

“Because everyone knows he offended Ragnar, so to give him aplace at the oarsisto risk my son's
didike” Ravn shrugged. “Kjartan should go back to Denmark. If aman loses hislord’ strust then he has

logt everything.”

But Kjartan and his one-eyed son stayed in Eoferwic instead of going back to Denmark, and we sailed,
firgt flowing with the current back down the Ouse and 0 into the Humber where we spent the night.
Next morning we took the shields off the ships' sides, then waited till the tide lifted their hullsand we
could row eastward into the first great seas.

| had been offshore at Bebbanburg, going with fishermen to cast nets about the Farne Idands, but this
was adifferent sensation. TheWind-Viper rode those waveslike abird ingtead of thrashing through like a
swimmer. We rowed out of theriver, then took advantage of anorthwest wind to hoist the greet sail, and
the oars were fiddled out of their holes, the holes were covered with wooden plugs, and the great sweeps
stored inboard as the sail cracked, bellied, trapped the wind, and drove us southward. There were
eighty-nine ships atogether, afleet of dragon-headed killers, and they raced one another, cdling insults
whenever they traveled faster than some other boat. Ragnar leaned on the steering oar, hishair flying in
thewind and asmile as broad as the ocean on his face. Seal-hide ropes creaked; the boat seemed to
leap up the seas, seethe through their tops, and didein flying spray down their faces. | wasfrightened at
firgt, for thewind-Viper bent to that wind, amost dropping her leeward side benesth the great green sea,
but then | saw no fear on the other men’ sfaces and | learned to enjoy the wild ride, whooping with
delight when the bow smashed into a heavy seaand the green water flew like an arrow shower down the
deck.

“I lovethid” Ragnar cadledto me. “InVahalal hopeto find aship, asea, and awind!”

The shorewas ever in sSight, alow green lineto our right, sometimes broken by dunes, but never by trees
or hills, and as the sun sank we turned toward that land and Ragnar ordered the sail furled and the oars
out.

Werowed into awater land, aplace of marsh and reed, of bird cries and long-legged herons, of edl
traps and ditches, of shalow channels and long meres, and | remembered my father saying the East
Anglianswere frogs. We were on the edge of their country now, at the place where Mercia ended and
East Angliabegan in atangle of water, mud, and sdt flats. “ They cal it the Gewsesc,” Ragnar said.

“Y ou’ ve been here?’
“Threeyearsago,” he said. “Good country to raid, Uhtred, but treacherous water. Too shalow.”

The Gewaec was very shalow and Weland was in theWind-Viper ' s bow, weighing the depth with a
lump of iron tied to arope. The oars only dipped if Weland said there was sufficient water and so we
crept westward into the dying light followed by the rest of the fleet. The shadows were long now, thered



sun dicing into the open jaws of the dragon, serpents and eagle heads on the ships' prows. The oars
worked dowly, their blades dripping water as they swept forward for the next stroke, and our wake
gpread in long dow ripplestouched red by dying sunfire.

We anchored that night and dept aboard the ships and in the dawn Ragnar made Rorik and me climb his
meast. Ubba' s ship was nearby and he, too, had men clambering up toward the painted wind vane at the
masthead.

“What can you see?’ Ragnar called up to us.
“Three men on horseback,” Rorik answered, pointing south, “watching us.”
“Andavillage,” | added, aso pointing south.

To the men on shore we were something from their darkest fears. All they could see was athicket of
masts and the savage carved beasts at the high prows and sterns of our ships. We were an army, brought
here by our dragon boats, and they knew what would follow and, as | watched, the three horsemen
turned and galloped south.

Wewent on. Ubba s ship led the way now, following atwisting shalow channel, and | could see Ubba's
sorcerer, Storri, standing in the bows and | guessed he had cast the runes and predicted success.
“Today,” Ragnar told mewolfishly, “youwill learn the Viking way.”

To beaViking wasto be araider, and Ragnar had not conducted a shipborne raid in many years. He
had become an invader instead, a settler, but Ubba s fleet had come to ravage the coastline and draw the
East Anglian army toward the seawhile hisbrother, Ivar, led the land army south from Mercia, and so
that early summer | learned the Viking ways. We took the ships to the mainland where Ubbafound a
stretch of land with athin neck that could easily be defended and, once our ships were safely drawn onto
the beach, we dug an earthwork across the neck as arampart. Then large parties of men disappeared
into the countryside, returning next morning with captured horses, and the horses were used to mount
another warband that rode inland as Ragnar led his men on foot dong the tangled shoreline.

We cameto avillage, | never did learn its name, and we burned it to the ground. There was no one
there. We burned farmsteads and a church and marched on, following aroad that angled away from the
shore, and at dusk we saw alarger village and we hid in awood, lit no fires, and attacked at dawn.

We came ghrieking from the half-light. We were anightmare in the dawn: men in lesther withiron
helmets, men with round painted shields, men with axes, swords, and spears. Thefolk in that place had
no weapons and no armor, and perhaps they had not even known there were Danesin their countryside
for they were not ready for us. They died. A few brave men tried to make astand by their church, but
Ragnar led a charge against them and they were daughtered where they stood, and Ragnar pushed open
the church door to find the smd| building filled with women and children. The priest wasin front of the
atar and he cursed Ragnar in Latin asthe Dane stalked up the small nave, and the priest was il cursing
when Ragnar dissmbowe ed him.

Wetook abronze crucifix, adented silver plate, and some coins from the church. We found a dozen
good cooking potsin the houses and some shears, sickles, and iron spits. We captured cattle, goats,
sheep, oxen, eight horses, and sixteen young women. One woman screamed that she could not leave her
child and | watched Weland spit the small boy on a spear, then thrust the bloodied corpse into the
woman'sarms. Ragnar sent her away, not because he pitied her, but because one person was adways
gpared to carry news of the horror to other places. Folk must fear the Danes, Ragnar said, and then they
would be ready to surrender. He gave me a piece of burning wood he had taken from afire. “Burn the
thatch, Uhtred,” he ordered, so | went from house to house, putting fire to the reed thatch. | burned the



church and then, just as| approached the last house, aman burst from the door with a three-pronged edl
spear that he lunged a me. | twisted aside, avoiding histhrust by luck rather than judgment, and | hurled
the burning wood at the man’ s face and the flames made him duck as | backed away, and Ragnar threw
me aspear, a heavy war spear made for thrusting rather than throwing, and it skidded in the dust in front
of meand | understood he was letting mefight as| plucked it up. Hewould not have let medieg, for he
had two of his bowmen standing ready with arrows on their strings, but he did not interfere as the man
ran at me and lunged again.

| parried, knocking the rusted edl spear aside and stepping back again to give mysdlf room. The man was
twice my size and more than twice my weight. He was cursang me, calling me adevil’ s bastard, aworm
of hell, and he rushed me again and | did what | had learned hunting the boar. | stepped to my |eft,
waited till he leveled the spear, stepped back to the right, and thrugt.

It was not aclean thrust, nor did | have the weight to hurl him back, but the spear point punctured his
belly and then hisweight pushed me back as he half snarled and half gasped, and | fell, and he fell on top
of me, forced sideways because the spear wasin his guts, and hetried to take agrip of my throat, but |
wriggled out from beneath him, picked up his own edl spear, and rammed it at histhroat. There were
rivulets of blood on the earth, droplets spraying in the air, and he was jerking and choking, blood
bubbling at hisripped throat, and | tried to pull the edl spear back, but the barbs on the points were
caught in hisgullet, so | ripped the war spear from hisbelly and tried to stop him jerking by thrusting it
down hard into his chest, but it only glanced off hisribs. He was making aterrible noise, and | supposel
wasinapanic, and | was unaware that Ragnar and his men were dmost helplesswith laughter asthey
watched metry to kill the East Anglian. | did, in the end, or ese hejust bled to degth, but by then | had
poked and stabbed and torn him until he looked as though a pack of wolves had set on him.

But | got athird arm ring, and there were grown warriorsin Ragnar’ s band who only wore three. Rorik
was jealous, but he was younger and hisfather consoled him that histime would come. “How doesit
fed?” Ragnar asked me.

“Good,” | said, and God help me, it did.

It wasthen that | first saw Brida. Shewas my age, black haired, thin asatwig, with big dark eyesand a
spirit aswild as a hawk in spring, and she was among the captured women and, as the Danes began
dividing those captives among themsdves, an older woman pushed the child forward asif giving her to
the Vikings. Brida snatched up a piece of wood and turned on the woman and best at her, driving her
back, screaming that she was a sour-faced bitch, adried up hank of gristle, and the older woman tripped
and fdl into apatch of nettles where Bridawent on thrashing her. Ragnar was laughing, but eventudly
pulled the child awvay and, because he loved anyone with spirit, gave her to me. “Keep her safe,” he said,
“and burn that last house.”

Sol did.
And | learned another thing.
Start your killers young, before their consciences are grown. Start them young and they will belethd.

Wetook our plunder back to the ships and that night, as| drank my ale, | thought of myself asaDane.
Not English, not anymore. | wasaDane and | had been given a perfect childhood, perfect, at least, to
theideas of aboy. | wasraised among men, | wasfree, | ran wild, | was encumbered by no laws, | was
troubled by no priests, | was encouraged to violence, and | wasrarely aone.

And it wasthat, that | wasrarely aone, which kept me dive.



Every raid brought more horses, and more horses meant more men could go farther afield and waste
more places, seal more slver, and take more captives. We had scouts out now, watching for the
gpproach of King Edmund’ sarmy. Edmund ruled East Angliaand unless he wished to collgpse asfeebly
as Burghred of Mercia, he had to send men againgt usto preserve his kingdom, and so we watched the
roads and waited.

Brida stayed close to me. Ragnar had taken a strong liking to her, probably because she treated him
defiantly and because she aone did not weep when she was captured. She was an orphan and had been
living in the house of her aunt, the woman whom she had beaten and whom she hated, and within days
Bridawas happier among the Danes than she had ever been among her own people. Shewasadave
now, asave who was supposed to stay in the camp and cook, but one dawn as we went raiding sheran
after us and hauled hersaf up behind my saddle and Ragnar was amused by that and let her come aong.

Wewent far south that day, out of the flatlands where the marshes stretched, and into low wooded hills
among which were fat farms and afatter monastery. Bridalaughed when Ragnar killed the abbot, and
afterward, asthe Danes collected their plunder, she took my hand and led me over alow riseto afarm
that had aready been plundered by Ragnar’ s men. The farm belonged to the monastery and Brida knew
the place because her aunt had frequently gone to the monastery to pray. “ She wanted children,” Brida
said, “and only had me.” Then she pointed at the farm and watched for my reaction.

It was aRoman farm, she told me, though like me she had little ideawho the Romansreally were, only
that they had once lived in England and then had gone. | had seen plenty of their buildings before—there
were some in Eoferwic—but those other buildings had crumbled, then been patched with mud and
reroofed with thatch, while thisfarm looked as though the Romans had only just |ft.

It was astonishing. The wallswere of stone, perfectly cut, square, and close-mortared, and the roof was
of tile, patterned and tight-fitting, and insde the gate was a courtyard surrounded with a pillared
walkway, and in the largest room was an amazing picture on the floor, made up of thousands of small
colored stones, and | gaped at the legping fish that were pulling a chariot in which a bearded man stood
holding an ed spear like the one | had faced in Brida s village. Hares surrounded the picture, chasing one
another through looping strands of leaves. There had been other pictures painted on the walls, but they
had faded or €l se been discolored by water that had |eaked through the old roof. “It was the abbot’ s
house,” Bridatold me, and she took meinto asmall room where there was a cot beside which one of the
abbot’ s servantslay dead in his own blood. “He brought mein here,” she said.

“The abbot did?’
“And told meto take my clothes off.”
“The abbot did?’ | asked again.

“I ran away,” she said in avery matter-of-fact tone, “and my aunt beat me. She said | should have
pleased him and he' d have rewarded us.”

We wandered through the house and | felt awonder that we could no longer build likethis. We knew
how to sink postsin the ground and make beams and rafters and roof them with thatch from rye or reed,
but the posts rotted, the thatch moldered, and the houses sagged. In summer our houses were winter
dark, and al year they were choked with smoke, and in winter they stank of cattle, yet this house was
light and clean and | doubted any cow had ever dunged on the man in hisfish-drawn chariot. It wasan
unsettling thought, that somehow we were diding back into the smoky dark and that never again would
man make something so perfect asthis small building. “Were the Romans Christians?’ | asked Brida.



“Don’'t know,” shesaid. “Why?’

“Nothing,” | said, but | had been thinking that the gods reward those they love and it would have been
nice to know which gods had looked after the Romans. | hoped they had worshipped Odin, though these
days, | knew, they were Chrigtians because the pope lived in Rome and Beocca had taught me that the
pope wasthe chief of dl the Christians, and was a very holy man. His name, | remembered, was
Nicholas. Brida could not have cared less about the gods of the Romans. Instead she knelt to explore a
hole in the floor that seemed to lead only to acellar so shalow that no person could ever get insde.
“Maybe dveslived there?’ | suggested.

“Elveslivein thewoods,” sheindsted. She decided the abbot might have hidden treasuresin the space
and borrowed my sword so she could widen the hole. It was not areal sword, merely asaxe, avery long
knife, but Ragnar had given it to me and | woreit proudly.

“Don't bregk the blade,” | told her, and she stuck her tongue out a me, then began prising the mortar at
the hole' s edge while | went back to the courtyard to look at the raised pond that was green and scummy
now, but somehow | knew it had once been filled with clear water. A frog crawled onto the smdl stone
idand in the center and | again remembered my father’ sverdict on the East Anglians. mere frogs.

Weand came through the gate. He stopped just ingde and licked hislips, tongue flickering, then half
smiled. “Lost your saxe, Uhtred?’

“No,” | said.

“Ragnar sent me,” hesaid. “We' releaving.”

| nodded, said nothing, but knew that Ragnar would have sounded a horn if we weretruly ready to leave.
“So comeon, boy,” he said.

| nodded again, till said nothing.

His dark eyes glanced at the building' s empty windows, then at the poal. “Isthat afrog,” he asked, “or a
toad?’

“A frog.”

“In Frankia,” he said, “men say you can eat frogs.” He walked toward the pool and | moved to stay on
thefar sde from him, keeping the raised stone structure between us. “Have you eaten afrog, Uhtred?’

“No.”
“Would you liketo?’
“No.”

He put ahand into aleather bag that hung from his sword belt, which was strapped over atorn mail coat.
He had money now, two arm rings, proper boots, an iron helmet, along sword, and the mail coat that
needed mending, but was far better protection than the rags he had worn when hefirst came to Ragnar’'s
house. “Thiscoinif you catch afrog,” he said, spinning aslver penny intheair.

“I don't want to catch afrog,” | said sullenly.

“I do,” he said, grinning, and he drew the sword, its blade hissing on the scabbard’ s wooden throat, and
he stepped into the pool, the water not reaching the tops of his boots, and the frog |eaped away,



plopping into the green scum, and Weland was not looking at the frog, but at me, and | knew hewas
going to kill me, but for some reason | could not move. | was astonished, and yet | was not astonished. |
had never liked him, never trusted him, and | understood that he had been sent to kill me and had only
faled because | had dways been in company until this moment when | had |et Bridalead me away from
Ragnar’ s band. So Weland had his chance now. He smiled a me, reached the center of the pool, came
closer, raised the sword, and | found my feet at last and raced back into the pillared walkway. | did not
want to go into the house, for Bridawas there, and | knew he would kill her if he found her. He jumped
out of the pond and chased me, and | raced down the walkway, around the corner, and he cut me off,
and | dodged back, wanting to reach the gateway, but he knew that was what | wanted and he took care
to keep between me and my escape. His boots |eft wet footprints on the Roman flag-stones.

“What’ sthe matter, Uhtred,” he asked, “frightened of frogs?’
“What do you want?’ | asked.

“Not so cocky now, eh, ealdorman?’ He stalked toward me, sword flashing from side to side. “Y our
uncle sends hisregards and trusts you will burn in hell while helivesin Bebbanburg.”

“You comefrom...” | began, but it was obvious Weland was serving Afric so | did not bother to finish
the question, but instead edged backward.

“Thereward for your desth will be the weight of his newborn child in slver,” Weland said, “and the child
should be born by now. And he' simpatient for your death, your uncleis. | dmost managed to track you
down that night outside Snotengaham, and amost hit you with an arrow last winter, but you ducked. Not
thistime, but it will be quick, boy. Y our uncle said to make it quick, so knedl down, boy, just kned.” He
swept the blade left and right, hiswrist whippy so the sword hissed. “I haven't given her aname yet,” he
sad. “Perhaps after this she'll be known as Orphan-Killer.”

| feinted right, went left, but he was quick as a stoat and he blocked me, and | knew | was cornered, and
he knew it, too, and smiled. “I’ll makeit quick,” hesaid, “I promise.”

Then thefirgt roof tile hit his helmet. It could not have hurt much, but the unexpected blow jarred him
backward and confused him, and the second tile hit hiswaist and the third smacked him on the shoulder,
and Brida shouted from the roof, “Back through the house!” | ran, the lunging sword missing me by
inches, and | twisted through the door, ran over the fish-drawn chariot, through a second door, another
door, saw an open window and dove through, and Brida jumped down from the roof and together we
ran for the nearby woods.

Weland followed me, but he abandoned the pursuit when we vanished in the trees. Instead he went
south, on his own, fleeing what he knew Ragnar would do to him, and for some reason | wasin tears by
thetime | found Ragnar again. Why did | cry?| do not know, unlessit was the confirmation that
Bebbanburg was gone, that my bel oved refuge was occupied by an enemy, and an enemy who, by now,
might have ason.

Bridareceived an arm ring, and Ragnar let it be known that if any man touched her he, Ragnar, would
personally geld that man with amallet and a plank-splitter. She rode home on Weland' s horse.

And next day the enemy came.

Ravn had sailed with us, blind though he was, and | was required to be hiseyes so | described how the
East Anglian army was forming on alow ridge of dry land to the south of our camp. “How many



banners?’ he asked me.

“Twenty-three,” | said, after a pause to count them.
“Showing?

“Mostly crosses,” | said, “and some saints.”

“He savery pious man, King Edmund,” Ravn said. “He even tried to persuade meto become a
Chrigtian.” He chuckled at the memory. We were sitting on the prow of one of the beached ships, Ravn
inachair, Bridaand | at hisfeet, and the Mercian twins, Ceolnoth and Ceolberht, on hisfar side. They
were the sons of Bishop Athelbrid of Snotengaham and they were hostages even though their father had
welcomed the Danish army, but as Ravn said, taking the bishop’ s sons hostage would keep the man
honest. There were dozens of other such hostages from Merciaand Northumbria, al sons of prominent
men, and all under sentence of death if their fathers caused trouble. There were other Englishmeninthe
army, serving as oldiers, and, if it were not for the language they spoke, they would have been
indistinguishable from the Danes. Most of them were either outlaws or masterless men, but al were
savage fighters, exactly the kind of men the English needed to face their enemy, but now those men were
fighting for the Danes againgt King Edmund. “And he'safoadl,” Ravn said scornfully.

“Afool?" | asked.

“He gave us shelter during the winter before we attacked Eoferwic,” Ravn explained, “and we had to
promise not to kill any of his churchmen.” He laughed softly. “What avery slly condition. If their god was
any use then we couldn’t have killed them anyway.”

“Why did he give you shelter?’

“Becauseit was easer than fighting us,” Ravn said. He was using English because the other three children
did not understand Danish, though Bridawas learning quickly. She had amind like afox, quick and dy.
Ravn amiled. “Theslly King Edmund believed we would go away in the springtime and not come back,
yet herewe are.”

“He shouldn’t have doneit,” one of the twins put in. | could not tell them gpart, but was annoyed by them
for they were fierce Mercian patriots, despite their father’ s change of dlegiance. They wereten yearsold
and forever upbraiding me for loving the Danes.

“Of course he shouldn't have doneit,” Ravn agreed mildly.
“He should have attacked you!” Ceolnoth or Ceolberht said.

“Hewould havelogt if he had,” Ravn said. “We made a camp, protected it with walls, and stayed there.
And he paid us money to make no trouble.”

“| saw King Edmund once,” Bridaput in.
“Wherewasthat, child?’ Ravn asked.
“He cameto the monastery to pray,” she said, “and he farted when he knelt down.”

“No doubt their god appreciated the tribute,” Ravn said loftily, frowning because the twins were now
meaking farting noises.

“Were the Romans Chrigtians?’ | asked him, remembering my curiosity at the Roman farm.



“Not dways,” Ravn said. “They had their own gods once, but they gave them up to become Chrigtians
and after that they knew nothing but defeat. Where are our men?’

“Sill inthemarsh,” | said.

Ubba had hoped to stay in the camp and so force Edmund’ s army to attack along the narrow neck of
land and die on our short earthen wall, but instead the English had remained south of the treacherous
lowland and were inviting usto attack them. Ubba was tempted. He had made Storri cast the runesticks
and rumor said that the result was uncertain, and that fed Ubba s caution. He was afearsome fighter, but
awayswary when it cameto picking afight, but the runesticks had not predicted disaster and so he had
taken the army out into the marsh where it now stood on whatever patches of drier land it could find, and
from where two tracks led up to thelow ridge. Ubba s banner, the famous raven on itsthree-sided cloth,
was midway between the two paths, both of which were strongly guarded by East Anglian shield walls,
and any attack up either path would mean that afew of our men would have to attack alot of theirs, and
Ubbamust have been having second thoughts for he was hesitating. | described dl that to Ravn.

“It doesn't do,” hetold me, “to lose men, even if wewin.”
“But if wekill lotsof theirs?’ | asked.

“They have more men, we have few. If wekill athousand of theirs then they will have another thousand
tomorrow, but if we lose a hundred men then we must wait for more shipsto replace them.”

“More shipsare coming,” Bridasaid.
“I doubt there will be any morethisyear,” Ravn said.

“No,” sheingsted, “now,” and she pointed and | saw four ships nosing their way through the tangle of
low idands and shalow creeks.

“Tdl me” Ravn sad urgently.
“Four ships,” | said, “coming from the west.”
“From the west? Not the east?’

“Fromthewest,” | ingsted, which meant they were not coming from the sea, but from one of the four
riversthat flowed into the Gewaesc.

“Prows?’ Ravn demanded.

“No beasts on the prows,” | said, “just plain wooden posts.”

“Oars?’

“Tenasdde, | think, maybe eleven. But there are far more men than rowers.”

“English shipsl” Ravn sounded amazed, for other than smal fishing craft and some tubby cargo vessdls
the English had few ships, yet these four were warships, built long and deek like the Danish ships, and
they were cregping through the mazy waterways to attack Ubba s beached fleet. | could see smoke
trickling from the foremost ship and knew they must have abrazier on board and so were planning to
burn the Danish boats and thus trap Ubba.

But Ubba had aso seen them, and aready the Danish army was streaming back toward the camp. The
leading English ship began to shoot fire arrows at the closest Danish boat and, though there was aguard



on the boats, that guard was composed of the sick and the lame, and they were not strong enough to
defend the ships againgt a seaborne attack. “Boys!” one of the guards bellowed.

“Go,” Ravntold us, “go,” and Brida, who considered hersdf as good as any boy, came with the twins
and me. We jumped down to the beach and ran along the water’ s edge to where smoke was thickening
above the beached Danish boat. Two English ships were shooting fire arrows now, while the last two
attackers were trying to edge past their companions to reach more of our craft.

Our job was to extinguish the fire while the guards hurled spears at the English crews. | used ashied to
scoop up sand that | dumped onto thefire. The English shipswere close and | could see they were made
of new raw wood. A spear thumped closeto meand | picked it up and threw it back, though feebly
because it clattered against an oar and fell into the sea. The twinswere not trying to put out the fireand |
hit one of them and threatened to hit him harder if they did not make an effort, but we weretoo late to
savethefirst Danish ship, which waswell ablaze, so we abandoned it and tried to rescue the next one,
but a score of fire arrows dammed into the rowers benches, another landed on the furled sail, and two
of the boys were dead at the water’ s edge. The leading English ship turned to the beach then, its prow
thick with men bristling with spears, axes, and swords. “ Edmund!” they shouted. “ Edmund!” The bow
grated on the beach and the warriors jumped off to begin daughtering the Danish ship guard. The big
axes dammed down and blood spattered up the beach or was duiced away by the tiny waves that
washed the sand. | grabbed Brida s hand and pulled her away, splashing through a shalow creek where
tiny slver fish scattered in darm. “We haveto save Ravn!” | told her.

She was laughing. Bridaaways enjoyed chaos.

Three of the English ships had beached themselves and their crews were ashore, finishing off the Danish
guards. Thelast ship glided on thefaling tide, shooting fire arrows, but then Ubba s men were back in
the camp and they advanced on the English with aroar. Some men had stayed with the raven banner at
the earthen wall to make sure King Edmund’ sforces could not swarm over the neck of land to take the
camp, but the rest came screaming and vengeful. The Daneslove their ships. A ship, they say, islikea
woman or asword, sharp and beautiful, worth dying for, and certainly worth fighting for, and the East
Anglians, who had done so well, had now made amistake for the tide was ebbing and they could not
shovetheir boats off into the small waves. Some of the Danes protected their own unharmed boats by
raining throwing axes, spears, and arrows at the crew of the single enemy boat afl oat, while the rest
attacked the Englishmen ashore.

That was adaughter. That was Danish work. That was afit fight for the skaldsto celebrate. Blood was
thick on the tideline, blood durping with therise and fal of the small waves, men screaming and faling,
and all about them the smoke of the burning boats was whirling so that the hazed sun was red above a
sand turned red, and in that smoke the rage of the Danes wasterrible. It wasthen | first saw Ubbafight
and marveled at him, for he was abringer of death, agrim warrior, sword lover. Hedid not fightina
shiddd wall, but ran into hisenemies, shield damming oneway as hiswar ax gave degth in the other, and it
seemed he was indestructible for at one moment he was surrounded by East Anglian fighters, but there
was a scream of hate, a clash of blade on blade, and Ubba came out of the tangle of men, hisblade red,
blood in his beard, trampling his enemiesinto the blood-rich tide, and looking for more mento kill.
Ragnar joined him, and Ragnar’ s men followed, harvesting an enemy beside the sea, screaming hate at
men who had burned their ships, and when the screaming and killing were done we counted sixty-eight
English bodies, and some we could not count for they had run into the sea and drowned there, dragged
down by the weight of wegpons and armor. The sole East Anglian ship to escape was a ship of the dying,
its new wooden flanks running with blood. The victorious Danes danced over the corpsesthey had
made, then made a heap of captured weapons. There were thirty Danish dead, and those men were
burned on a haf-burned ship, another six Danish craft had been destroyed, but Ubba captured the three



beached English boats, which Ragnar declared to be pieces of shit. “It’ s astonishing they even floated,”
he said, kicking at abadly caulked strake.

Y et the East Anglians had donewell, | thought. They had made mistakes, but they had hurt Danish pride
by burning dragon ships, and if King Edmund had attacked thewall protecting the camp he might have
turned the daughter into a massacre of Danes, but King Edmund had not attacked. Instead, as his
shipmen died beneath the smoke, he had marched away.

He thought he was facing the Danish army by the sea, only to learn that the red attack had come by land.
He had just learned that Ivar the Boneless was invading hisland.

And Ubbawas enraged. The few English prisoners were sacrificed to Odin, their screamsacal to the
god that we needed his help. And next morning, leaving the burned boats like smoking black skeletons
on the beach, we rowed the dragon fleet west.

FOUR

King Edmund of East Angliais now remembered as a saint, as one of those blessed soulswho live
forever in the shadow of God. Or so the prieststell me. In heaven, they say, the saints occupy a
privileged place, living on the high platform of God' s great hall wherethey spend their timesinging God's
praises. Forever. Just singing. Beocca dwaystold methat it would be an ecdtatic existence, but to meit
seems very dull. The Danes reckon their dead warriors are carried to Vahdla, the corpse hall of Odin,
where they spend their daysfighting and their nights feasting and swiving, and | dare not tell the priests
that this seems afar better way to endure the afterlife than snging to the sound of golden harps. | once
asked a bishop whether there were any women in heaven. “Of coursethere are, my lord,” he answered,
happy that | was taking an interest in doctrine. “Many of the most blessed saints are women.”

“I mean women we can hump, bishop.”
He said hewould pray for me. Perhaps he did.

| do not know if King Edmund was asaint. Hewas afool, that wasfor sure. He had given the Danes
refuge before they attacked Eoferwic, and given them more than refuge. He had paid them coin,
provided them with food, and supplied their army with horses, dl on the two promisesthat they would
leave East Angliain the spring and that they would not harm asingle churchman. They kept their
promises, but now, two years later and much stronger, the Danes were back, and King Edmund had
decided to fight them. He had seen what had happened to Merciaand Northumbria, and must have
known his own kingdom would suffer the same fate, and so he gathered hisfyrd and prayed to hisgod
and marched to do battle. First he faced us by the sea, then, hearing that Ivar was marching around the
edge of the great watery wasteswest of the Gewaesc, he turned about to confront him. Ubba then led
our fleet up the Gewaesc and we nosed into one of the rivers until the channel was so narrow our oars
could not be used, and then men towed the boats, wading through wai st-deep water until we could go no
farther and there we | eft the ships under guard while the rest of usfollowed soggy paths through endless
marshland until, at long last, we cameto higher ground. No one knew where we were, only thet if we
went south we had to reach the road a ong which Edmund had marched to confront Ivar. Cut that road
and we would trap him between our forcesand lvar’ sarmy.

Whichis precisely what happened. Ivar fought him, shield wall againgt shield wal, and we knew none of
it until thefirg East Anglian fugitives came streaming eastward to find another shidld wall waiting for them.
They scattered rather than fight us, we advanced, and from the few prisoners we took we discovered
that Ivar had beaten them easily. That was confirmed next day when the first horsemen from Ivar’ sforces
reached us.



King Edmund fled southward. East Angliawas a big country, he could easily have found refugein a
fortress, or else he could have gone to Wessex, but instead he put hisfaith in God and took shelter ina
small monastery a Dic. The monastery was lost in the wetlands and perhaps he believed he would never
be found there, or else, as| heard, one of the monks promised him that God would shroud the monastery
in aperpetud fog in which the pagans would get logt, but the fog never came and the Danes arrived
instead.

Ivar, Ubba, and their brother, Halfdan, rode to Dic, taking haf their army, while the other half set about
pacifying East Anglia, which meant raping, burning, and killing until the people submitted, which most did
swiftly enough. East Anglia, in short, fell aseasly as Mercia, and the only bad news for the Daneswas
that there had been unrest in Northumbria. Rumors spoke of some kind of revolt, Danes had been killed,
and lvar wanted that rising quenched, but he dared not leave East Anglia so soon after capturing it, so at
Dic he made aproposa to King Edmund that would leave Edmund as king just as Burghred il ruled
over Mercia

The meeting was held in the monagtery’ s church, which was asurprisingly large hall made of timber and
thatch, but with great leether panels hanging on the walls. The panel s were painted with gaudy scenes.
One of the pictures showed naked folk tumbling down to hell where amassive serpent with afanged
mouth swallowed them up. “ Corpse-Ripper,” Ragnar said with ashudder.

“Corpse-Ripper?’

“A serpent that waitsin Niflheim,” he explained, touching his hammer amulet. Niflheim, | knew, wasa
kind of Norse hell, but unlike the Chrigtian hell Niflheim wasicy cold. “ Corpse-Ripper feeds on the
dead,” Ragnar went on, “but he dso gnaws at the tree of life. He wantsto kill the whole world and bring
timeto an end.” Hetouched his hammer again.

Anather pand, behind the dtar, showed Christ on the cross, and next to it was athird painted lesther
panel that fascinated Ivar. A man, naked but for aloincloth, had been tied to a stake and was being used
asatarget by archers. At least ascore of arrows had punctured hiswhite flesh, but he ill had a saintly
expression and a secret smile asthough, despite his troubles, he was quite enjoying himsdlf. “Whoiis
that?’ Ivar wanted to know.

“The blessed Saint Sebastian.” King Edmund was seated in front of the dtar, and hisinterpreter provided
the answer. Ivar, skull eyes staring at the painting, wanted to know the whole story, and Edmund
recounted how the blessed Saint Sebastian, a Roman soldier, had refused to renounce hisfaith and so the
emperor had ordered him shot to death with arrows. “Y et helived!” Edmund said esgerly. “Helived
because God protected him and God be praised for that mercy.”

“Helived?’ Ivar asked suspicioudy.

“So the emperor had him clubbed to death instead,” the interpreter finished thetale.
“Sohedidn't live?’

“Hewent to heaven,” King Edmund said, “so helived.”

Ubbaintervened, wanting to have the concept of heaven explained to him, and Edmund eagerly sketched
itsddights, but Ubba spat in derison when he realized that the Christian heaven was Vahdlawithout any
of the amusements. “And Chrigtians want to go to heaven?’ he asked in disbdlif.

“Of course,” theinterpreter said.



Ubba sneered. He and his two brothers were attended by as many Danish warriors as could cram
themsdvesinto the church, while King Edmund had an entourage of two priests and sx monkswho al
listened as Ivar proposed his settlement. King Edmund could live, he could rulein East Anglia, but the
chief fortresses were to be garrisoned by Danes, and Danes were to be granted whatever land they
required, except for royal land. Edmund would be expected to provide horses for the Danish army, coin
and food for the Danish warriors, and hisfyrd, what was l&ft of it, would march under Danish orders.
Edmund had no sons, but his chief men, those who lived, had sons who would become hostages to
ensure that the East Anglians kept the terms Ivar proposed.

“Andif | say no? Edmund asked.
Ivar was amused by that. “We take the land anyway.”

The king consulted his priests and monks. Edmund was atall, spare man, bald as an egg though he was
only about thirty years old. He had protruding eyes, a pursed mouth, and a perpetud frown. Hewas
wearing awhite tunic that made him look like apriest himsdlf. “What of God' s church?’ hefinally asked
Ivar.

“What of it?’

“Y our men have desecrated God' s dtars, daughtered his servants, defiled hisimage, and stolen his
tribute!” The king was angry now. One of his hands was clenched on the arm of hischair that was set in
front of the atar, while the other hand was afist that begt time with his accusations.

“Y our god cannot look after himself?” Ubbaenquired.

“Our god isamighty god,” Edmund declared, “the creator of theworld, yet he aso alows evil to exist to
test us”

“Amen,” one of the priests murmured as Ivar’ sinterpreter trand ated the words.
“He brought you,” the king spat, “ pagans from the north! Jeremiah foretold this!”
“Jeremiah?’ Ivar asked, quitelost now.

One of the monks had abook, thefirst | had seen in many years, and he unwrapped its leather cover,
paged through the stiff leaves, and gave it to the king who reached into a pocket and took out asmal
ivory pointer that he used to indicate the words he wanted.” Quiamalum ego,” he thundered, the pale
pointer moving aong thelines,“ adduco ab aquilone et contritionem magnam!”

He stopped there, glaring at Ivar, and some of the Danes, impressed by the forcefulness of theking's
words, even though none of them understood asingle one of them, touched their hammer charms. The
priests around Edmund looked reproachfully at us. A sparrow flew in through ahigh window and
perched for amoment on an arm of the high wooden crossthat stood on the dtar.

Ivar's dread face showed no reaction to Jeremiah’ swords and it finally dawned on the East Anglian
interpreter, who was one of the priests, that the king' simpass oned reading had meant nothing to any of
us. “For | will bring evil from the north,” he trandated, “and greet destruction.”

“Itisinthe book!” Edmund said fiercely, giving the volume back to the monk.
“Y ou can keep your church,” Ivar said carelesdy.

“Itisnot enough!” Edmund said. He stood up to give his next words more force. “1 will rule here” he



went on, “and | will suffer your presenceif | must, and | will provide you with horses, food, coin, and
hostages, but only if you, and dl of your men, submit to God. Y ou must be baptized!”

That word was|ost on the Danish interpreter, and on the king's, and finaly Ubbalooked to mefor help.
“You haveto stand in abarrdl of water,” | said, remembering how Beocca had baptized me after my
brother’ s death, “and they pour more water over you.”

“They want to wash me?’ Ubba asked, astonished.
| shrugged. “ That' swhat they do, lord.”

“Youwill become Chrigtians!” Edmund said, then shot me an irritated look. “We can baptize in theriver,
boy. Barrels are not necessary.”

“They want to wash you in theriver,” | explained to Ivar and Ubba, and the Danes laughed.

Ivar thought about it. Standing in ariver for afew minuteswas not such abad thing, especidly if it meant
he could hurry back to quell whatever trouble afflicted Northumbria “I can go on worshipping Odin once
I’m washed?’ he asked.

“Of course not!” Edmund said angrily. “ Thereisonly one god!”
“There are many gods,” Ivar snapped back, “many! Everyone knows that.”
“Thereisonly onegod, and you must serve him.”

“But we'rewinning,” Ivar explained patiently, dmost asif he taked to achild, “which means our gods
are beating your one god.”

The king shuddered at this awful heresy. “Y our gods arefase gods,” he said. “They areturds of the
devil, they are evil thingswho will bring darknessto the world, while our god isgrest, heisall powerful,
heis magnificent.”

“Show me,” lvar said.

Those two words brought silence. The king, his priests, and hismonks all stared at Ivar in evident
puzzlement.

“Proveit,” lvar said, and his Danes murmured their support of the idea.

King Edmund blinked, evidently lost for inspiration, then had asudden ideaand pointed at the leather
panel on which was painted Saint Sebastian’ s experience of being an archer’ starget. “ Our god spared
the blessed Saint Sebastian from death by arrows,” Edmund said, “which is proof enough, isit not?’

“But theman Hill died,” Ivar pointed out.

“Only because that was God' swill.”

Ivar thought about that. “ So would your god protect you from my arrows?’ He asked.
“If itishiswill, yes”

“Solet’stry,” Ivar proposed. “We shdl shoot arrows at you, and if you survivethenwe Il dl be
washed.”



Edmund stared at the Dane, wondering if he was serious, then looked nervous when he saw that Ivar
was not joking. The king opened his mouth, found he had nothing to say, and closed it again, then one of
his tonsured monks murmured to him and he must have been trying to persuade the king that God was
suggesting this ordeal in order to extend his church, and that a miracle would result, and the Danes would
become Chrigtians and we would dl be friends and end up singing together on the high platformin
heaven. The king did not look entirely convinced by this argument, if that was indeed what the monk was
proposing, but the Danes wanted to attempt the miracle now and it was no longer up to Edmund to
accept or refusethetrid.

A dozen men shoved the monks and priests aside while more went outside to find bows and arrows. The
king, trapped in his defense of God, was knedling at the dltar, praying as hard as any man has ever
prayed. The Daneswere grinning. | was enjoying it. | think | rather hoped to see amiracle, not because |
was a Chrigtian, but because | just wanted to see amiracle. Beocca had often told me about miracles,
stressing that they were the real proof of Chrigtianity’ struths, but | had never seen one. No one had ever
walked on the water at Bebbanburg and no |lepers were hedled there and no angels had filled our night
skieswith blazing glory, but now, perhaps, | would see the power of God that Beocca had forever
preached to me. Brida just wanted to see Edmund dead.

“Areyou ready?’ lvar demanded of the king.

Edmund looked at his priests and monks and | wondered if he was about to suggest that one of them
should replace himin thistest of God' s power. Then he frowned and looked back to Ivar. “I will accept
your proposal,” he said.

“That we shoot arrows at you?’

“That | remainking here”

“But you want to wash mefirst.”

“We can dispense with that,” Edmund said.

“No,” Ivar said. “ Y ou have claimed your god isal powerful, that heisthe only god, so | want it proved.
If you areright then al of uswill be washed. Arewe agreed?’ This question was asked of the Danes,
who roared their gpproval.

“Not me” Ravn said, “1 won't be washed.”

“Wewill al bewashed!” Ivar snarled, and | redlized he truly was interested in the outcome of the tet,
more interested, indeed, than he wasin making a quick and convenient peace with Edmund. All men
need the support of their god and Ivar was trying to discover whether he had, al these years, been
worshipping at thewrong shrine. “ Are you wearing armor?’ he asked Edmund.

“No.”
“Best to be sure,” Ubbaintervened and glanced at the fata painting. “ Strip him,” he ordered.

The king and the churchmen protested, but the Danes would not be denied and King Edmund was
stripped stark naked. Brida enjoyed that. “He' s puny,” she said. Edmund, the butt of laughter now, did
his best to ook dignified. The priests and monks were on their knees, praying, while six archerstook
their stance a dozen paces from Edmund.

“Wearegoing to find out,” Ivar told us, stilling the laughter, “whether the English god is as powerful as
our Danish gods. If heis, and if the king lives, then we shal become Chridtians, al of ugl”



“Not me,” Ravn said again, but quietly so that Ivar could not hear. “ Tell me what happens, Uhtred.”

It was soon told. Six arrows hit, the king screamed, blood spattered the dtar, he fell down, he twitched
like agaffed salmon, and six more arrows thumped home. Edmund twitched some more, and the archers
kept on shooting, though their aim was bad because they were haf helplesswith laughter, and they went
on shooting until the king was asfull of feathered shafts as a hedgehog has spikes. And he was quite dead
by then. He was bloodied, his white skin red-laced, openmouthed, and dead. His god had failed him
miserably. Nowadays, of course, that story is never told; instead children learn how brave Saint Edmund
stood up to the Danes, demanded their conversion, and was murdered. So now heisamartyr and a
saint, warbling happily in heaven, but the truth isthat he was afool and talked himsdlf into martyrdom.

The priests and monkswailed, so Ivar ordered them killed as well, then he decreed that Earl Godrim,
oneof hischiefs, would rulein East Angliaand that Halfdan would savage the country to quench the last
sparks of resstance. Godrim and Halfdan would be given athird of the army to keep East Angliaquiet,
whiletherest of uswould return to subdue the unrest in Northumbria

So now East Angliawas gone.

And Wessex was the last kingdom of England.

We returned to Northumbria, haf rowing and haf sailing thewind-Viper up the gentle coast, then rowing
againg therivers currents aswe traveled up the Humber, then the Ouse, until Eoferwic’ swalls cameinto
sight, and there we hauled the ship onto dry land so she would not rot through the winter. Ivar and Ubba
returned with us, so that awhole fleet skimmed theriver, oars dripping, beastless prows bearing
branches of green oak to show we came home victorious. We brought home much treasure. The Danes
set much store by treasure. Their men follow their leaders because they know they will be rewarded with
dlver, and in thetaking of three of England’ sfour kingdoms the Danes had amassed a fortune that was
shared among the men and some, afew, decided to take their money back home to Denmark. Most
stayed, for the richest kingdom remained undefeated and men reckoned they would al become as
wedlthy as gods once Wessex fell.

Ivar and Ubba had come to Eoferwic expecting trouble. They had their shields displayed on the flanks of
their ships, but whatever unrest had disturbed Northumbria had not affected the city and King Egbert,
who ruled at the pleasure of the Danes, sulkily denied there had been any rising at dl. Archbishop
Wulfhere said the same. “ There isaways banditry,” he declared | oftily, “and perhaps you heard rumors
of it?’

“Or perhaps you are deef,” Ivar snarled, and Ivar wasright to be suspicious for, once it was known that
the army had returned, messengers came from Ealdorman Ricsig of Dunholm. Dunholm was agreat
fortress on ahigh crag that was amost surrounded by the river Wre, and the crag and the river made
Dunholm almost as strong as Bebbanburg. It was ruled by Ricsig who had never drawn his sword against
the Danes. When we attacked Eoferwic and my father waskilled, Ricsg had claimed to be sick and his
men had stayed home, but now he sent servantsto tell Ivar that aband of Danes had been daughtered at
Gyruum. That was the Site of afamous monastery where aman called Bede wrote ahistory of the English
church that Beocca had aways praised to me, saying that when | learned to read properly | could give
mysdlf thetreat of reading it. | have yet to do so, but | have been to Gyruum and seen where the book
was written for Ragnar was asked to take his men there and discover what had happened.

It seemed six Danes, dl of them masterless men, had gone to Gyruum and demanded to seethe
monastery’ streasury and, when the monks claimed to be penniless, the six had started killing, but the



monks had fought back and, as there were over a score of monks, and asthey were hel ped by some
men from the town, they succeeded in killing the six Danes who had then been spitted on posts and left to
rot on the foreshore. Thusfar, as Ragnar admitted, the fault lay with the Danes, but the monks,
encouraged by this daughter, had marched west up the river Tine, and attacked a Danish settlement
where there were only afew men, those too old or too sick to travel south with the army, and there they
had raped and killed at least a score of women and children, proclaiming that thiswas now aholy war.
More men had joined the makeshift army, but Edldorman Ricsig, fearing the revenge of the Danes, had
sent his own troops to disperse them. He had captured a good number of the rebels, including a dozen
monks, who were now held a hisfortress above the river at Dunholm.

All thiswe heard from Ricsg's messengers, then from folk who had survived the massacre, and one of
those was a girl the same age as Ragnar’ s daughter, and she said the monks had raped her one at atime,
and afterward they had forcibly baptized her. She said there had been nuns present as well, women who
had urged the men on and had taken part in the daughter afterward. “Nests of vipers,” Ragnar said. | had
never seen him so angry, not even when Sven had exposed himsdlf to Thyra. We dug up some of the
Danish dead and al were naked and al were blood spattered. They had al been tortured.

A priest was found and made to tell usthe names of the chief monasteries and nunneriesin Northumbria.
Gyruum was one, of course, and just acrossthe river was alarge nunnery, while to the south, where the
Wre met the sea, was a second monastery. The house at Streonshall was close to Eoferwic, and that
held many nuns, while close to Bebbanburg, on the idand that Beocca had aways told me was sacred,
was the monastery of Lindisfarena. There were many others, but Ragnar was content with the chief
places, and he sent men to Ivar and Ubba suggesting that the nuns of Streonshall should be dispersed,
and any found to have joined the revolt should be killed. Then he set about Gyruum. Every monk was
killed, the buildings that were not made of stone were burned, the treasures, for they did indeed have
slver and gold hidden beneath their church, were taken. | remember we discovered agreet pile of
writings, sheet upon sheet of parchments, al smothered in tight black writing, and | have no ideawhat the
writings were, and now | never will, for they were al burned, and once Gyruum was no more we went
south to the monastery at the mouth of the Wiire and we did the same there, and afterward crossed the
Tine and obliterated the nunnery on the northern bank. The nunsthere, led by their abbess, deliberately
scarred their own faces. They knew we were coming and o, to deter rape, cut their cheeks and
foreheads and so met us all bloody, screaming, and ugly. Why they did not run away | do not know, but
instead they waited for us, cursed us, prayed for heaven’ s revenge on us, and died.

| never told Alfred that | took part in that famous harrowing of the northern houses. Thetaeisill told as
evidence of Danish ferocity and untrustworthiness, indeed every English child istold the story of the nuns
who cut thelr faces to the bone so that they would be too ugly to rape, though that did not work any
more than King Edmund’ s prayers had saved him from arrows. | remember one Eagter listening to a
sermon about the nuns, and it was all | could do not to interrupt and say that it had not happened as the
priest described. The priest claimed that the Danes had promised that no monk or nun would ever be
hurt in Northumbria, and that was not true, and he claimed that there was no cause for the massacres,
which was equdlly false, and then he told amarvelous tale how the nuns had prayed and God had placed
aninvisble curtain a the nunnery gate, and the Danes had pushed againgt the curtain and could not pierce
it, and | was wondering why, if the nuns had thisinvisible shield, they had bothered to scar themselves,
but they must have known how the story would end, because the Danes were supposed to have fetched
ascore of smal children from the nearby village and threatened to cut their throats unlessthe curtain was
lifted, which it was.

None of that happened. We arrived, they screamed, the young ones were raped, and then they died. But
not al of them, despite the famoustales. At least two were pretty and not at al scarred, and both of them
stayed with Ragnar’ s men and one of them gave birth to a child who grew up to become afamous



Danishwarrior. Still, priests have never been great men for the truth and | kept quiet, which wasjust as
well. In truth we never killed everybody because Ravn droveit hometo methat you dways|eft one
person aiveto tell the tale so that news of the horror would spread.

Once the nunnery was burned we went to Dunholm where Ragnar thanked the ealdorman Ricsg, though
Ricsig was plainly shocked by the revenge the Danes had taken. “Not every monk and nun took part in
the daughter,” he pointed out reprovingly.

“They aredl evil,” Ragnar inasted.
“Their houses,” Ricsg sad, “are places of prayer and of contemplation, places of learning.”

“Tell me,” Ragnar demanded, “what useis prayer, contemplation, or learning? Does prayer grow rye?
Does contemplation fill afishing net? Doeslearning build ahouse or plow afidd?’

Ricsig had no answer to those questions, nor indeed did the Bishop of Dunholm, atimid man who made
no protest at the daughter, not even when Ricsig meekly handed over his prisoners who were put to
degth in variousimaginative ways. Ragnar had become convinced that the Christian monasteries and
nunneries were sources of evil, placeswhere sinister rites were performed to encourage folk to attack the
Danes, and he saw no point in letting such places exist. The most famous monastery of al, though, was
that at Lindisfarena, the house where Saint Cuthbert had lived, and the house that had first been sacked
by the Danes two generations before. It had been that attack that had been portended by dragonsin the
sky and whirlwinds churning the sea and lightning storms savaging the hills, but | saw no such strange
wonders as we marched north.

| was excited. We were going close to Bebbanburg and | wondered whether my uncle, thefase
eddorman Afric, would dare come out of hisfortressto protect the monks of Lindisfarenawho had
alwayslooked to our family for their safety. We dl rode horses, three ships' crews, over ahundred men,
for it waslatein the year and the Danes did not like taking their shipsinto hard weather. We skirted
Bebbanburg, riding in the hills, catching occasiona glimpses of the fortress s wooden walls between the
trees. | stared at it, seeing the fretting sea beyond, dreaming.

We crossed the flat coastal fields and came to the sandy beach where atrack led to Lindisfarena, but at
high tide the track was flooded and we were forced to wait. We could see the monks watching us on the
farther shore. “ The rest of the bastards will be burying their treasures,” Ragnar said.

“If they have any left,” | said.
“They dways have someleft,” Ragnar said grimly.
“When | waslast here,” Ravn put in, “we took a chest of gold! Pure gold!”

“A big chest?’ Brida asked. She was mounted behind Ravn, serving as his eyesthis day. She came
everywhere with us, spoke good Danish by now, and was regarded as bringing luck by the men who
adored her.

“Ashbig asyour chest,” Ravn said.
“Not much gold then,” Bridasaid, disappointed.
“Gold and slver,” Ravn reminisced, “and some walrus tusks. Where did they get those?”

The searelented, the bickering waves dunk back down the long sands, and we rode through the
shdlows, past the withiesthat marked the track, and the monks ran off. Small flickers of smoke marked



where farmsteads dotted the idand and | had no doubt those folk were burying what few possessions
they owned.

“Will any of these monks know you?’ Ragnar asked me.
“Probably.”
“Doesthat worry you?’

It did, but | said it did not, and | touched Thor’s hammer and somewhere in my thoughts there was a
tendril of worry that God, the Christian god, was watching me. Beoccaadways said that everything we
did was watched and recorded, and | had to remind mysdlf that the Christian god wasfailing and that
Odin, Thor, and the other Danish gods were winning the war in heaven. Edmund’ s death had proved that
and s0 | consoled mysdlf that | was safe.

The monastery lay on the south of the idand from where | could see Bebbanburg on its crag of rock. The
monks lived in ascatter of smal timber buildings, thatched with rye and moss, and built about asmall
stone church. The abbot, a man called Egfrith, came to meet us carrying awooden cross. He spoke
Danish, which was unusual, and he showed no fear. “Y ou are most welcometo our smdl idand,” he
greeted us enthusiagtically, “and you should know that | have one of your countrymen in our sick
chamber.”

Ragnar rested his hands on the fleece-covered pomme of his saddle. “What isthat to me?’ he asked.

“Itisan earnest of our peaceful intentions, lord,” Egfrith said. He was elderly, gray haired, thin, and
missing most of histeeth so that hiswords came out sibilant and distorted. “We are ahumble house,” he
went on, “we tend the sick, we help the poor, and we serve God.” He looked dong the line of Danes,
grim helmeted men with their shields hanging by their left knees, swords and axes and spears bristling.
The sky waslow that day, heavy and sullen, and asmall rain was darkening the grass. Two monks came
from the church carrying awooden box that they placed behind Egfrith, then backed away. “That isdl
the treasure we have,” Egfrith said, “and you are welcometoiit.”

Ragnar jerked hishead at me and | dismounted, walked past the abbot, and opened the box to find it
was half full of slver pennies, most of them clipped, and dl of them dull because they were of bad quality.
| shrugged at Ragnar asif to suggest they were poor reward.

“You are Uhtred!” Egfrith said. He had been staring a me,

“S0?’ | answered belligerently.

“I heard you were dead, lord,” he said, “and | praise God you are not.”
“You heard | was dead?’

“That aDanekilled you.”

We had been talking in English and Ragnar wanted to know what had been said, so | trandated. “Was
the Dane called Weland?’ Ragnar asked Egfrith.

“Heiscdled that,” Egfrith said.
13 |§?1

“Weand isthe man lying here recovering from hiswounds, lord.” Egfrith looked & me again asthough he



could not believe | wasdive.
“Hiswounds?’ Ragnar wanted to know.
“Hewas attacked, lord, by aman from the fortress. From Bebbanburg.”

Ragnar, of course, wanted to hear the wholetale. It seemed Weland had made his way back to
Bebbanburg where he claimed to have killed me, and so received hisreward in slver coins, and he was
escorted from the fortress by ahaf dozen men who included Ealdwulf, the blacksmith who had told me
goriesin hisforge, and Eddwulf had attacked Weland, hacking an ax down into his shoulder before the
other men dragged him off. Weland had been brought here, while Ealdwulf, if he still lived, wasback in
Bebbanburg.

If Abbot Egfrith thought Weland was his safeguard, he had misca culated. Ragnar scowled a him. “You
gave Weland shelter even though you thought he had killed Uhtred?’ he demanded.

“Thisisahouse of God,” Egfrith said, “so we give every man shelter.”

“Including murderers?’ Ragnar asked, and he reached behind his head and untied the |leather lace that
bound his hair. “ So tell me, monk, how many of your men went south to help their comrades murder
Danes?”’

Egfrith hesitated, which was answer enough, and then Ragnar drew his sword and the abbot found his
voice. “Somedid, lord,” he admitted. “I could not stop them.”

“Y ou could not stop them?’” Ragnar asked, shaking his head so that hiswet unbound hair fell around his
face. “Yet you rule here?’

“I am the abbot, yes.”

“Then you could stop them.” Ragnar was looking angry now and | suspected he was remembering the
bodies we had disinterred near Gyruum, the little Danish girlswith blood gtill on their thighs. “Kill them,”
hetold hismen.

| took no part in that killing. | stood by the shore and listened to the birds cry and | watched Bebbanburg
and heard the blades doing their work, and Brida came to stand beside me and she took my hand and
stared south across the white-flecked gray to the greeat fortresson its crag. “Isthat your house?’ she
asked.

“That ismy house”

“Hecdled youlord.”

“lamalord.”

Sheleaned againgt me. “Y ou think the Chrigtian god iswatching us.”

“No,” | said, wondering how she knew that | had been thinking about that very question.

“Hewas never our god,” she said fiercely. “We worshipped Woden and Thor and Eostre and dl the
other gods and goddesses, and then the Christians came and we forgot our gods, and now the Danes
have cometo lead us back to them.” She stopped abrupitly.

“Did Ravn tdl you that?



“Hetold me some,” she said, “but the rest | worked out. There swar between the gods, Uhtred, war
between the Chrigtian god and our gods, and when thereiswar in Asgard the gods make usfight for
them on earth.”

“And we' rewinning?’ | asked.

Her answer was to point to the dead monks, scattered on the wet grass, their robes bloodied, and now
that their killing was done Ragnar dragged Weland out of his sickbed. The man was plainly dying, for he
was shivering and his wound stank, but he was conscious of what was happening to him. Hisreward for
killing me had been a heavy bag of good silver coins that weighed as much as a newborn babe, and that
we found beneath his bed and we added it to the monastery’ s small hoard to be divided among our men.

Weland himslf lay on the bloodied grass, looking from meto Ragnar. *Y ou want to kill him?’ Ragnar
asked me.

“Yes” | said, for no other response was expected. Then | remembered the beginning of my tale, the day
when | had seen Ragnar oar-dancing just off this coast and how, next morning, Ragnar had brought my
brother’ s head to Bebbanburg. “1 want to cut off hishead,” | said.

Weland tried to speak, but could only manage aguttura groan. His eyes were on Ragnar’ s sword.

Ragnar offered the blade to me. “It’s sharp enough,” he said, “but you' Il be surprised by how much force
isneeded. An ax would be better.”

Weland looked a me now. Histeeth chattered and he twitched. | hated him. | had didiked him from the
firgt, but now | hated him, yet | was till oddly anxious abouit killing him even though he was dready half
dead. | havelearned that it isonething to kill in battle, to send a brave man’ s soul to the corpse hall of
the gods, but quite another to take a helpless man’slife, and he must have sensed my hesitation for he
managed apitiful pleafor hislife. “1 will serveyou,” hesaid.

“Make the bastard suffer,” Ragnar answered for me. “ Send him to the corpse goddess, but et her know
he' s coming by making him suffer.”

| do not think he suffered much. He was aready so feeble that even my puny blows drove him to swift
unconsciousness, but even so it took along timeto kill him. | hacked away. | have aways been surprised
by how much effort is needed to kill aman. The skalds makeit sound easy, but it rarely is. We are
stubborn crestures, we cling to life and are very hard to kill, but Weland' s soul findly went toitsfate as|
chopped and sawed and stabbed and at last succeeded in severing his bloody head. His mouth was
twisted into arictus of agony, and that was some consolation.

Now | asked more favors of Ragnar, knowing he would give them to me. | took some of the poorer
coins from the hoard, then went to one of the larger monastery buildings and found the writing place
where the monks copied books. They used to paint beautiful letters on the books and, before my life was
changed at Eoferwic, | used to go there with Beocca and sometimes the monks would |et me daub
scraps of parchment with their wonderful colors.

| wanted the colors now. They werein bowls, mostly as powder, afew mixed with gum, and | needed a
piece of cloth, which | found in the church, asguare of white linen that had been used to cover the
sacraments. Back in thewriting place | drew awolf’shead in charcoa on the white cloth and then |
found some ink and began to fill in the outline. Brida helped me and she proved to be much better at
making picturesthan | was, and she gave the wolf ared eye and ared tongue, and flecked the black ink
with white and blue that somehow suggested fur, and once the banner was made we tied it to the staff of
the dead abbot’ s cross. Ragnar was rummaging through the monastery’ s smdll collection of sacred



books, tearing off the jewel-studded metal platesthat decorated their front covers, and once he had al
the plates, and once my banner was made, we burned al the timber buildings.

Theran stopped as we left. We trotted across the causeway, turned south, and Ragnar, a my request,
went down the coastal track until we reached the place where the road crossed the sandsto
Bebbanburg.

We stopped there and | untied my hair so that it hung loose. | gave the banner to Brida, who would ride
Ravn’ s horse while the old man waited with his son. And then, a borrowed sword at my side, | rode
home.

Brida came with me as standard-bearer and the two of us cantered along the track. The sea broke white
to my right and dithered across the sandsto my left. | could see men on the walls and up on the Low
Gate, watching, and | kicked the horse, making it gallop, and Bridakept pace, her banner flying above,
and | curbed the horse where the track turned north to the gate and now | could see my uncle. Hewas
there, Afric the Treacherous, thin faced, dark haired, gazing at me from the Low Gate, and | stared up
at him so hewould know who | was, and then | threw Weland' s severed head onto the ground where
my brother’ s head had once been thrown. | followed it with the Slver coins.

| threw thirty coins. The Judas price. | remembered that church tale. It was one of the few that | had
liked.

There were archers on thewall, but none drew. They just watched. | gave my unclethe evil sign, the
devil’ s horns made with the two outer fingers, and then | spat at him, turned, and trotted away. He knew
| was alive now, knew | was hisenemy, and knew | would kill him likeadog if ever | had the chance.

“Uhtred!” Brida caled. She had been looking behind and | twisted in the saddle to see that one warrior
had jumped over the wall, had falen heavily, but was now running toward us. He was abig man, heavily
bearded, and | thought | could never fight such aman, and then | saw the archersloose their arrows and
they flecked the ground about the man who | now saw was Ealdwulf, the smith.

“Lord Uhtred!” Edldwulf cdled. “Lord Uhtred!” | turned the horse and went to him, shielding him from
the arrows with my horse s bulk, but none of the arrows came close and | suspect, looking back on that
distant day, that the bowmen were ddiberately missing. “You live, lord!” Eddwulf beamed up & me.

“Ilive”

“Then | comewithyou,” hesaid firmly.

“But your wife, your son?”’ | asked.

“My wifedied, lord, last year, and my son was drowned while fishing.”

“l am sorry,” | said. An arrow skidded through the dune grass, but it was yards away.

“Woden gives, and Woden takes away,” Edldwulf said, “and he has given me back my lord.” He saw
Thor's hammer about my neck and, because he was a pagan, he smiled.

And | had my first follower. Edldwulf the amith.

“He sagloomy man, your uncle,” Ealdwulf told me aswejourneyed south, “ miserable as shit, heis.
Even hisnew son don’t cheer him up.”



“Hehasason?’

“ Afric the Y ounger, he's called, and hel sabonny wee thing. Hedlthy asyou like. Gytha s sick though.
Shewon't last long. And you, lord?Y ou look well.”

“lamwel.”

“You'd be twelve now?’

“Thirteen.”

“A man, then. Isthat your woman?’ He nodded &t Brida.
“My friend.”

“No mesat on her,” Eddwulf said, “so better asafriend.” The smith was abig man, dmost forty years
old, with hands, forearms, and face black-scarred from countless smal burns from hisforge. He walked
beside my horse, his pace apparently effortless despite his advanced years. “ So tell me about these
Danes,” he said, casting adubious ook at Ragnar’ swarriors.

“They'reled by Earl Ragnar,” | said, “who isthe man who killed my brother. HE sagood man.”
“He sthe one who killed your brother?” Edldwulf seemed shocked.

“Dedtiny iseverything,” | said, which might have been true but aso avoided having to make alonger
answer.

“Youlikehim?’
“He slikeafather tome. You'll likehim.”

“He s4ill aDane, though, isn't he, lord? They might worship the right gods,” Edldwulf said grudgingly,
“but I d ill like to see them gone.”

“Why?

“Why?" Eaddwulf seemed shocked that | had asked. “Because thisisn’t their land, lord, that’swhy. |
want to walk without being afraid. | don’t want to touch my forelock to aman just because he hasa
sword. There' sonelaw for them and another for us”

“There snolaw for them,” | said.

“If aDanekillsaNorthumbrian,” Edldwulf said indignantly, “what can aman do? There sno wergild, no
reeveto see, no lord to seek justice.”

That wastrue. Wergild was the blood price of aman’slife, and every person had awergild. A man’'s
was more than awoman’s, unless she was agreat woman, and awarrior’ swas greater than afarmer’s,
but the price was dways there, and amurderer could escape being put to deeth if the family of the
murdered man would accept the wergild. The reeve was the man who enforced the law, reporting to his
edldorman, but that whole careful system of justice had vanished since the Danes had come. There was
no law now except what the Danes said it was, and that was what they wanted it to be, and | knew that |
reveled in that chaos, but then | was privileged. | was Ragnar’ s man, and Ragnar protected me, but
without Ragnar | would be no better than an outlaw or adave.

“Y our uncle doesn't protest,” Ealdwulf went on, “but Beoccadid. Y ou remember him? Red-haired priest



with a shriveled hand and crossed eyes?’
“I met himlast year,” | said.

“You did? Where?’

“Hewaswith Alfred of Wessex.”

“Wessex!” Eddwulf said, surprised. “Long way to go. But he was agood man, Beocca, despite being a
priest. Heran off because he couldn’t stand the Danes. Y our uncle was furious. Said Beocca deserved
to bekilled.”

Doubtless, | thought, because Beocca had taken the parchments that proved me to be the rightful
edldorman. “My uncle wanted mekilled, too,” | said, “and | never thanked you for attacking Weland.”

“Y our uncle was going to give me to the Danesfor that,” he said, “ only no Dane complained, so hedid
nothing.”

“Y ou’ rewith the Danesnow,” | said, “and you' d better get used to it.”

Ealdwulf thought about that for amoment. “Why not go to Wessex?’ he asked.

“Because the West Saxonswant to turn meinto apriest,” | said, “and | want to be awarrior.”
“Goto Merciathen,” Edldwulf suggested.

“That' sruled by the Danes.”

“But your unclelivesthere”

“My unde?’

“Y our mother’ s brother!” He was astonished that | did not know my own family. “He' s Edldorman
Aahdwulf, if hedill lives”

“My father never talked about my mother,” | said.

“Because he loved her. She was a beauty, your mother, apiece of gold, and shedied giving birth to
you.”

“Ahdwulf,” | said.
“If helives”

But why go to AAhelwulf when | had Ragnar? Athdwulf was family, of course, but | had never met him
and | doubted he even remembered my existence, and | had no desireto find him, and even lessdesire to
learn my lettersin Wessex, so | would stay with Ragnar. | said as much to Edldwullf. “He' steaching me
tofight,” | said.

“Learn from the best, en?’ Eddwulf said grudgingly. “ Thet’s how you become agood smith. Learn from
the best.”

Ea dwulf was agood smith and, despite himself, he cameto like Ragnar for Ragnar was generous and he
appreciated good workmanship. A smithy was added onto our home near Synningthwait and Ragnar
paid good silver for aforge, an anvil, and the great hammers, tongs, and files that Ealdwulf needed. It



was late winter before al was ready, and then ore was purchased from Eoferwic and our valey echoed
to the clang of iron on iron, and even on the coldest days the smithy was warm and men gathered there to
exchange stories or to tell riddles. Ealdwulf was agreat man for riddlesand | would trandate for him as
he baffled Ragnar’ s Danes. Most of hisriddles were about men and women and what they did together
and those were easy enough to guess, but | liked the complicated ones. My father and mother gave me
up for dead, one riddle began, then aloya kinswvoman wrapped and protected me, and | killed al her
children, but she il loved me and fed me until 1 rose above the dwelling houses of men and so left her. |
could not guess that one, nor could any of the Danes, and Edldwulf refused to give me the answer even
when | begged him and it was only when | told theriddleto Bridathat | learned the solution. “A cuckoo,
of course,” she said ingtantly. She wasright, of course.

By spring the forge needed to be larger, and al that summer Ealdwulf made meta for swords, spears,
axes, and gpades. | asked him once if he minded working for the Danes and he just shrugged. “1 worked
for them in Bebbanburg,” he said, “ because your uncle doestheir bidding.”

“But there are no Danesin Bebbanburg?’

“None,” he admitted, “but they visit and are made welcome. Y our uncle pays them tribute.” He stopped
suddenly, interrupted by a shout of what | thought was pure rage.

| ran out of the smithy to see Ragnar standing in front of the house while, approaching up the track, wasa
crowd of men led by amounted warrior. And such awarrior. He had amail coat, afine helmet hanging
from the saddle, a bright-painted shield, along sword, and arms thick with rings. He was ayoung man
with long fair hair and athick gold beard, and he roared back at Ragnar like arutting stag. Then Ragnar
ran toward him and | haf thought the young man would draw the sword and kick at his horse, but instead
he dismounted and ran uphill and, when the two met, they embraced and thumped each other’ s backs
and Ragnar, when he turned toward us, had asmile that would have lit the darkest crypt of hell. “My
son!” he shouted up a me. “My son!”

It was Ragnar the Y ounger, come from Ireland with aship’s crew and, though he did not know me, he
embraced me, lifting me off the ground, whirled his sister round, thumped Rorik, kissed his mother,
shouted at the servants, scattered gifts of silver chain links, and petted the hounds. A feast was ordered,
and that night he gave us his news, saying he now commanded his own ship, that he had come for afew
months only, and that Ivar wanted him back in Ireland by the spring. Hewas so like hisfather, and | liked
him immediately, and the house was aways happy when Ragnar the Y ounger was there. Some of his
men lodged with us, and that autumn they cut trees and added a proper hall to the house, ahal fit for an
earl with big beams and a high gable on which aboar’ s skull was nailed.

“You werelucky,” hetold me one day. We were thatching the new roof, laying down the thick rye straw
and combing it flat.

13 Lud<y?l
“That my father didn’t kill you at Eoferwic.”
“I waslucky,” | agreed.

“But hewas aways a good judge of men,” he said, passing me apot of de. He perched on the roof ridge
and gazed acrossthevdley. “Helikesit here”

“It'sagood place. What about Ireland?’

He grinned. “Bog and rock, Uhtred, and the skraglings are vicious.” The skraglings were the natives.



“But they fight well! And there' ssilver there, and the more they fight the more silver we get. Areyou
goingtodrink all that e, or do | get some?’

| handed him back the pot and watched asthe deran down hisbeard ashe drained it. “| like Irdland
well enough,” he said when he had finished, “but | won't stay there. I'll come back here. Find land in
Wessex. Raiseafamily. Get fat.”

“Why don’t you come back now?’

“Because Ivar wants methere, and Ivar’ sagood lord.”
“Hefrightensme”

“A good lord should be frightening.”

“Your father isn't.”

“Not to you, but what about the men he kills? Would you want to face Earl Ragnar the Fearlessina
shiddwadl?’

1] NO_”

“So heisfrightening,” he said, grinning. “ Go and take Wessex,” he said, “and find the land that will make
mefa.”

Wefinished the thatch, and then | had to go up into the woods because Ealdwulf had an insatiable

appetite for charcod, which isthe only substance that burns hot enough to melt iron. He had shown a
dozen of Ragnar’s men how to produce it, but Bridaand | were his best workers and we spent much
time among the trees. The charcod hegps needed constant attention and, as each would burn for at least
three days, Bridaand | would often spend dl night beside such a pile, watching for atdltale wisp of
smoke coming from the bracken and turf covering the burn. Such smoke betrayed that the fireinsde was
too hot and we would have to scramble over the warm heap to stuff the crack with earth and so coal the
firedegp ingdethepile.

We burned ader when we could get it, for that was the wood Ealdwulf preferred, and the art of it wasto
char the dder logs, but not let them burst into flame. For every four logs we put into a pile we would get
one back, while the rest vanished to |leave the lightweight, deep black, dirty charcodl. It could take a
week to make the pile. The ader was carefully stacked in ashalow pit, and ahole was left in the stack’s
center which wefilled with charcoa from the previous burn. Then we would put alayer of bracken over
the whole thing, cover that with thick turves, and, when dl was done, put fire down the central hole and,
when we were sure the charcoa was dight, stuff the hole tight. Now the silent, dark fire had to be
controlled. Wewould open gaps at the base of the pit to let alittlear in, but if the wind changed then the
air holes had to be stuffed and others made. It was tedious work, and Ealdwulf’ s appetite for charcoa
seemed unlimited, but | enjoyed it. To be dl night in the dark, beside the warm burn, wasto be a
sceadugengan, and besides, | was with Bridaand we had become more than friends.

Shelost her first baby up beside the charcoa burn. She had not even known she was pregnant, but one
night she was assailed with cramps and spearlike pains, and | wanted to go and fetch Sigrid, but Brida
would not let me. She told me she knew what was happening, but | was scared helpless by her agony
and | shuddered in fear throughout the dark until, just before dawn, she gave birth to atiny dead baby
boy. We buried it with its afterbirth, and Brida stumbled back to the homestead where Sigrid was
alarmed by her gppearance and gave her abroth of leeks and sheep brains and made her stay home.
Sigrid must have suspected what had happened for she was sharp with me for afew days and shetold



Ragnar it wastime Bridawas married. Bridawas certainly of age, being thirteen, and there were adozen
young Danish warriorsin Synningthwait who were in need of wives, but Ragnar declared that Brida
brought his men luck and he wanted her to ride with us when we attacked Wessex.

“And when will that be?” Sigrid asked.
“Next year,” Ragnar suggested, “or the year after. No longer.”
“And then?’

“Then England isno more,” Ragnar said. “1t will dl be ours.” Thelagt of the four kingdomswould have
falen and England would be Daneland and we would al be Danes or daves or dead.

We celebrated the Y ule feast and Ragnar the Y ounger won every competition in Synningthwait: he hurled
rocksfarther than anyone, wrestled men to the ground, and even drank hisfather into insensibility. Then
followed the dark months, the long winter, and in spring, when the gaes had subsided, Ragnar the

Y ounger had to leave and we had amelancholy feast on the eve of hisgoing. The next morning heled his
men away from the hall, going down thetrack in agray drizzle. Ragnar watched his son dl the way down
into the valley and when he turned back to hisnewly built hal he had tearsin hiseyes. “He sagood
man,” hetold me,

“I liked him,” | said truthfully, and | did, and many yearslater, when | met him again, | fill liked him.

Therewas an empty feding after Ragnar the Y ounger had left, but | remember that spring and summer
fondly for it wasin those long days that Edldwulf made me asword. “I hopeit's better than my last one,”
| said ungracioudy.

“Your last one?’
“Theonel carried when we attacked Eoferwic,” | said.

“That thing! That wasn't mine. Y our father bought it in Berewic, and | told him it was crap, but it was
only ashort sword. Good for killing ducks, maybe, but not for fighting. What happened to it?’

“It bent,” | said, remembering Ragnar laughing at the feeble weapon.
“ Soft iron, boy, softiron.”

There were two sorts of iron, he told me, the soft and the hard. The hard made the best cutting edge, but
it was brittle and a sword made of such iron would snap at the first brutal stroke, while a sword made of
the softer metal would bend as my short sword had done. “ So what we do is use both,” he told me, and
| watched as he made seven iron rods. Three were of the hard iron, and he was not redlly sure how he
made theiron hard, only that the glowing metd had to belaid in the burning charcod, and if hegot it just
right then the cooled metal would be hard and unbending. The other four rods were longer, much longer,
and they were not exposed to the charcoa for the same time, and those four he twisted until each had
been turned into aspird. They were dtill straight rods, but tightly twisted until they were the same length
asthehardiron rods. “Why do you do that?’ | asked.

“You'll see” hesaid mysterioudy, “you'll see”

He finished with seven rods, each asthick as my thumb. Three were of the hard meta, which Ragnar
caled sted, while the four softer rods were prettily twisted into their tight spirals. One of the hard rods
was longer and dightly thicker than the others, and that one was the sword’ s spine and the extralength
was the tang onto which the hilt would eventudly beriveted. Edldwulf began by hammering that rod flat



so that it looked like avery thin and feeble sword, then he placed the four twisted rods either side of it,
two to each side so that they sheathed it, and he welded the last two stedl rods on the outside to become
the sword' s edges, and it |looked grotesgue then, abundle of mismatched rods, but this was when the
real work began, the work of heating and hammering, metal glowing red, the black drosstwigting asit
burned away from the iron, the hammer swinging, sparks flying in the dark forge, the hiss of burning meta
plunged into water, the patience as the emerging blade was cooled in atrough of ash shavings. It took
days, yet asthe hammering and cooling and heating went on | saw how the four twisted rods of soft iron,
which were now al melded into the harder steel, had been smoothed into wondrous patterns, repetitive
curling patternsthat made flat, smoky wispsin the blade. In some light you could not see the patterns, but
inthe dusk, or when, in winter, you breathed on the blade, they showed. Serpent breath, Brida called the
patterns, and | decided to give the sword that name: Serpent-Breath. Ealdwulf finished the blade by
hammering grooves that ran down the center of each side. He said they helped stop the sword being
trapped in an enemy’ sflesh. “Blood channds,” he grunted.

The boss of the hilt was of iron, as was the heavy crosspiece, and both were smple, undecorated, and
big, and when al was done, | shaped two pieces of ash to make the handle. | wanted the sword
decorated with silver or gilt bronze, but Edldwulf refused. “It'satoadl, lord,” he said, “just atool.
Something to make your work easier, and no better than my hammer.” He held the blade up so that it
caught the sunlight. “ And one day,” he went on, leaning toward me, “you will kill Daneswith her.”

She was heavy, Serpent-Breath, too heavy for athirteen-year-old, but | would grow into her. Her point
tapered more than Ragnar liked, but that made her well balanced for it meant there was not much weight
at the blade s outer end. Ragnar liked weight there, for it helped break down enemy shields, buit |
preferred Serpent-Breeth’ s agility, given her by Ealdwulf’ sskill, and that skill meant she never bent nor
cracked, not ever, for | still have her. The ash handles have been replaced, the edges have been nicked
by enemy blades, and sheis dimmer now because she has been sharpened so often, but sheis il
beautiful, and sometimes | breathe on her flanks and see the patterns emerge in the blade, the curlsand
wisps, the blue and silver gppearing in the meta like magic, and | remember that spring and summer in
the woods of Northumbriaand | think of Brida staring at her reflection in the newly made blade.

And thereis magic in Serpent-Breath. Ealdwulf had his own spellsthat he would not tell me, the spells of
the smith, and Bridatook the blade into the woods for awhole night and never told me what she did with
it, and those were the spells of awoman, and when we made the sacrifice of the pit daughter, and killed
aman, ahorse, aram, abull, and adrake, | asked Ragnar to use Serpent-Breath on the doomed man so
that Odin would know she existed and would look well on her. Those are the spells of apagan and a
warior.

And | think Odin did see her, for she has killed more men than | can ever remember.

It was late summer before Serpent-Breath was finished and then, before autumn brought its sea-churning
storms, we went south. It wastime to obliterate England, so we sailed toward Wessex.

HVE

We gathered at Eoferwic where the pathetic King Egbert was forced to ingpect the Danes and wish them
well. He rode down the riverbank where the boats waited and where the ragged crews lined on the shore
and gazed at him scornfully, knowing he was not ared king, and behind him rode Kjartan and Sven, now
part of his Danish bodyguard, though | assumed their job was as much to keep Egbert a prisoner asto
keep him alive. Sven, aman now, wore ascarf over hismissing eye, and he and hisfather looked far
more prosperous. Kjartan wore mail and had ahuge war ax dung on his shoulder, while Sven had along
sword, acoat of fox pdts, and two arm rings. “ They took part in the massacre at Streonshall,” Ragnar
told me. That was the large nunnery near Eoferwic, and it was evident that the men who had taken their



revenge on the nuns had made good plunder.

Kjartan, adozen rings on hisarms, looked Ragnar in the eye. “I would till serveyou,” he said, though
without the humility of the last time he had asked.

“I have anew shipmaster,” Ragnar said, and said no more, and Kjartan and Sven rode on, though Sven
gave methe evil Sgnwith hisleft hand.

The new shipmaster was called Toki, anickname for Thorbjorn, and he was a splendid sailor and a
better warrior who told tales of rowing with the Svear into strange lands where no trees grew except
birch and where winter covered the land for months. He claimed the folk there ate their own young,
worshipped giants, and had athird eye at the back of their heads, and some of us bdlieved histales.

We rowed south on the last of the summer tides, hugging the coast as we dways did and spending the
nights ashore on East Anglia s barren coast. We were going toward the river Temes, which Ragnar said
would take us deep inland to the northern boundary of Wessex.

Ragnar now commanded the fleet. Ivar the Boneless had returned to the lands he had conquered in
Ireland, taking agift of gold from Ragnar to his eldest son, while Ubbawas ravaging Ddriada, the land
north of Northumbria *“Small pickings up there,” Ragnar said scornfully, but Ubba, like Ivar, had
amassed so much treasure in hisinvasions of Northumbria, Mercia, and East Angliathat he was not
minded to gather more from Wessex, though, as| shdl tell you inits proper place, Ubbawasto change
hismind later and come south.

But for the moment Ivar and Ubba were absent and so the main assault on Wessex would be led by
Hdfdan, the third brother, who was marching hisland army out of East Angliaand would meet us
somewhere on the Temes, and Ragnar was not happy about the change of command. Halfdan, he
muttered, was an impetuous fool, too hotheaded, but he cheered up when he remembered my taes of
Alfred that confirmed that Wessex was led by men who put their hopesin the Christian god who had
been shown to possess no power at al. We had Odin, we had Thor, we had our ships, we were
wariors.

After four dayswe cameto the Temes and rowed against its great current as the river dowly narrowed
on us. On thefirst morning that we came to the river only the northern shore, which was East Anglian
territory, was visible, but by midday the southern bank, which used to be the Kingdom of Kent and was
now a part of Wessex, was adim line on the horizon. By evening the banks were ahaf mile apart, but
there waslittle to see for the river flowed through flat, dull marshland. We used the tide when we could,
blistered our hands on the oars when we could not, and so pulled upstream until, for the very firs time, |
cameto Lundene.

| thought Eoferwic was acity, but Eoferwic was avillage compared to Lundene. It was avast place,
thick with smoke from cooking fires, and built where Mercia, East Anglia, and Wessex met. Burghred of
Merciawas Lundene' slord, so it was Danish land now, and no one opposed us as we came to the
astonishing bridge that stretched so far across the wide Temes.

Lundene. | cameto love that place. Not as | love Bebbanburg, but therewas alifeto Lundenethat |
found nowhere el se, because the city was like nowhere else. Alfred once told me that every wickedness
under the sun was practiced there, and | am glad to say he wasright. He prayed for the place, | reveled
init, and | can gill remember gawking at the city’ stwo hills as Ragnar’ s ship ghosted againgt the current
to come closeto the bridge. It was agray day and aspiteful rain was pitting theriver, yet to me the city
seemed to glow with sorcerouslight.

It wasredlly two cities built on two hills. Thefirg, to the east, wasthe old city that the Romans had



made, and it was there that the bridge began its span across the wide river and over the marshes on the
southern bank. That first city was aplace of stone buildings and had astonewall, aread wall, not earth
and wood, but masonry, high and wide, skirted by a ditch. The ditch had filled with rubbish and the wall
was broken in places and it had been patched with timber, but so had the city itself where huge Roman
buildings were buttressed by thatched wooden shacks in which afew Mercianslived, though most were
reluctant to make their homesin the old city. One of their kings had built himself a palace within the stone
wall and agreat church, itslower half of masonry and upper parts of wood, had been made atop the hill,
but mogt of thefolk, asif fearing the Roman ghosts, lived outsde the walls, in anew city of wood and
thatch that stretched out to the west.

The old city once had wharves and quays, but they had long rotted so that the waterfront east of the
bridge was atreacherous place of rotted pilings and broken piersthat stabbed the river like shattered
teeth. The new city, likethe old, was on the river’ s northern bank, but was built on alow hill to the west,
ahalf mile upstream from the old, and had a shingle beach doping up to the houses that ran along the
riversderoad. | have never seen abeach so foul, so stinking of carcasses and shit, so covered in rubbish,
30 stark with the dimy ribs of abandoned ships, and loud with squaling gulls, but that was where our
boats had to go and that meant we first had to negotiate the bridge.

The gods done know how the Romans had built such athing. A man could wak from one side of
Eoferwic to the other and he would still not have walked the length of Lundene s bridge, though in that
year of 871 the bridge was broken and it was no longer possible to walk itsfull length. Two archesin the
center had long fallen in, though the old Roman piers that had supported the missing roadway were lill
there and the river foamed treacheroudy asits water seethed past the broken piers. To make the bridge
the Romans had sunk pilingsinto the Temes s bed, then into the tangle of fetid marshes on the southern
bank, and the pilings were so close together that the water heaped up on their farther side, then fell
through the gapsin aglistening rush. To reach the dirty beach by the new city we would have to shoot
one of the two gaps, but neither was wide enough to et aship through with its oars extended. “It will be
interesting,” Ragnar said drily.

“Canwedoit?’ | asked.

“They didit,” hesaid, pointing at ships beached upstream of the bridge, “so we can.” We had anchored,
waliting for the rest of the fleet to catch up. “The Franks,” Ragnar went on, * have been making bridges
likethison dl therr rivers. Y ou know why they doit?’

“To get across?’ | guessed. It seemed an obvious answer.

“To stop us getting upriver,” Ragnar said. “If | ruled Lundene I’ d repair that bridge, so let’ s be grateful
the English couldn’t be bothered.”

We shot the gap in the bridge by waiting for the heart of therising tide. The tide flows strongest midway
between high and low water, and halfway through the flood tide there was a surge of water coming
upstream that diminished the flow of the current cascading between the piers. In that short time we might
get seven or elght ships through the gap and it was done by rowing at full speed toward the gap and, at
the very last minute, raising the oar blades so they would clear the rotted piers, and the momentum of the
ship should then carry her through. Not every ship madeit on thefirst try. | watched two dew back,
thump against a pier with the crash of breaking blades, then drift back downstream with crews of cursing
men, butWind-Viper made it, dmost coming to a stop just beyond the bridge, but we managed to get the
frontmost oarsin the water, hauled, and inch by inch we crept away from the sucking gap, then men from
two ships anchored upstream managed to cast uslines and they hauled us away from the bridge until
suddenly we werein dack water and could row her to the beach.



On the southern bank, beyond the dark marshes, where trees grew on low hills, horsemen watched us.
They were West Saxons, and they would be counting shipsto estimate the size of the Great Army. That
waswhat Halfdan called it, the Great Army of the Danes cometo take al of England, but so far we were
anything but great. We would wait in Lundene to let more ships come and for more men to march down
thelong Roman roads from the north. Wessex could wait awhile as the Danes assembled.

And, aswewalited, Brida, Rorik, and | explored Lundene. Rorik had been sick again, and Sigrid had
been reluctant to et him travel with hisfather, but Rorik pleaded with his mother to let him go, Ragnar
assured her that the sea voyage would mend al the boy’ sills, and so he was here. He was pale, but not
sckly, and he was as excited as | wasto seethe city. Ragnar made meleave my arm ringsand
Serpent-Breath behind for, he said, the city wasfull of thieves. We wandered the newer part first, going
through ma odorous dleys where the houses were full of men working leather, beating at bronze, or
forging iron. Women sat at looms, aflock of sheep was being daughtered in ayard, and there were
shops sdlling pottery, sdt, live eds, bread, cloth, wegpons, any imaginable thing. Church bellsset up a
hideous clamor at every prayer time or whenever a corpse was carried for burid in the city’ sgraveyards.
Packs of dogs roamed the streets, red kites roosted everywhere, and smoke lay like afog over the
thatch that had dl turned adull black. | saw awagon so loaded with thatching reed that the wagon itself
was hidden by its heap of sagging reeds that scraped on the road and ripped and tore against the
buildings either side of the street as two daves goaded and whipped the bleeding oxen. Men shouted at
the davesthat the load was too big, but they went on whipping, and then afight broke out when the
wagon tore down agresat piece of rotted roof. There were beggars everywhere: blind children, women
without legs, aman with aweeping ulcer on his cheek. There were folk speaking languages| had never
heard, folk in strange costumes who had come across the seg, and in the old city, which we explored the
next day, | saw two men with skin the color of chestnuts and Ravn told me later they came from Blaand,
though he was not certain where that was. They wore thick robes, had curved swords, and were talking
to adave deder whose premises were full of captured English folk who would be shipped to the
mysterious Bldand. The dedler called to us. Y ou three belong to anyone?’” He was only half joking.

“To Earl Ragnar,” Bridasaid, “who would loveto pay you avist.”
“Give hislordship my respects,” the dealer said, then spat, and eyed us aswe waked away.

The buildings of the old city were extraordinary. They were Roman work, high and stout, and even
though their walls were broken and their roofs had fallen in they till astonished. Some were three or even
four floors high and we chased one another up and down their abandoned stairways. Few English folk
lived here, though many Danes were now occupying the houses as the army assembled. Bridasaid that
sensible people would not live in a Roman town because of the ghosts that haunted the old buildings, and
maybe she wasright, though | had seen no ghostsin Eoferwic, but her mention of specters made us al
nervous as we peered down aflight of stepsinto adark, pillared cdllar.

We stayed in Lundene for weeks and even when Halfdan' s army reached us we did not move west.
Mounted bands did ride out to forage, but the Great Army till gathered and some men grumbled we
were waliting too long, that the West Saxons were being given precioustimeto ready themselves, but
Halfdan inssted on lingering. The West Saxons sometimes rode close to the city, and twice there were
fights between our horsemen and their horsemen, but after awhile, as'Y ule approached, the West
Saxons must have decided we would do nothing till winter’ send and their patrols stopped coming close
tothecity.

“WEe re not waiting for spring,” Ragnar told me, “but for deep winter.”
HWW?!



“Because no army marchesin winter,” he said wolfishly, “so the West Saxonswill al be a home, stting
around their fires and praying to their feeble god. By spring, Uhtred, al England will be ours.”

Wedl worked that early winter. | hauled firewood, and when | was not hauling logs from the wooded
hills north of the city, | waslearning the skills of the sword. Ragnar had asked Toki, his new shipmagter,
to be my teacher and he was a good one. He watched me rehearse the basic cuts, then told me to forget
them. “Inashiddwall,” hesad, “it' s savagery that wins. Skill helps, and cunning is good, but savagery
wins. Get one of these.” He held out a saxe with athick blade, much thicker than my old saxe. | despised
the saxe for it was much shorter than Serpent-Breath and far less beautiful, but Toki wore one beside his
proper sword, and he persuaded me that in the shield wall the short, stout blade was better. “Y ou’'ve no
room to swing or hack inashiedwall,” he said, “but you can thrust, and a short blade useslessroom in
acrowded fight. Crouch and stab, bring it up into their groins.” He made Brida hold ashield and pretend
to be the enemy, and then, with me on hisleft, he cut at her from above and sheingtinctively raised the
shield. “Stop!” he said, and she froze into illness. “ See?” he told me, pointing at the raised shield. “Y our
partner makes the enemy raisetheir shield, then you can diceinto their groin.” He taught me adozen
other moves, and | practiced because | liked it and the more | practiced the more muscle | grew and the
more skillful | became.

We usudly practiced in the Roman arena. That iswhat Toki cdled it, the arena, though what the word
meant neither he nor | had any idea, but it was, in aplace of extraordinary things, astonishing. Imagine an
open space as large as afield surrounded by agreat circle of tiered stone where weeds now grew from
the crumbling mortar. The Mercians, | later learned, had held their folkmoots here, but Toki said the
Romans had used it for displays of fighting in which men died. Maybe that was ancther of hisfantastic
gtories, but the arenawas huge, unimaginably huge, athing of mystery, the work of giants, dwarfing us, so
big that al the Great Army could have collected inside and there would still have been room for two
more armiesjust ashig on thetiered sedts.

Y ule came, and the winter feast was held and the army vomited in the streets and till we did not march,
but shortly afterward the leaders of the Great Army met in the palace next to the arena. Bridaand |, as
usud, were required to be Ravn' s eyes and he, as usud, told uswhat we were seeing.

The meeting was held in the church of the palace, a Roman building with aroof shaped like ahdf barrel
on which the moon and stars were painted, though the blue and golden paint was peeling and discolored
now. A grest fire had been it in the center of the church and it wasfilling the high roof with swirling
smoke. Hafdan presided from the dtar, and around him were the chief earls. One was an ugly man with
ablunt face, abig brown beard, and afinger missing from hisleft hand. “That isBagseg,” Ravn told us,
“and he cdls himsdf aking, though he'sno better than anyone dse.” Bagseg, it seemed, had come from
Denmark in the summer, bringing e ghteen ships and nearly six hundred men. Next to himwas atall,
gloomy man with white hair and atwitching face. “Earl Sidroc,” Ravn told us, “and his son must be with
him?’

“Thinman,” Bridasaid, “with adripping nose”

“Earl Sidroc the Y ounger. He' sdways sniffing. My son isthere?’

“Yes” | sad, “next to avery fat man who kegps whispering to him and grinning.”

“Harad!” Ravn said. “I wondered if he would turn up. He' s another king.”

“Redly?’ Bridaasked.

“Wdll, he cdlshimsdf king, and he certainly rules over afew muddy fieldsand aherd of smdly pigs”



All those men had come from Denmark, and there were others besides. Earl Fraena had brought men
from Irdland, and Earl Osbern who had provided the garrison for Lundene while the army gathered, and
together these kings and earls had assembled well over two thousand men.

Osbern and Sidroc proposed crossing the river and striking directly south. This, they argued, would cut
Wessex in two and the eastern part, which used to be the kingdom of Kent, could then be taken quickly.
“There hasto be much treasure in Contwaraburg,” Sidroc inssted. “It’ sthe centra shrine of their
reigion.”

“And while we march on their shrine,” Ragnar said, “they will come up behind us. Their power isnot in
the east, but in the west. Defeat the west and all Wessex falls. We can take Contwaraburg once we' ve
besten the west.”

Thiswasthe argument. Either take the easy part of Wessex or else attack their mgjor strongholdsthat lay
to the west, and two merchants were asked to speak. Both men were Danes who had been trading in
Readingum only two weeks before. Readingum lay afew miles upriver and was on the edge of Wessex,
and they claimed to have heard that King Agthelred and his brother, Alfred, were gathering the shire
forces from the west and the two merchants reckoned the enemy army would number at least three
thousand.

“Of whom only three hundred will be proper fighting men,” Halfdan interjected sarcadticdly, and was
rewarded by the sound of men banging swords or Spears againgt their shidds. It waswhile this noise
echoed under the church’s barrel roof that anew group of warriors entered, led by avery tall and very
burly man in ablack tunic. He looked formidable, clean shaven, angry, and very rich for his black cloak
had an enormous brooch of amber mounted in gold, his arms were heavy with golden rings, and he wore
agolden hammer on athick golden chain about his neck. The warriors made way for him, hisarriva
causing silence among the crowd nearest to him, and the silence spread as he walked up the church until
the mood, which had been of celebration, suddenly seemed wary.

“Whoisit?” Ravn whispered to me.

“Veytdl,” | sad, “many amrings.”

“Gloomy,” Bridaput in, “dressed in black.”

“Ah! The earl Guthrum,” Ravn said.

“Guthrum?’

“Guthrum the Unlucky,” Ravn said.

“With dl thosearm rings?’

“Y ou could give Guthrum theworld,” Ravn said, “and he would till believe you had cheated him.”
“He hasabone hanging in hishair,” Bridasad.

“Y ou must ask him about that,” Ravn said, evidently amused, but he would say no more about the bone,
which was ahuman rib and tipped with gold.

| learned Guthrum the Unlucky was an earl from Denmark who had been wintering at Beamfleot, aplace
that lay agood distance east of Lundene on the northern side of the Temes estuary, and once he had
greeted the men bunched about the atar, he announced that he had brought fourteen ships upriver. No
one gpplauded. Guthrum, who had the saddest, sourest face | had ever seen, stared at the assembly like



aman standing tria and expecting adire verdict. “We had decided,” Ragnar broke the uncomfortable
slence, “to go west.” No such decision had been made, but nor did anyone contradict Ragnar. “ Those
shipsthat are aready through the bridge,” Ragnar went on, “will take their crews upstream and the rest
of the army will march on foot or horseback.”

“My ships must go upstream,” Guthrum said.
“They are through the bridge?’
“They will fill go upstream,” Guthrum ingsted, thusletting us know that hisfleet was below the bridge.

“It would be better,” Ragnar said, “if we went tomorrow.” In the last few daysthe whole of the Great
Army had assembled in Lundene, marching in from the settlements east and north where some had been
guartered, and the longer we waited, the more of the precious food supply would be consumed.

“My shipsgo upstream,” Guthrum said flatly.

“He sworried,” Ravn whispered to me, “that he can't carry away the plunder on horseback. He wants
his ships so he can fill them with treasure.”

“Why let him come?’ | asked. It was plain no oneliked Earl Guthrum, and hisarrival seemed as
unwelcome asit wasinconvenient, but Ravn just shrugged the question off. Guthrum, it seemed, was
here, and if he was here he must take part. That still ssemsincomprehensibleto me, just as| till did not
understand why Ivar and Ubbawere not joining the attack on Wessex. It was true that both men were
rich and scarcely needed more riches, but for years they had talked of conquering the West Saxons and
now both had smply turned away. Guthrum did not need land or wedlth either, but he thought he did, so
he came. That was the Danish way. Men served in acampaign if they wished, or else they stayed home,
and there was no single authority among the Danes. Halfdan was the Great Army’ s ostensible leader, but
he did not frighten men as histwo older brothers did and so he could do nothing without the agreement of
the other chieftains. An army, | learned in time, needs a head. It needs one man to lead it, but give an
army two leaders and you have its strength.

It took two daysto get Guthrum’s ships past the bridge. They were beautiful things, those ships, larger
than most Danish boats, and each decorated at prow and stern with black-painted serpent heads. His
men, and there were many of them, all wore black. Even their shields were painted black, and while |
thought Guthrum to be one of the most miserable men | had ever seen, | had to confess histroops were
impressive. We might have lost two days, but we had gained the black warriors.

And what wasthere to fear? The Great Army had gathered, it was midwinter when no one fought so the
enemy should not be expecting us, and that enemy was led by aking and a prince more interested in
prayer than in fighting. All Wessex lay before us and common report said that Wessex was asrich a
country asany in al theworld, rivaling Frankiafor its treasures, and inhabited by monks and nunswhose
houses were stuffed with gold, spilling over with slver, and ripe for daughter. Wewould al berich.

So we went to war.

Ships on the winter Temes. Ships diding past brittle reeds and |eafless willows and bare dders. Wet oar
blades shining in the pale sunlight. The prows of our ships boretheir beaststo quell the spirits of the land
we invaded, and it was good land with rich fields, though all were deserted. Therewasdmost a
celebratory air to that brief voyage, a celebration unspoiled by the presence of Guthrum’sdark ships.
Men oar-walked, the samefesat | had watched Ragnar perform on that far-off day when histhree ships



had appeared off Bebbanburg. | tried it mysalf and raised ahuge cheer when | fell in. It looked easy to
run along the oar bank, legping from shaft to shaft, but arower only had to twitch an oar to cause aman
to dip and the river water was bitterly cold so that Ragnar made me strip off my wet clothes and wear his
bearskin cloak until | waswarm. Men sang, the shipsforged against the current, the far hillsto the north
and south dowly closed on theriver’ s banks and, as evening came, we saw the first horsemen on the
southern skyline. Watching us.

We reached Readingum at dusk. Each of Ragnar’ s three ships was |loaded with spades, many of them
forged by Edldwulf, and our firgt task wasto start making awall. As more ships came, more men helped,
and by nightfall our camp was protected by along, straggling earth wal that would have been hardly any
obgtacle to an attacking force for it was merely alow mound that was easy to cross, but no one did
come and assault us, and no Wessex army gppeared the next morning and so we were free to make the
wal higher and moreformidable.

Readingum was built where the river Kenet flows into the Temes, and so our wall was built between the
two rivers. It enclosed the smdll town that had been abandoned by itsinhabitants and provided shelter for
most of the ships' crews. Theland army was il out of sight for they had marched aong the north bank
of the Temes, in Mercian territory, and were seeking aford, which they found further upstream, so that
our wal was virtudly finished by the time they marched in. At first we thought it wasthe West Saxon
army coming, but it was Halfdan’s men, marching out of enemy territory they had found deserted.

The wall was high now and, because there were deep woods to the south, we had cut trees to make a
palisade dong itswhole length that was about eight hundred paces. In front of the wall we dug aditch
that flooded when we broke through the two rivers' banks, and across the ditch we were making four
bridges guarded by wooden forts. Thiswas our base. From here we could march degp into Wessex, and
we needed to for, with so many men and now horsesinsde thewall, therewas arisk of hunger unlesswe
found supplies of grain, hay, and cattle. We had brought barrels of ale and alarge amount of flour, sat
mest, and dried fish in the ships, but it was astonishing how fast those great hegps diminished.

The poets, when they speak of war, talk of the shield wall, they talk of the spears and arrows flying, of
the blade begting on the shield, of the heroeswho fal and the spoils of the victors, but | wasto discover
that war was redlly about food. About feeding men and horses. About finding food. The army that eats
wins. And, if you keep horsesin afortress, it is about shoveing dung. Just two days after the land army
came to Readingum, we were short of food and the two Sidrocs, father and son, led alarge force west
into enemy territory to find stores of food for men and horses, and instead they found the fyrd of
Berrocstire.

We learned later that the wholeidea of attacking in winter was no surprise to the West Saxons after dl.
The Danes were good at spying, their merchants exploring the places the warriors would go, but the
West Saxons had their own men in Lundene and they knew how many men we were, and when we
would march, and they had assembled an army to meet us. They had aso sought help from the men of
southern Mercia, where Danish rule was lightest, and Berrocscire lay immediately north of the West
Saxon border and the men of Berrocscire had crossed the river to help their neighbors and their fyrd was
led by an ealdorman called Agthelwullf.

Wasit my uncle? There were many men caled Ahewulf, but how many were eldormenin Mercia? |
admit | fet strange when | heard the name, and | thought of the mother | had never met. In my mind she
was the woman who was ever kind, ever gentle, ever loving, and | thought she must be watching me from
somewhere, heaven or Asgard or wherever our souls go in the long darkness, and | knew she would hate
that | waswith the army that marched against her brother, and so that night | wasin ablack mood.

But so wasthe Grest Army for my uncle, if AAthelwulf wasindeed my uncle, had trounced the two earls.



Their foraging party had walked into an ambush and the men of Berrocscire had killed twenty-one Danes
and taken another eight prisoner. The Englishmen had logt afew men themselves, and yielded one
prisoner, but they had gained the victory, and it made no difference that the Danes had been
outnumbered. The Danes expected to win, and instead they had been chased home without the food we
needed. They felt shamed and a shudder went through the army because they did not think mere
Englishmen could best them.

We were not starving yet, but the horses were desperately short of hay, which, anyway, was not the best
food for them, but we had no oats and so forage parties smply cut whatever winter grass we could find
beyond our growing wall and the day after AEthewulf’ svictory Rorik, Brida, and | werein one of those
groups, dashing at grass with long knives and stuffing sacks with the poor feed, when the army of
Wessex came.

They must have been encouraged by Athelwulf’ svictory, for now the whole enemy army attacked
Readingum. Thefirst | knew of it was the sound of screaming from farther west, then | saw horsemen
galloping among our forage parties, hacking down with swords or skewering men with spears, and the
three of usjust ran, and | heard the hooves behind and snatched alook and saw aman riding a uswith a
spear and knew one of us must dieand | took Brida s hand to drag her out of his path and just then an
arrow shot from Readingum’ swall dapped into the horseman’ s face and he twisted away, blood pouring
from his cheek, and meanwhile panicking men were piling around the two centra bridges and the West
Saxon horsemen, seeing it, galloped toward them. The three of us haf waded and half swam the ditch,
and two men hauled us, wet, muddy, and shivering, up acrossthe wall.

It was chaos outside now. The foragers crowding at the ditch’ s far side were being hacked down, and
then the Wessex infantry appeared, band after band of them emerging from the far woodsto fill thefields.
| ran back to the house where Ragnar was lodging and found Serpent-Breath beneath the cloaks where |
hid her, and | strapped her on and ran out to find Ragnar. He had gone north, to the bridge close beside
the Temes, and Bridaand | caught up with his men there. “Y ou shouldn’t come,” | told Brida. “ Stay with
Rorik.” Rorik was younger than us and, after getting soaked in the ditch, he had started shivering and
feding sck and | had made him stay behind.

Bridaignored me. She had equipped hersalf with a spear and looked excited, though nothing was
happening yet. Ragnar was staring over the wall, and more men were assembling at the gate, but Ragnar
did not open it to cross the bridge. He did glance back to see how many men he had. “ Shields!” he
shouted for in their haste some men had come with nothing but swords or axes, and those men now ran
to fetch their shields. | had no shield, but nor was | supposed to be there and Ragnar did not see me.

What he saw was the end of a daughter asthe West Saxon horsemen chopped into the last of the
foragers. A few of the enemy were put down by our arrows, but neither the Danes nor the English had
many bowmen. | like bowmen. They can kill at agreat distance and, even if their arrows do not kill, they
make an enemy nervous. Advancing into arrowsisablind business, for you must keep your head
beneath the rim of the shield, but shooting abow isagreat sKill. It looks easy, and every child has abow
and some arrows, but aman’s bow, abow capable of killing astag at a hundred paces, isahugething,
carved from yew and needing immense strength to haul, and the arrows fly wild unlessaman has
practiced constantly, and so we never had more than a handful of archers. | never mastered the bow.
With a spear, an ax, or asword | waslethad, but with abow | was like most men, usaless.

| sometimeswonder why we did not stay behind our wall. It was virtudly finished, and to reach it the
enemy mugt cross the ditch or file over the four bridges, and they would have been forced to do that
under ahail of arrows, spears, and throwing axes. They would surdly have failed, but then they might
have besieged us behind that wall and so Ragnar decided to attack them. Not just Ragnar. While Ragnar



was gathering men at the northern gate, Halfdan had been doing the same at the southern end, and when
both bdlieved they had enough men, and while the enemy infantry was still some two hundred paces
away, Ragnar ordered the gate opened and led his men through.

The West Saxon army, under its great dragon banner, was advancing toward the central bridges,
evidently thinking that the daughter there was aforetaste of more daughter to come. They had no
ladders, so how they thought they would cross the newly madewall | do not know, but sometimesin
battle a kind of madness descends and men do things without reason. The men of Wessex had no reason
to concentrate on the center of our wall, especialy asthey could not hopeto crossit, but they did, and
now our men swarmed from the two flanking gates to attack them from north and south.

“Shieddwall!” Ragnar roared. “ Shidd wall!”

Y ou can hear ashield wall being made. The best shields are made of lime, or else of willow, and the
wood knocks together as men overlap the shields. Left side of the shield in front of your neighbor’ sright
Sde, that way the enemy, most of whom are right-handed, must try to thrust through two layers of wood.

“Makeit tight!” Ragnar called. Hewasin the center of the shiddd wall, in front of hisragged eagle-wing
gtandard, and he was one of the few men with an expensive hemet, which would mark him to the enemy
asachieftain, aman to bekilled. Ragnar till used my father’ s hdmet, the beautiful one made by Eddwulf
with the faceplate and theinlay of silver. He dso wore amail shirt, again one of the few men to possess
such atreasure. Most men were armored in leather.

The enemy was turning outward to meet us, making their own shield wall, and | saw agroup of horsemen
galloping up their center behind the dragon banner. | thought | saw Beocca sred hair among them and
that made me certain Alfred was there, probably among a gaggle of black-robed priests who were
doubtless praying for our deaths.

The West Saxon shield wall waslonger than ours. It was not only longer, but thicker, because while our
wall was backed by three ranks of men, theirs had five or six. Good sense would have dictated that we
either stay where we were and let them attack us, or that we retreat back acrossthe bridge and ditch,
but more Danes were coming to thicken Ragnar’ s ranks and Ragnar himself was in no mood to be
sengble. “Just kill them!” he screamed. “ Jugt kill them! Kill them!” And heled the line forward and,
without any pause, the Danes gave agreat war shout and surged with him. Usually the shield walls spend
hours staring & each other, calling out insults, threatening, and working up the courage to that most awful
of moments when wood meets wood and blade meets blade, but Ragnar’ s blood was fired and he did
not care. He just charged.

That attack made no sense, but Ragnar was furious. He had been offended by Athelwulf’ svictory, and
insulted by the way their horsemen had cut down our foragers, and al he wanted to do was hack into the
Wessex ranks, and somehow his passion spread through his men so that they howled asthey ran
forward. There is something terrible about men eager for battle.

A heartbeat before the shields clashed our rearmost men threw their spears. Some had three or four
spearsthat they hurled one after the other, launching them over the heads of our front ranks. There were
spears coming back, and | plucked one from the turf and hurled it back ashard as| could.

| wasin the rearmost rank, pushed back there by men who told meto get out of their way, but |
advanced with them and Brida, grinning with mischief, came with me. | told her to go back to the town,
but shejust stuck her tongue out at me and then | heard the hammering crash, the wooden thunder, of
shields meeting shields. That was followed by the sound of spears striking limewood, the ringing of blade
on blade, but | saw nothing of it because | was not then tall enough, but the shock of the shild walls



made the men in front of me redl back, then they were pushing forward again, trying to force their own
front rank through the West Saxon shields. The right-hand side of our wall was bending back where the
enemy outflanked us, but our reinforcements were hurrying to that place, and the West Saxonslacked
the courage to charge home. Those West Saxons had been at the rear of their advancing army, and the
rear isaways where the timid men congregate. The red fight wasto my front and the noise there was of
blows, iron shield boss on shield wood, blades on shields, men’ sfeet shuffling, the clangor of wespons,
and few voices except those wailing in pain or in a sudden scream. Brida dropped onto al foursand
wriggled between the legs of the menin front of her, and | saw she was lancing her spear forward to give
the blow that comes benegth the shield’ srim. She lunged into aman’ sankle, he sumbled, an ax fell, and
there was agap in the enemy line. Our line bulged forward, and | followed, using Serpent-Breath asa
Spear, jabbing at men' s boots, then Ragnar gave a mighty roar, ashout to stir the gods in the great sky
halls of Asgard, and the shout asked for one more great effort. Swords chopped, axes swung, and |
could sense the enemy retreating from the fury of the Northmen.

Good lord ddiver us.

Blood on the grass now, so much blood that the ground was dick, and there were bodies that had to be
stepped over as our shield wall thrust forward, leaving Bridaand me behind, and | saw her hands were
red because blood had seeped down the long ash shaft of her spear. She licked the blood and gave me a
dy amile. Halfdan's men were fighting on the enemy’ sfarther sde now, their battle noise suddenly louder
than ours because the West Saxons were retreating from Ragnar’ s attack, but one man, tall and well
built, ressted us. He had amail coat belted with ared lesther sword belt and ahelmet even more
glorioustha Ragnar’s, for the Englishman’s helmet had a silver boar modeled on its crown, and | thought
for amoment it could be King Agthelred himsdf, but this man wastoo tal, and Ragnar shouted a hismen
to stand aside and he swung his sword at the boar-hel meted enemy who parried with his shield, lunged
with his sword, and Ragnar took the blow on his own shield and rammed it forward to crash againgt the
man who stepped back, tripped on a corpse, and Ragnar swung his sword overhand, asif hewaskilling
an ox, and the blade chopped down onto the mail coat as arush of enemy cameto savetheir lord.

A charge of Danes met them, shield on shield, and Ragnar was roaring his victory and stabbing down into
the falen man, and suddenly there were no more Wessex men resisting us, unlessthey were dead or
wounded, and their army was running, their king and their prince both spurring away on horseback
surrounded by priests, and we jeered and cursed them, told them they were women, that they fought like
girls, that they were cowards.

And then we rested, catching breath on afield of blood, our own corpses among the enemy dead, and
Ragnar saw me then, and saw Brida, and laughed. “What are you two doing here?’

For answer Brida held up her bloodied spear and Ragnar glanced at Serpent-Breath and saw her
reddened tip. “Fools,” he said, but fondly, and then one of our men brought a West Saxon prisoner and
made him ingpect the lord whom Ragnar had killed. “Who ishe?’ Ragnar demanded.

| trandated for him.

The man madethe sign of the cross. “It isthe Lord Agthelwulf,” he said.
And | said nothing.

“What did he say?’ Ragnar asked.

“Itismy uncle)” | sad.

“ Afric?’ Ragnar was astonished. “ Afric from Northumbria?’



| shook my head. “Heismy mother’ s brother,” | explained, “ Athdwulf of Mercia” | did not know that
he was my mother’ s brother, perhaps there was another ZAEthdwulf in Mercia, but | felt certain al the
samethat this was Athelwulf, my kin, and the man who had won the victory over the earls Sdroc.
Ragnar, the previous day’ s defeat revenged, whooped for joy while | stared into the dead man’sface. |
had never known him, so why was| sad? He had along face with afair beard and atrimmed mustache.
A good-looking man, | thought, and he was family, and that seemed strange for | knew no family except
Ragnar, Ravn, Rorik, and Brida.

Ragnar had his men strip Athelwulf of hisarmor and take his precious hemet, and then, because the
edldorman had fought so bravely, Ragnar |eft the corpseits other clothes and put a sword into its hand so
that the gods could take the Mercian’s soul to the great hall where brave warriors feast with Odin.

And perhaps the Vakyries did take his soul, because the next morning, when we went out to bury the
dead, Edldorman Asthelwulf’ s body was gone.

| heard later, much later, that he wasindeed my uncle. | aso heard that some of his own men had crept
back to the field that night and somehow found their lord' s body and taken it to his own country for a
Chrigtian burid.

And perhapsthat istrue, too. Or perhaps Ahewulf isin Odin’s corpse hal.

But we had seen the West Saxons off. And we were still hungry. So it wastimeto fetch the enemy’s
food.

Why did | fight for the Danes? All lives have questions, and that one gtill haunts me, though in truth there
was no mystery. To my young mind the dternative was to be stting in some monastery learning to read,
and give aboy achoice like that and he would fight for the devil rather than scratch on atile or make
marks on aclay tablet. And there was Ragnar, whom | loved, and who sent histhree ships acrossthe
Temesto find hay and oats stored in Mercian villages and he found just enough so that by the timethe
army marched westward our horses were in reasonable condition.

We were marching on Aebbanduna, another frontier town on the Temes between Wessex and Mercia,
and, according to our prisoner, a place where the West Saxons had amassed their supplies. Take
Abbanduna and Athdred’ sarmy would be short of food, Wessex would fal, England would vanish, and
Odinwould triumph.

There was the small matter of defeating the West Saxon army first, but we marched just four days after
routing them in front of thewalls of Readingum, so we were blissfully confident that they were doomed.
Rorik stayed behind, for he was sick again, and the many hostages, like the Mercian twins Ceolberht and
Ceolnoth, also stayed in Readingum, guarded there by the small garrison we left to watch over the
precious ships.

Therest of usmarched or rode. | was among the older of the boys who accompanied the army; our job
in battle wasto carry the spare shields that could be pushed forward through the ranks in battle. Shields
got chopped to piecesin fighting. | have often seen warriorsfighting with asword or ax in one hand, and
nothing but the iron shield boss hung with scraps of wood in the other. Bridaadso came with us, mounted
behind Ravn on hishorse, and for atime | walked with them, listening as Ravn rehearsed the opening
lines of apoem caled “ The Fal of the West Saxons.” He had got asfar aslisting our heroes, and
describing how they readied themsdvesfor battle, when one of those heroes, the gloomy Earl Guthrum,
rode aongsde us. “You look well,” he greeted Ravn in atone that suggested it was a condition unlikely
tolagt.



“I cannot look at dl,” Ravn said. Heliked puns.

Guthrum, swathed in ablack cloak, looked down at the river. We were advancing along alow range of
hillsand, even in the winter sunlight, the river valey looked lush. “Who will be king of Wessex?' he
asked.

“Hafdan?’ Ravn suggested mischievoudly.

“Big kingdom,” Guthrum said gloomily. “Could do with an older man.” He looked & me sourly. “Who's
thet?”

“Youforget | anblind,” Ravn said, “so who iswho? Or are you asking me which older man you think
should be made king? Me, perhaps?’

“No, no! The boy leading your horse. Who is he?’

“That isthe earl Uhtred,” Ravn said grandly, “who understands that poets are of such importance that
their horses must be led by mere earls.”

“Uhtred? A Saxon?’
“Areyou a Saxon, Uhtred?’
“I'maDane” | said.

“AndaDane,” Ravn went on, “who wet his sword at Readingum. Wet it, Guthrum, with Saxon blood.”
That was a barbed comment, for Guthrum’ s black-clothed men had not fought outsde the walls.

“And who' sthe girl behind you?’
“Brida,” Ravn said, “who will one day be a skald and a sorceress.”

Guthrum did not know whét to say to that. He glowered at his horse' s manefor afew gtrides, then
returned to hisorigina subject. “Does Ragnar want to be king?’

“Ragnar wantsto kill people,” Ravn said. “My son’s ambitions are very few, merely to hear jokes, solve
riddles, get drunk, giverings, lie bdly to belly with women, eat well, and go to Odin.”

“Wessex needs astrong man,” Guthrum said obscurely, “aman who understands how to govern.”
“Sounds like ahusband,” Ravn said.

“Wetake their srongholds,” Guthrum said, “but we leave haf their land untouched! Even Northumbriais
only haf garrisoned. Mercia has sent men to Wessex, and they’ re supposed to be on our sde. Wewin,
Ravn, but we don'’t finish thejob.”

“And how do we do that?’ Ravn asked.

“More men, more ships, more deaths.”

“Degths?’

“Kill them dl!” Guthrum said with a sudden vehemence. “Every last one! Not a Saxon dive.”

“Even thewomen?’ Ravn asked.



“We could leave some young ones,” Guthrum said grudgingly, then scowled a me. “What are you
looking at, boy?’

“Your bone, lord,” | said nodding at the gold-tipped bone hanging in his hair.

He touched the bone. “1t' s one of my mother’sribs,” he said. “ She was a good woman, awonderful
woman, and she goeswith me wherever | go. Y ou could do worse, Ravn, than make a song for my
mother. Y ou knew her, didn’t you?’

“I didindeed,” Ravn said blandly. “1 knew her well enough, Guthrum, to worry that | lack the poetic
skillsto make asong worthy of such anillustrious woman.”

The mockery flew straight past Guthrum the Unlucky. “Y ou could try,” he said. “You could try, and |
would pay much gold for agood song about her.”

Hewas mad, | thought, mad as an owl a midday, and then | forgot him because the army of Wessex
was ahead, barring our road and offering battle.

The dragon banner of Wessex was flying on the summit of along low hill that lay athwart our road. To
reach Abbanduna, which evidently lay a short way beyond the hill and was hidden by it, we would need
to attack up the dope and across that ridge of open grasdand, but to the north, where the hillsfell avay
to theriver Temes, there was atrack along the river, which suggested we might skirt the enemy position.
To stop us he would need to come down the hill and give battle on level ground.

Halfdan cdled the Danish |leaders together and they talked for along time, evidently disagreeing about
what should be done. Some men wanted to attack uphill and scatter the enemy where they were, but
others advised fighting the West Saxonsin theflat river meadows, and in the end Earl Guthrum the
Unlucky persuaded them to do both. That, of course, meant splitting our army into two, but even so |
thought it was aclever idea. Ragnar, Guthrum, and the two earls Sidroc would go down to the lower
ground, thus threatening to pass by the enemy-held hill, while Halfdan, with Harald and Bagseg, would
stay on the high ground and advance toward the dragon banner on the ridge. That way the enemy might
hesitate to attack Ragnar for fear that Halfdan’ s troops would fal on their rear. Most likely, Ragnar said,
the enemy would decide not to fight at all, but instead retreat to AHbbanduna where we could besiege
them. “ Better to have them penned in afortress than roaming around,” he said cheerfully.

“Better dill,” Ravn commented drily, “not to divide thearmy.”
“They' reonly West Saxons,” Ragnar said dismissively.

It was dready afternoon and, because it was winter, the day was short so there was not much time,
though Ragnar thought there was more than enough daylight remaining to finish off Ahered stroops.
Men touched their charms, kissed sword hilts, hefted shields; then we were marching down the hill, going
off the chalk grasdandsinto theriver valley. Once there, we were half hidden by the leafless trees, but
now and again | could glimpse Halfdan’s men advancing dong the hillcrestsand | could see there were
West Saxon troops waiting for them, which suggested that Guthrum'’ s plan was working and that we
could march clear around the enemy’ s northern flank. “What we do then,” Ragnar said, “isclimb up
behind them, and the bastards will be trapped. We Il kill them al!”

“One of them hasto stay dive,” Ravn said.

“One?Why?’



“Totell thetale, of course. Look for their poet. HE |l be handsome. Find him and let him live.”

Ragnar laughed. There were, | suppose, about eight hundred of us, dightly fewer than the contingent that
had stayed with Halfdan, and the enemy army was probably dightly larger than our two forces combined,
but we were al warriors and many of the West Saxon fyrd were farmers forced to war and so we saw
nothing but victory.

Then, as our leading troops marched out of an cakwood, we saw the enemy had followed our example
and divided their own army into two. One half was waiting on the hill for Halfdan while the other haf had
cometo meet us.

Alfred led our opponents. | knew that because | could see Beocca s red hair and, later on, | glimpsed
Alfred’ slong anxious face in the fighting. His brother, King Athdred, had stayed on the heights where,
ingtead of waiting for Halfdan to assault him, he was advancing to make his own attack. The Saxons, it
seemed, were avid for battle.

So we gaveit to them.

Our forces made shield wedges to attack their shield wall. We caled on Odin, we howled our war cries,
we charged, and the West Saxon line did not bregk, it did not buckle, but instead held fast and so the
daughterwork began.

Ravn told me time and again that destiny was everything. Fate rules. The three spinners Sit at the foot of
the tree of life and they make our lives and we are their playthings, and though we think we make our
own choices, dl our fatesarein the spinners threads. Destiny is everything, and that day, though | did
not know it, my destiny was spun.Wyrd bi ful araad, fateis unstoppable.

Wheat isthereto say of the battle that the West Saxons said happened at aplace they called Asc' s Hill?1
assume Asc was the thegn who had once owned the land, and hisfieds received arich tilth of blood and
bone that day. The poets could fill athousand linestelling what happened, but battle is battle. Men die. In
the shield wall it is swest, terror, cramp, haf blows, full blows, screaming, and cruel desth.

Therewereredly two battles at Asc’ s Hill, the one above and the other below, and the deaths came
swiftly. Harald and Bagseg died, Sidroc the Older watched his son die and then was cut down himself,
and with him died Earl Osbern and Earl Fraena, and so many other good warriors, and the Christian
priests were calling on their God to give the West Saxon swords strength, and that day Odin was
deeping and the Christian God was avake.

We were driven back. On top of the hill and in the valley we were driven back, and it was only the
weariness of the enemy that stopped afull daughter and let our survivorsretreat from the fight, leaving
their companions behind in their death blood. Toki was one of them. The shipmaster, so full of sword
skill, died in the ditch behind which Alfred’ s shield wall had waited for us. Ragnar, blood al over hisface
and with enemy’ s blood matted in his unbound hair, could not believe it. The West Saxons were jeering.

The West Saxons had fought like fiends, like men inspired, like men who know their whole future rested
on awinter afternoon’ swork, and they had beaten us.

Destiny isdl. We were defested and went back to Readingum.
SX

These days, whenever Englishmen talk of the battle of Asc’sHill, they speak of God giving the West
Saxons the victory because King Athelred and his brother Alfred were praying when the Danes



appeared.

Maybethey areright. | can well believe that Alfred was praying, but it helped that he chose his position
wdll. His shidd wal was just beyond a deep, winter-flooded ditch and the Danes had to fight their way
up from that mud-bottomed trough and they died as they came, and men who would rather have been
farmersthan warriors beat off an assault of sword Danes, and Alfred led the farmers, encouraged them,
told them they could win, and put hisfaith in God. | think the ditch was the reason that he won, but he
would doubtless have said that God dug the ditch.

Halfdan lost aswell. He was attacking uphill, climbing a smooth gentle dope, but it waslate in the day
and the sun wasin hismen’'s eyes, or o they said afterward, and King Athelred, like Alfred, encouraged
hismen so well that they launched a howling downhill attack that bit deep into Halfdan' s ranks that
became discouraged when they saw the lower army retreating from Alfred’ s stubborn defense. There
were no angels with fiery swords present, despite what the priests now say. At least | saw none. There
was awaterlogged ditch, there was a battle, the Daneslost, and destiny changed.

| did not know the Danes could lose, but at fourteen yearsold | learned that lesson, and for thefirst time
| heard Saxon cheers and jeers, and something hidden in my soul stirred.

And we went back to Readingum.

There was plenty morefighting aswinter turned to spring and spring to summer. New Danes came with
the new year, and our ranks were thus restored, and we won al our subsequent encounters with the
West Saxons, twice fighting them at Basengasin Hamptonscir, then at Mereton, which wasin Wiltunscir
and thus deep insde their territory, and again in Wiltunscir at Wiltun, and each time we won, which meant
we held the battlefield at day’ s end, but at none of those clashes did we destroy the enemy. Instead we
wore each other out, fought each other to abloody standstill, and as summer caressed the land we were
no nearer conquering Wessex than we had been at Yule.

But we did manageto kill King Athelred. That happened a Wiltun where the king received a deep ax
wound to hisleft shoulder and, though he was hurried from the field, and though priests and monks
prayed over hissickbed, and though cunning men treated him with herbs and |leeches, he died after afew

days.

And heleft an heir, an aghding, Agthelwold. He was Prince Agthelwold, eldest son of Agthelred, but he
was not old enough to be his own master for, like me, he was only fourteen, yet even so some men
proclaimed hisright to be named the King of Wessex, but Alfred had far more powerful friendsand he
deployed the legend of the pope having invested him asthe future king. The legend must have worked its
magic for, sure enough, at the meseting of the Wessex witan, which was the assembly of nobles, bishops,
and powerful men, Alfred was acclaimed as the new king. Perhaps the witan had no choice. Wessex,
after al, was desperately fighting off Hafdan’' sforces and it would have been abad time to make aboy
into aking. Wessex needed aleader and so the witan chose Alfred, and A&thelwold and his younger
brother were whisked off to an abbey where they weretold to get on with their lessons. “ Alfred should
have murdered the little bastards,” Ragnar told me cheerfully, and he was probably right.

So Alfred, the youngest of six brothers, was now the King of Wessex. The year was 871. | did not know
it then, but Alfred’ swife had just given birth to adaughter he named Agthelflaed. Athdflaed wasfourteen
years younger than me and even if | had known of her birth I would have dismissed it as unimportant. But
destiny isdl. The spinnerswork and we do their will whether we will it or not.

Alfred sfirst act asking, other than to bury his brother and put his nephews away in amonastery and
have himsdlf crowned and go to church ahundred times and weary God' s ears with unceasing prayers,



was to send messengers to Halfdan proposing a conference. He wanted peace, it seemed, and asit was
midsummer and we were no nearer to victory than we had been at midwinter, Halfdan agreed to the
meeting, and so, with hisarmy’ sleaders and abodyguard of picked men, he went to Baum.

| went too, with Ragnar, Ravn, and Brida. Rorik, still sick, stayed in Readingum and | was sorry hedid
not see Baum for, though it was only asmall town, it was dmost as marvelous as Lundene. Therewasa
bath in the town’ s center, not asmal tub, but an enormous building with pillars and a crumbling roof
above agreat stone hollow that was filled with hot water. The water came from the underworld and
Ragnar was certain that it was heated by the forges of the dwarves. The bath, of course, had been built
by the Romans, as had dl the other extraordinary buildingsin Baum’svalley. Not many men wanted to
get into the bath because they feared water even though they loved their ships, but Bridaand | went in
and | discovered she could swim like afish. | clung to the edge and marveled at the strange experience of
having hot weater dl over my naked skin.

Beoccafound usthere. The center of Baum was covered by atruce, which meant no man could carry
weapons there, and West Saxons and Danes mixed amicably enough in the streets so there was nothing
to stop Beocca searching for me. He came to the bath with two other priests, both gloomy-looking men
with running noses, and they watched as Beocca leaned down to me. “1 saw you comein here,” he said.
Then he noticed Brida who was swimming underwater, her long black hair streaming. She reared up and
he could not miss her small breasts and he recoiled as though she were the devil’shandmaid. “She'sa
girl, Uhtred!”

“I know,” | said.
113 Nd(m!”
“Godisgood,” | sad.

He stepped forward to dap me, but | pushed myself away from the edge of the bath and he nearly fdl in.
The other two priests were staring at Brida. God knows why. They probably had wives, but priests, |
have found, get very excited about women. So do warriors, but we do not shake like aspensjust
because agirl shows us her tits. Beoccatried to ignore her, though that was difficult because Brida siwvam
up behind me and put her arms around my waist. “Y ou must dip away,” Beoccawhispered to me.

“Sip avay?’

“From the pagansl Cometo our quarters. We'll hide you.”
“Whoishe?’ Bridaasked me. She spokein Danish.
“Hewasapriest | knew at home,” | said.

“Ugly, isn't he?’ shesaid.

“Y ou have to come,” Beocca hissed at me. “We need you!”
“Y ou need me?’

Heleaned even closer. “ There' sunrest in Northumbria, Uhtred. Y ou must have heard what happened.”
He paused to make the sign of the cross. “ All those monks and nuns daughtered! They were murdered!
A terriblething, Uhtred, but God will not be mocked. Thereisto bearising in Northumbriaand Alfred
will encourageit. If we can say that Uhtred of Bebbanburg ison our sideit will help!”

| doubted it would help at dl. | was fourteen and hardly old enough to inspire men into making suicida



attacks on Danish strongholds. “She'snot aDane,” | told Beocca, who | did not think would have said
these thingsif he believed Brida could understand them. * Shel sfrom East Anglia.”

He gared at her. “East Anglia?’

| nodded, then let mischief have itsway. “ She' sthe niece of King Edmund,” 1 lied, and Bridagiggled and
ran ahand down my body to try and make me laugh.

Beocca made the sign of the cross again. “Poor man! A martyr! Poor girl.” Then hefrowned. “But...” he
began, then stopped, quite incapable of understanding why the dreaded Danes alowed two of their
prisonersto frolic naked in abath of hot water. Then he closed his squinty eyes because he saw where
Brida s hand had cometo rest. “We must get you both out of here,” he said urgently, “to aplace where
you can learn God' sways.”

“I should likethat,” | said and Brida squeezed so hard that | dmost cried out in pain.

“Our quarters are to the south of here,” Beocca said, “ acrossthe river and on top of the hill. Go there,
Uhtred, and we shdll take you away. Both of you.”

Of course | did no such thing. | told Ragnar who laughed at my invention that Bridawas King Edmund’s
niece, and shrugged at the news that there would be an uprising in Northumbria. “There are dways
rumors of revolts” hesaid, “and they dl end the same way.”

“Hewasvery certain,” | said.

“All it meansisthat they’ ve sent monksto stir up trouble. | doubt it will amount to much. Anyway, once
we' ve settled Alfred we can go back. Go home, eh?”

But settling with Alfred was not as easy as Halfdan or Ragnar had supposed. It was true that Alfred was
the supplicant and that he wanted peace because the Danish forces had been raiding deep into Wessex,
but he was not ready to collgpse as Burghred had yielded in Mercia. When Halfdan proposed that Alfred
stay king, but that the Danes occupy the chief West Saxon forts, Alfred threastened to walk out and
continuethewar. “Youinsult me,” he said camly. “If you wish to take the fortresses, then come and take
them.”

“Wewill,” Halfdan threatened and Alfred merely shrugged asif to say the Daneswere welcometo try,
but Halfdan knew, as dl the Danes knew, that their campaign had failed. It was true that we had scoured
large swaths of Wessex, we had taken much treasure, daughtered or captured livestock, burned mills
and homes and churches, but the price had been high. Many of our best men were dead or else so badly
wounded that they would be forced to live off their lords' charity for the rest of their days. We had dso
failed to take asingle West Saxon fortress, which meant that when winter came we would be forced to
withdraw to the safety of Lundene or Mercia.

Y et if the Danes were exhausted by the campaign, so were the West Saxons. They had aso lost many of
their best men, they had lost treasure, and Alfred was worried that the Britons, the ancient enemy who
had been defeated by his ancestors, might flood out of their fastnessesin Wales and Cornwalum. Y et
Alfred would not succumb to hisfears, he would not meekly givein to Halfdan' s demands, though he
knew he must meet some of them, and so the bargaining went on for aweek and | was surprised by
Alfred’ s stubbornness.

Hewas not an impressive man to look at. There was something spindly about him, and hislong face had
awesk cadt, but that was a deception. He never smiled as he faced Halfdan, he rarely took those clever
brown eyes off hisenemy’ sface, he pressed his point tedioudy, and he was dways calm, never raising



his voice even when the Danes were screaming at him. “What we want,” he explained again and again,
“ispeace. You need it, and it ismy duty to giveit to my country. So you will leave my country.” His
priests, Beoccaamong them, wrote down every word, filling precious sheets of parchment with endless
lines of script. They must have used every drop of ink in Wessex to record that meeting and | doubt
anyone ever read the whole record.

Not that the meetings went on al day. Alfred inssted they could not start until he had attended church,
and he broke at midday for more prayer, and he finished before sundown so that he could return to the
church. How that man prayed! But his patient bargaining was just as remorseless, and in the end Halfdan
agreed to evacuate Wessex, but only on payment of six thousand pieces of silver and, to make sure it
was paid, heingsted that hisforces must remain in Readingum where Alfred was required to ddliver three
wagons of fodder daily and five wagons of rye grain. When the slver was paid, Hafdan promised, the
shipswould dide back down the Temes and Wessex would be free of pagans. Alfred argued against
dlowing the Danesto stay in Readingum, inssting that they withdraw east of Lundene, but in the end,
desperate for peace, he accepted that they could remain in the town and so, with solemn oaths on both
sides, the peace was made.

| was not there when the conference ended, nor was Brida. We had been there most days, serving as
Ravn’s eyesin the big Roman hal where the talking went on, but when we got bored, or rather when
Ravn wastired of our boredom, we would go to the bath and swim. | loved that water.

We were swvimming on the day before the talking finished. There were just the two of usin the great
echoing chamber. | liked to stand where the water gushed in from aholein astone, letting it cascade
over my long hair, and | was standing there, eyes closed, when | heard Brida squed. | opened my eyes
and just then apair of strong hands gripped my shoulders. My skin was dippery and | twisted away, but
aman in aleather coat jumped into the bath, told me to be quiet, and seized me again. Two other men
were wading across the pool, using long staves to shepherd Bridato the water’ s edge. “What areyou...”
| began to ask, using Danish.

“Quiet, boy,” one of the men answered. He was a West Saxon and there were a dozen of them, and
when they had pulled our wet naked bodies out of the water they wrapped usin big, stinking cloaks,
scooped up our clothes, and hurried us away. | shouted for help and was rewarded by a thump on my
head that might have stunned an ox.

We were pushed over the saddles of two horses and then we traveled for some time with men mounted
behind us, and the cloaks were only taken off at the top of the big hill that overlooks Baum from the
south. And there, beaming at us, was Beocca. “Y ou are rescued, lord,” he said to me, “ praise Almighty
God, you arerescued! Asareyou, my lady,” he added to Brida

| could only stare at him. Rescued? Kidnapped, more like. Bridalooked at me, and | &t her, and she
gave the smallest shake of her head asif to suggest we should keep silent, at least | took it to mean that,
and did so. Then Beoccatold usto get dressed.

| had dipped my hammer amulet and my arm ringsinto my belt pouch when | undressed and | |ft them
there as Beocca hurried usinto anearby church, little more than awood and straw shack that was no
bigger than a peasant’ s pigsty, and there he gave thanks to God for our ddliverance. Afterward he took
usto anearby hall where we wereintroduced to AHswith, Alfred’ swife, who was attended by adozen
women, three of them nuns, and guarded by a score of heavily armed men.

A swith was asmal woman with mouse-brown hair, smal eyes, asmal mouth, and avery determined
chin. She was wearing ablue dress that had angels embroidered in silver thread about its skirt and about
the hem of itswide deeves, and she wore aheavy crucifix of gold. A baby wasin awooden cradle



beside her and later, much later, | redlized that the baby must have been Agthelflaed, so that wasthe very
firgt time | ever saw her, though | thought nothing of it at thetime. AHswith welcomed me, speaking in the
distinctive tones of aMercian, and after she had enquired about my parentage, she told me we had to be
related because her father was Athelred who had been an ealdorman in Mercia, and hewasfirst cousin
to the late lamented Agthewulf whose body | had seen outside Readingum. “And now you,” she turned to
Brida, “Father Beoccatdls me you are niece to the holy King Edmund?’

Bridajust nodded.

“But who are your parents?’ A swith demanded, frowning. “Edmund had no brothers, and histwo ssters
arenuns.”

“Hild,” Bridasaid. | knew that had been the name of her aunt, whom Brida had hated.

“Hild?" Aswith was puzzled, more than puzzled, suspicious. “Neither of good King Edmund ssstersare
cdled Hild”

“I"'m not hisniece,” Bridaconfessed in asmall voice.

“Ah.” Aswith leaned back in her chair, her sharp face showing the look of satisfaction some people
assume when they have caught aliar telling an untruth.

“But | wastaught to call him uncle,” Bridawent on, surprisng me, for | thought she had found hersdf in
an impossible quandary and was confessing thelie, but instead, | redlized, she was embroidering it. “My
mother was called Hild and she had no husband but sheinssted | call King Edmund uncle,” she spokein
asmdl, frightened voice, “and he liked that.”

“Heliked it?” AHswith snapped. “Why?’

“Because,” Bridasaid, and then blushed, and how she made hersdlf blush | do not know, but she
lowered her eyes, reddened, and looked as if she were about to burst into tears.

“Ah,” AHswith said again, catching on to the girl’ smeaning and blushing hersdlf. “ So hewasyour...” She
did not finish, not wanting to accuse the dead and holy King Edmund of having fathered a bastard on
some woman called Hild.

“Yes,” Bridasaid, and actudly started crying. | stared up at the hall’ s smoke-blackened rafters and tried
not to laugh. “Hewas ever so kind to me,” Brida sobbed, “and the nasty Daneskilled him!”

Alswith plainly believed Brida. Folk usually do believe the worst in other folk, and the saintly King
Edmund was now reved ed as a secret womanizer, though that did not stop him eventually becoming a
saint, but it did condemn Brida because AHswith now proposed that she be sent to some nunnery in
southern Wessex. Bridamight have roya blood, but it was plainly tainted by sin, so AHswith wanted her
locked away for life. “Yes,” Bridaagreed meekly, and | had to pretend | was choking in the smoke.
Then Aswith presented us both with crucifixes. She had two ready, both of silver, but she whispered to
one of the nuns and asmall wooden one was subgtituted for one of the silver crucifixes and that one was
presented to Bridawhile| recelved asilver onewhich | obediently hung about my neck. | kissed mine,
which impressed AHswith, and Brida hurriedly imitated me, but nothing she could do now would impress
Alfred swife. Bridawas a salf-condemned bastard.

Alfred returned from Baum after nightfal and | had to accompany him to church where the prayers and
praises went on forever. Four monks chanted, their droning voices haf sending meto deep, and
afterward, for it did eventually end, | wasinvited to join Alfred for ameal. Beoccaimpressed on me that



thiswas an honor, that not many folk were asked to et with the king, but | had eaten with Danish
chieftains who never seemed to mind who shared their table so long asthey did not spitinthe grud, sol
was not flattered. | was hungry, though. | could have eaten awhole roasted ox and | wasimpatient as we
ceremonialy washed our handsin basins of water held by the servants and then as we stood by our
stools and chairs as Alfred and A swith were conducted to the table. A bishop alowed the food to cool
as he said an interminable prayer asking God to bless what we were abouit to est, and then at last we s,
but what a disappointment that supper was! No pork, no beef, no mutton, not athing a man might want
to eat, but only curds, leeks, soft eggs, bread, diluted ale, and barley boiled into agelid broth as palatable
asfrogspawn. Alfred kept saying how good it was, but in the end he did confess that he was afflicted
with terrible painsin hisbelly and that this paplike diet kept the agony at bay.

“Theking isamartyr to meat,” Beocca explained to me. He was one of the three priests at the high table,
another of whom was a bishop who had no teeth and mashed his bread into the broth with a candlestick,
and there were aso two ealdormen and, of course, A swith who did much of the talking. She was
oppasing the nation of alowing the Danesto stay in Readingum, but in the end Alfred said he had no
choice and that it was asmall concession to make for peace, and that ended the discussion. A swith did
rgjoice that her hushand had negotiated the release of all the young hostages held by Hafdan’ sarmy,
which Alfred had ingsted on for he feared those young oneswould be led away from the true church. He
looked at me as he spoke about that, but | took little notice, being far more interested in one of the
servantswho was ayoung girl, perhapsfour or five years older than me, who was startlingly pretty with a
mass of black-ringleted hair and | wondered if she wasthe girl who Alfred kept close so he could thank
God for giving him the strength to resist temptation. Later, much later, | discovered she was the same girl.
Her name was Merewennaand | thanked God, in time, for not resisting temptation with her, but that lies
far ahead in my tale, and for now | was at Alfred’ sdisposal or, rather, at AHswith's.

“Uhtred must learn to read,” she said. What businessit was of hers| did not know, but no one disputed
her statement.

“Amen,” Beoccasad.
“The monks at Winburnan can teach him,” she suggested.
“A very good idea, my lady,” Beocca said, and the toothless bishop nodded and dribbled his approval .

“Abbot Hewdd isavery diligent teacher,” Aswith said. In truth Abbot Hewad was one of those
bastards who would rather whip the young than teach them, but doubtless that was what A swith meant.

“I rather think,” Alfred put in, “that young Uhtred’ sambition isto beawarrior.”

“Intime, if God willsit, hewill be’ Aswith said, “but what useis asoldier who cannot read God's
word?”’

“Amen,” Beoccasaid.

“Nouseat adl,” Alfred agreed. | thought teaching a soldier to read was about as much use asteaching a
dog to dance, but said nothing, though Alfred sensed my skepticism. “Why isit good for asoldier to
read, Uhtred?’ he demanded of me.

“Itisgood for everyoneto read,” | said dutifully, earning asmile from Beocca.

“A soldier who reads,” Alfred said patiently, “isasoldier who can read orders, a soldier who will know
what his king wants. Suppose you are in Northumbria, Uhtred, and | am in Wessex. How ese will you
know my will?”



That was breathtaking, though | wastoo young to redlizeit a thetime. If | wasin Northumbriaand he
was in Wessex, then | was none of his damned business, but of course Alfred was aready thinking
ahead, far ahead, to atime when there would be one English kingdom and one English king. | just gaped
at him and he smiled a me. “ So Winburnan it is, young man,” he said, “and the sooner you are there, the
better.”

“The sooner?” AHswith knew nothing of this suggested haste and was sharply suspicious.

“The Danes, my dear,” Alfred explained, “will ook for both children. If they discover they are here they
may well demand their return.”

“But al hostages are to befreed,” AHswith objected. “Y ou said so yourself.”

“Was Uhtred ahostage?’ Alfred asked softly, staring at me. “Or was he in danger of becoming a Dane?’
He left the questions hanging, and | did not try to answer them. “We must make you into atrue
Englishman,” Alfred said, “s0 you must go south inthe morning. Y ou and the girl.”

“Thegirl doesn’'t matter,” AHswith said dismissvely. Bridahad been sent to eat with the kitchen daves.

“If the Danes discover she's Edmund’ s bastard,” one of the ealdormen observed, “they’ Il use her to
destroy hisreputation.”

“She never told them that,” | piped up, “because she thought they might mock him.”

“There ssomegood in her then,” AHswith said grudgingly. She helped hersef to one of the soft-boiled
eggs. “But what will you do,” she demanded of her husband, “if the Danes accuse you of rescuing the
children?’

“I shdl lie, of course,” Alfred said. AHswith blinked at him, but the bishop mumbled that the lie would be
for God and so forgivable.

| had no intention of going to Winburnan. That was not because | was suddenly avid to be aDane, but it
had everything to do with Serpent-Bresath. | loved that sword, and | had left it with Ragnar’ s servants,
and | wanted her back before my life took whatever path the spinnersrequired of me and, to be sure, |
had no wish to give up life with Ragnar for the scant joys of amonastery and ateacher. Brida, | knew,
wished to go back to the Danes, and it was Alfred’ s sensible ins stence that we be removed from Baum
as 00N as possible that gave us our opportunity.

We were sent away the next morning, before dawn, going south into a hilly country and escorted by a
dozen warriors who resented the job of taking two children deep into the heartland of Wessex. | was
given ahorse, Bridawas provided with amule, and ayoung priest caled Willibald was officidly put in
charge of ddivering Bridato a nunnery and meto Abbot Hewald. Father Willibald was anice man with
an easy smile and akind manner. He could imitate bird calls and made us laugh by inventing a
conversation between a quarrel some fieldfare with its chack-chack call and a soaring skylark, then he
made us guess what birds he was imitating, and that entertainment, mixed in with some harmlessriddies,
took usto a settlement high above a soft-flowing river in the heavily wooded countryside. The soldiers
insisted on stopping there because they said the horses needed arest. “ They redlly need de,” Willibald
told us, and shrugged asif it was understandable.

It was awarm day. The horses were hobbled outside the hall, the soldiers got their ale, bread, and
cheese, then sat in acircle and threw dice and grumbled, leaving usto Willibad’ s supervison, but the
young priest stretched out on a half-collgpsed haystack and fell adeep in the sunlight. | looked at Brida,
shelooked at me, and it was as smple asthat. We crept dong the side of the hall, circled an enormous



dung heap, dodged through some pigs that rooted in afield, wriggled through a hedge, and then we were
in woodland where we both started to laugh. “My mother indsted | call him uncle,” Bridasaid in her
amadl voice, “and the nasty Daneskilled him,” and we both thought that was the funniest thing we had
ever heard, and then we came to our senses and hurried northward.

It was along time before the soldiers searched for us, and later they brought hunting dogs from the hall
where they had purchased ae, but by then we had waded up a stream, changed direction again, found
higher ground, and hidden ourselves. They did not find us, though al afternoon we could hear the hounds
baying in the valley. They must have been searching the riverbank, thinking we had gone there, but we
were safe and done and high.

They searched for two days, never coming close, and on the third day we saw Alfred’ sroya cavalcade
riding south on the road under the hill. The meeting at Baum was over, and that meant the Danes were
retreating to Readingum and neither of us had any idea how to reach Readingum, but we knew we had
traveled west to reach Baum, so that was a start, and we knew we had to find the river Temes, and our
only two problems were food and the need to avoid being caught.

That was agood time. We stole milk from the udders of cows and goats. We had no wegpons, but we
fashioned cudgels from fallen branches and used them to thresten some poor old man who was patiently
digging aditch and had a small sack with bread and pease pudding for his meal, and we stole that, and
we caught fish with our hands, atrick that Bridataught me, and we lived in the woods. | wore my
hammer amulet again. Brida had thrown away her wooden crucifix, but | kept the silver onefor it was
vauable.

After afew dayswe began traveling by night. We were both frightened at first, for the night iswhen the
sceadugengan stir from their hiding places, but we became good at traversing the darkness. We skirted
farms, following the sars, and we learned how to move without noise, how to be shadows. One night
something large and growling came close and we heard it shifting, pawing the ground, and we both beat
at the leaf mold with our cudgels and yelped and the thing went away. A boar? Perhaps. Or perhaps one
of the shapeless, namel ess sceadugengan that curdle dreams.

We had to cross arange of high, bare hills where we managed to sted alamb before the shepherd's
dogs even knew we were there. We it afire in the woods north of the hills and cooked the mest, and the
next night we found the river. We did not know what river, but it was wide, it flowed beneath deep trees,
and nearby was a settlement where we saw asmall round boat made of bent willow sticks covered with
goatskin. That night we stole the boat and let it carry us downstream, past settlements, under bridges,
ever going eadt.

Wedid not know it, but the river was the Temes, and so we came safe to Readingum.

Rorik had died. He had been sick for so long, but there were times when he had seemed to recover, but
whatever illness carried him away had done so swiftly and Bridaand | reached Readingum on the day
that his body was burned. Ragnar, in tears, stood by the pyre and watched as the flames consumed his
son. A sword, abridle, ahammer amulet, and amode ship had been placed on the fire, and after it was
done the melted metal was placed with the ashesin agreat pot that Ragnar buried close to the Temes.
“Y ou are my second son now,” hetold methat night, and then remembered Brida, “and you are my
daughter.” He embraced us both, then got drunk. The next morning he wanted to ride out and kill West
Saxons, but Ravn and Hafdan restrained him.

Thetruce was holding. Bridaand | had only been gone alittle over three weeks and already thefirst



Slver was coming to Readingum, along with fodder and food. Alfred, it seemed, wasaman of hisword
and Ragnar was aman of grief. “How will | tell Sigrid?’ he wanted to know.

“Itisbad for aman to have only one son,” Ravn told me, “amost as bad as having none. | had three, but
only Ragnar lives. Now only hiseldest lives.” Ragnar the Y ounger was ill in Irdland.

“He can have another son,” Bridasaid.
“Not from Sigrid,” Ravn said. “But he could take a second wife, | suppose. It is sometimes done.”

Ragnar had given me back Serpent-Breath, and another arm ring. He gave aring to Bridatoo, and he
took some consolation from the story of our escape. We had to tell it to Halfdan and to Guthrum the
Unlucky, who stared at us dark-eyed as we described the meal with Alfred, and Alfred’ splansto
educate me, and even grief-stricken Ragnar laughed when Bridaretold the story of how she had claimed
to be King Edmund’ s bastard.

“This Queen Aswith,” Hafdan wanted to know, “what is she like?’

“No queen,” | said. “The West Saxonswon't have queens.” Beocca had told methat. “ Sheis merely the
king swife”

“Sheisaweasd pretending to be athrush,” Bridasaid.

“Isshe pretty?” Guthrum asked.

“A pinched face” Bridasaid, “and piggy eyes and apursed mouth.”

“He Il get no joy therethen,” Halfdan said. “Why did he marry her?”’

“Because she'sfrom Mercia” Ravn said, “and Alfred would have Merciaon hissde.”
“Merciabeongsto us” Hafdan growled.

“But Alfred would take it back,” Ravn said, “and what we should do is send shipswith rich giftsfor the
Britons. If they attack from Wa es and Cornwa um then he must divide hisarmy.”

That was an unfortunate thing to say, for Halfdan till smarted from the memory of dividing hisown army
at Aesc’'sHill, and he just scowled into hisade. So far as| know he never did send giftsto the Britons,
and it would have been agood ideaiif he had, but he was distracted by hisfailure to take Wessex, and
there were rumors of unrest in both Northumbria.and Mercia The Danes had captured so much of
England so quickly that they had never redly subdued their conquest, nor did they hold dl the fortresses
in the conquered land and o revoltsflared like heathland fires. They were easily put down, but untended
they would spread and become dangerous. It was time, Halfdan said, to stamp on the fires and to cow
the conquered English into terrified submission. Once that was done, once Northumbria, Mercia, and
East Angliawere quiet, the attack on Wessex could be resumed.

Thelast of Alfred’ sslver came and the Danish army rel eased the young hostages, including the Mercian
twins, and the rest of uswent back to Lundene. Ragnar dug up the pot with hisyounger son’s ashes and
carried it downstream onWind-Viper. “I shdl takeit home,” hetold me, “and bury him with hisown

people.”

We could not travel north that year. It was autumn when we reached L undene and so we had to wait
through the winter, and it was not till spring that Ragnar’ sthree shipsleft the Temes and sailed north. |
was fifteen then, and growing fast so that | was suddenly a head taller than most men, and Ragnar made



me take the steering oar. He taught me to guide aship, how to anticipate the buffet of wind or wave, and
how to heave on the steering oar before the ship veered. | learned the subtle touch, though at first the
ship swayed drunkenly as| put too much pressure on the oar, but intime | cameto fed the ship’swill in
thelong oar’ s shaft and learned to love the quiver in the ash as the deek hull gained her full speed.

“| shdl make you my second son,” Ragnar told me on that voyage.
| did not know what to say.

“I shdl dwaysfavor my edest,” he went on, meaning Ragnar the Y ounger, “but you shall ill beasason
tome”

“I would likethat,” | said awkwardly. | gazed at the distant shore that was flecked by the little dun sails
of the fishing boats that were fleeing from our ships. “I am honored,” | said.

“Uhtred Ragnarson,” he said, trying it out, and he must have liked the sound of it for he smiled, but then
he thought of Rorik again and the tears came to his eyes and he just stared eastward into the empty sea.

That night we dept in the mouth of the Humber.

And two dayslater came back to Eoferwic.

The king's palace had been repaired. 1t had new shutters on its high windows and the roof was freshly
thatched with golden rye straw. The palace’ s old Roman walls had been scrubbed so that the lichen was
gone from the joints between the stones. Guards stood at the outer gate and, when Ragnar demanded
entry, they curtly told him to wait and | thought he would draw his sword, but before his anger could
erupt Kjartan gppeared. “My lord Ragnar,” he said sourly.

“Since when does aDane wait & this gate?’ Ragnar demanded.

“Sincel ordered it,” Kjartan retorted, and there wasinsolence in his voice. He, like the palace, looked
prosperous. He wore a cloak of black bear fur, had tall boots, achain mail tunic, ared leather sword
belt, and amost as many arm rings as Ragnar. “No one enters here without my permission,” Kjartan
went on, “but of course you are welcome, Earl Ragnar.” He stepped aside to let Ragnar, mysdlf, and
three of Ragnar’ smen into the big hall where, five years before, my uncle had tried to buy me from Ivar.
“I seeyou dill have your English pet,” Kjartan said, looking a me.

“Go on seeing while you have eyes,” Ragnar said cardlesdy. “Isthe king here?’
“He only grants audience to those people who arrange to see him,” Kjartan said.

Ragnar sghed and turned on his erstwhile shipmagter. “You itch melikealouse,” hesad, “and if it
pleasesyou, Kjartan, we shall lay the hazdl rods and meet man to man. And if that does not please you,
then fetch the king because | would speak with him.”

Kjartan bridled, but decided he did not want to face Ragnar’ s sword in afighting space marked by hazel
branches, and so, with anill grace, he went into the palace’ s back rooms. He made uswait long enough,
but eventualy King Egbert appeared, and with him were six guards who included one-eyed Sven who
now looked as wedlthy as hisfather. Big too, amost astall as| was, with abroad chest and hugdly
muscled ams.

Egbert looked nervous but did his best to appear regd. Ragnar bowed to him, then said there were tales



of unrest in Northumbriaand that Halfdan had sent him north to quell any such disturbances. “ Thereisno
unrest,” Egbert said, but in such afrightened voice that | thought he would piss his breeches.

“Therewere disturbancesin theinland hills” Kjartan said dismissively, “but they ended.” He patted his
sword to show what had ended them.

Ragnar persevered, but learned nothing more. A few men had evidently risen againgt the Danes, there
had been ambushes on the road leading to the west coast, the perpetrators had been hunted down and
killed, and that was dll Kjartan would say. “Northumbriais safe,” hefinished, “so you can return to
Halfdan, my lord, and keep on trying to defeat Wessex.”

Ragnar ignored that last barb. “I shdl go to my home,” he said, “bury my son, and live in peace.”

Sven was fingering his sword hilt and looking at me sourly with his one eye, but while the enmity between
us, and between Ragnar and Kjartan, was obvious, no one made trouble and we |eft. The shipswere
hauled onto shore, the silver fetched from Readingum was shared out among the crews, and we went
home carrying Rorik’ s ashes.

Sigrid wailed at the news. Shetore her dress and tangled her hair and screamed, the other women joined
her, and aprocession carried Rorik’ s ashes to the top of the nearest hill where the pot was buried.
Afterward Ragnar stayed there, looking across the hills and watching the white clouds sail acrossthe
western sky.

We stayed home all the rest of that year. There were cropsto grow, hay to cut, aharvest to regp and to
grind. We made cheese and butter. Merchants and travel ers brought news, but none from Wessex
where, it seemed, Alfred il ruled and had his peace, and so that kingdom remained, the last one of
England. Ragnar sometimes spoke of returning there, carrying his sword to gain moreriches, but the fight
seemed to have gone from him that summer. He sent a message to Ireland, asking that his eldest son
come home, but such messages were not reliable and Ragnar the Y ounger did not come that year.
Ragnar aso thought of Thyra, hisdaughter. “He saysit’ stime | married,” she said to me one day aswe
churned butter.

“You?' | laughed.
“I'm nearly thirteen!” she said defiantly.
“Soyou are. Who'll marry you?’

She shrugged. “Mother likes Anwend.” Anwend was one of Ragnar’ swarriors, ayoung man not much
older than me, strong and cheerful, but Ragnar had an idea she should marry one of Ubba s sons, but
that would mean she would go away and Sigrid hated that thought and Ragnar dowly came around to
Sigrid’ sway of thinking. | liked Anwend and thought he would make a good husband for Thyrawho was
growing ever more beautiful. She had long golden hair, wide set eyes, astraight nose, unscarred skin, and
alaugh that was like aripple of sunshine. “Mother says| must have many sons” she said.

“I hopeyou do.”

“I'd like adaughter, too,” she said, straining with the churn because the butter was solidifying and the
work getting harder. “Mother says Bridashould marry aswell.”

“Bridamight have different idess,” | said.

“Shewantsto marry you,” Thyrasaid.



| laughed at that. | thought of Bridaas afriend, my closest friend, and just because we dept with each
other, or we did when Sigrid was not watching, did not make me want to marry her. | did not want to
marry at dl. | thought only of swords and shields and battles, and Bridathought of herbs.

Shewaslike acat. She came and went secretly, and shelearned all that Sigrid could teach her about
herbs and their uses. Bindweed as a purgative, toadflax for ulcers, marsh marigold to keep elves avay
from the milk pails, chickweed for coughs, cornflower for fevers, and she learned other spells she would
not tell me, women's spdlls, and said that if you stayed slent in the night, unmoving, scarce breathing, the
spiritswould come, and Ravn taught her how to dream with the gods, which meant drinking alein which
pounded red-cap mushrooms had been steeped, and she was often ill for she drank it too strong, but she
would not stop, and she made her first songs then, songs about birds and about beasts, and Ravn said
shewas atrue skald. Some nights, when we watched the charcoa burn, she would recite to me, her
voice soft and rhythmic. She had a dog now that followed her everywhere. She had found himin

L undene on our homeward journey and he was black and white, as clever as Brida hersdlf, and she
cdled him Nihtgenga, which means night-walker, or goblin. He would st with us by the charcod pyre
and | swear he listened to her songs. Brida made pipes from straw and played melancholy tunes and
Nihtgengawould watch her with big sad eyes until the music overcame him and then he would raise his
muzzle and howl, and we would both laugh and Nihtgenga would be offended and Bridawould haveto
pet him back to happiness.

Weforgot the war until, when the summer was at its height and apall of heat lay over the hills, we had an
unexpected visitor. Earl Guthrum the Unlucky cameto our remote valey. He came with twenty
horsemen, dl dressed in black, and he bowed respectfully to Sigrid who chided him for not sending
warning. “I would have made afeast,” she said.

“I brought food,” Guthrum said, pointing to some pack horses. “1 did not want to empty your stores.”

He had come from distant L undene, wanting to talk with Ragnar and Ravn, and Ragnar invited meto St
with them because, he said, | knew more than most men about Wessex, and Wessex was what Guthrum
wished to talk about, though my contribution was small. | described Alfred, described his piety, and
warned Guthrum that though the West Saxon king was not an impressive man to look at, hewas
undeniably clever. Guthrum shrugged at that. “ Clevernessis overrated,” he said gloomily. “ Clever doesn't
win battles”

“Stupidity losesthem,” Ravn put in, “like dividing the army when we fought outside AHbanduna.”

Guthrum scowled, but decided not to pick afight with Ravn, and instead asked Ragnar’ s advice on how
to defeat the West Saxons, and demanded Ragnar’ s assurance that, come the new year, Ragnar would
bring his men to Lundene and join the next assaullt. “If it isnext year,” Guthrum said gloomily. He
scratched at the back of his neck; jiggling his mother’ s gold-tipped bone that still hung from hishair. “We
may not have sufficient men.”

“Then we will attack the year after,” Ragnar said.

“Or the one after that,” Guthrum said, then frowned. “But how do we finish the pious bastard?’
“Split hisforces,” Ragnar said, “ because otherwise we' Il dways be outnumbered.”

“Always? Outnumbered?’ Guthrum looked dubious at that assertion.

“When we fought here,” Ragnar said, “ some Northumbrians decided not to fight us and they took refuge
in Mercia. When we fought in Merciaand East Angliathe same thing happened, and men fled from usto
find sanctuary in Wessex. But when we fight in Wessex they have nowhere to go. No placeis safefor



them. So they must fight, al of them. Fight in Wessex and the enemy is cornered.”
“And acornered enemy,” Ravn put in, “is dangerous.”
“Split them,” Guthrum said pensively, ignoring Ravn again.

“ Ships on the south coast,” Ragnar suggested, “an army on the Temes, and British warriors coming from
Brycheniog, Glywysing, and Gwent.” Those were the southern Welsh kingdoms where the Britons
lurked beyond Mercia swestern border. “ Three attacks,” Ragnar went on, “and Alfred will haveto ded
with them al and hewon't be ableto doiit.”

“And you will bethere?” Guthrum asked.

“Y ou have my word,” Ragnar said, and then the conversation turned to what Guthrum had seen on his
journey, and admittedly he was a pessmistic man and prone to see the worst in everything, but he
despaired of England. There wastrouble in Mercia, he said, and the East Anglians were restless, and
now there wastak that King Egbert in Eoferwic was encouraging revolt.

“Egbert!” Ragnar was surprised at the news. “He couldn’'t encourage a piss out of adrunk man!”
“It' swhat I'mtold,” Guthrum said. “May not betrue. Fellow called Kjartan told me.”

“Then it sdmogt certainly not true”

“Not trueat dl,” Ravn agreed.

“He seemed agood man to me,” Guthrum said, obvioudy unaware of Ragnar’ s history with Kjartan, and
Ragnar did not enlighten him, and probably forgot the conversation once Guthrum had traveled on.

Y et Guthrum had been right. Plotting was going on in Eoferwic, though | doubt it was Egbert who did it.
Kjartan did it, and he started by spreading rumors that King Egbert was secretly organizing arebellion,
and the rumors became so loud and the king' s reputation so poisoned that one night Egbert, fearing for
his life, managed to evade his Danish guards and flee south with a dozen companions. He took shelter
with King Burghred of Merciawho, though his country was occupied by Danes, had been alowed to
keep his own household guard that was sufficient to protect his new guest. Ricsig of Dun-holm, the man
who had handed the captured monks to Ragnar, was declared the new king of Northumbria, and he
rewarded Kjartan by alowing him to ravage any place that might have harbored rebelsin league with
Egbert. There had been no rebdllion, of course, but Kjartan had invented one, and he savaged the few
remaining monasteries and nunneriesin Northumbria, thus becoming even wedthier, and he stayed as
Ricsg' s chief warrior and tax collector.

All this passed us by. We brought in the harvest, feasted, and it was announced that at Y ule there would
be awedding between Thyraand Anwend. Ragnar asked Ealdwulf the smith to make Anwend a sword
asfine as Serpent-Bresath, and Edldwulf said he would and, at the same time, make me a short sword of
the kind Toki had recommended for fighting in the shield wall, and he made me help him best out the
twisted rods. All that autumn we worked until Ealdwulf had made Anwend' s sword and | had hel ped
make my own saxe. | caled her Wasp-Sting because she was short and | could not wait to try her out on
an enemy, which Eddwulf said was foolishness. “ Enemies come soon enough inaman’slife,” hetold me,
“Y ou don't need to seek them out.”

| made my first shield in the early winter, cutting the limewood, forging the great bosswith its handle that
was held through ahole in the wood, painting it black, and rimming it with an iron strip. It was much too
heavy, that shield, and later | learned how to make them lighter, but as the autumn came | carried shield,



sword, and saxe everywhere, accustoming myself to their weight, practicing the strokes and parries,
dreaming. | haf feared and hdf longed for my first shield wall, for no man wasawarrior until he had
fought in the shield wall, and no man was ared warrior until he had fought in the front rank of the shield
wall, and that was degath’ s kingdom, the place of horror, but like afool | aspired to it.

And we readied ourselves for war. Ragnar had promised his support to Guthrum and so Bridaand |
made more charcoa and Ealdwulf hammered out spear points and ax heads and spades, while Sigrid
found joy in the preparations for Thyra swedding. There was a betrotha ceremony at the beginning of
winter when Anwend, dressed in his best clothes that were negtly darned, cameto our hall with six of his
friends and he shyly proposed himself to Ragnar as Thyra' s husband. Everyone knew he was going to be
her husband, but the formalities were important, and Thyra sat between her mother and father as
Anwend promised Ragnar that he would love, cherish, and protect Thyra, and then proposed a
bride-price of twenty pieces of silver, which was much too high, but which, | suppose, meant heredly
loved Thyra

“Makeit ten, Anwend,” Ragnar said, generous as ever, “and spend the rest on anew coat.”

“Twenty isgood,” Sigrid sad firmly, for the bride-price, though given to Ragnar, would become Thyrd's
property once she was married.

“Then have Thyragive you anew coat,” Ragnar said, taking the money, and then he embraced Anwend
and there was afeast and Ragnar was happier that night than he had been since Rorik’ s death. Thyra
watched the dancing, sometimes blushing as she met Anwend' s eyes. Anwend' ssix friends, al warriors
of Ragnar, would come back with him for the wedding and they would be the men who would watch
Anwend take Thyrato his bed and only when they reported that she was a proper woman would the
marriage be deemed to have taken place.

But those ceremonies would have to wait until Y ule. Thyrawould be wedded then, we would have our
feadt, the winter would be endured, we would go to war. In other words, we thought the world would go
onasit ever did.

And a thefoot of Y ggdrasil, the tree of life, the three spinners mocked us.

| spent many Christmasses at the West Saxon court. Chrisimasis Y ule with religion, and the West
Saxons managed to spoil the midwinter feast with chanting monks, droning priests, and savagely long
sermons. Y ule is supposed to be a celebration and a consol ation, amoment of warm brightnessin the
heart of winter, atime to eat because you know that the lean times are coming when food will be scarce
and icelocksthe land, and atime to be happy and get drunk and behave irresponsibly and wake up the
next morning wondering if you will ever fed well again, but the West Saxons handed the feast to the
priestswho made it asjoyous asafunera. | have never redly understood why people think religion hasa
placein the midwinter feast, though of course the Danes remembered their gods at that time, and
sacrificed to them, but they aso beieved Odin, Thor, and the other gods were dl feasting in Asgard and
had no wish to spoil the feastsin Midgard, our world. That seems sensible, but | have learned that most
Christians are fearfully suspicious of enjoyment and Y ule offered far too much of that for their taste.
Some folk in Wessex knew how to celebrateit, and | dwaysdid my best, but if Alfred was anywhere
close then you could be sure that we were required to fast, pray, and repent through the whole twelve
daysof Christmas.

Whichisdl by way of saying that the Y ule feast where Thyrawould be married was to be the greatest in
Danish memory. We worked hard asit approached. We kept more animas dive than usud, and



daughtered them just before the feast so that their meat would not need to be salted, and we dug gresat
pits where the pigs and cows would be cooked on huge gridirons that Eadldwulf made. He grumbled
about it, saying that forging cooking implementstook him away from hisrea work, but he secretly
enjoyed it because heloved hisfood. Aswell as pork and beef we planned to have herring, sdlmon,
mutton, pike, freshly baked bread, cheese, dle, mead, and, best of all, the puddings that were made by
suffing sheep intestines with blood, offd, oats, horseradish, wild garlic, and juniper berries. | loved those
puddings, and till do, dl crigp on the outside, but bursting with warm blood when you bite into them. |
remember Alfred grimacing with distaste as | ate one and as the bloody juices ran into my beard, but then
he was sucking on aboiled leek at thetime.

We planned sports and games. Thelake in the heart of the valley had frozen and | was fascinated by the
way the Danes strapped bones to their feet and glided on the ice, apastime that lasted until the ice broke
and ayoung man drowned, but Ragnar reckoned the |ake would be hard frozen again after Yuleand |
was determined to learn the skill of ice-gliding. For the moment, though, Bridaand | were sill making
charcoal for Eddwulf who had decided to make Ragnar a sword, the finest he had ever made, and we
were charged with turning two wagonloads of aderwood into the best possible fudl.

We planned to bresk the pile the day before the feast, but it was bigger than any we had made before
and it was till not cool enough, and if you bresk apile beforeit isready then thefirewill flare up with
terrible force and burn &l the half-made charcod into ash, and so we made certain every vent was
properly sedled and reckoned we would have timeto break it on Y ule morning before the cel ebrations
began. Mogt of Ragnar’s men and their familieswere dready at the hall, deeping wherever they could
find shelter and ready for the first medl of the day and for the games that would take place in the meadow
before the marriage ceremony, but Bridaand | spent that last night up at the pile for fear that some animal
would scratch through the turf and so start a draft that would revive the burn. | had Serpent-Breath and
Wasp-Sting, for | would go nowhere without them, and Brida had Nihtgenga, for she would go nowhere
without him, and we were both swathed in furs because the night was cold. When a pile was burning you
could rest on the turf and fed the heat, but not that night because the fire was dmaost gone.

“If you go very 4iill,” Brida said after dark, “you can fed the spirits.”

| think | fell adeep instead, but sometime toward dawn | awoke and found Bridawas also adeep. | sat
up carefully, so as not to wake her, and | stared into the dark and | went very still and listened for the
sceadugengan. Goblins and elves and sprites and specters and dwarves, al those things cometo
Midgard at night and prowl among the trees, and when we guarded the charcoa piles both Bridaand |
put out food for them so they would leave usin peace. So | woke, | listened, and | heard the small
sounds of awood at night, the things moving, the clawsin the dead leaves, thewind' s soft Sighs.

And then | heard the voices.

| woke Brida and we were both till. Nihtgenga growled softly until Brida whispered that he should be
qui€t.

Men were moving in the dark, and some were coming to the charcoa pile and we dipped away into the
blackness under the trees. We could both move like shadows and Nihtgenga would make no sound
without Brida' s permission. We had gone uphill because the voices were downhill, and we crouched in
utter darkness and heard men moving around the charcod pile, and then there was the crack of flint and
iron and asmall flame sprung up. Whoever it was searched for the folk they reckoned would be watching
the charcod, but they did not find us, and after awhile they moved downhill and we followed.

Dawn wasjust leeching the eastern sky with awolf-gray edge. There wasfrost on the leaves and asmal
wind. “We should get to Ragnar,” | whispered.



“Wecan't,” Bridasaid, and shewasright, for there were scores of men in the trees and they were
between us and the hall, and we were much too far away to shout awarning to Ragnar, and so wetried
to go around the strangers, hurrying aong the hill’ sridge so we could drop down to the forge where
Eaddwulf dept, but before we had gone hdfway the firesburgt into life.

That dawn is seared on my memory, burnt there by the flames of a hall-burning. There was nothing we
could do except watch. Kjartan and Sven had come to our valley with over a hundred men and now they
attacked Ragnar by setting fire to the thatch of hishall. | could see Kjartan and his son, slanding amid the
flaming torchesthat lit the space in front of the door, and asfolk came from the hdl they were struck by
spears or arrows o that apile of bodies grew in the firdight, which became ever brighter asthe thatch
flared and finaly burst into atumultuous blaze that outshone the light of the gray dawn. We could hear
people and animas screaming ingde. Some men burst from the hal with wegponsin hand, but they were
cut down by the soldiers who surrounded the hal, men at every door or window, men who killed the
fugitives, though not dl of them. The younger women were pushed aside under guard, and Thyrawas
given to Sven who struck her hard on the head and left her huddled at hisfeet as he helped kill her family.

| did not see Ravn, Ragnar, or Sigrid die, though diethey did, and | suspect they were burned in the hall
when the roof collapsed in aroaring gout of flame, smoke, and wild sparks. Ealdwulf also died and | was
intears. | wanted to draw Serpent-Breath and rush into those men around the flames, but Bridaheld me
down, and then she whispered to me that Kjartan and Sven would surely search the nearby woods for
any survivors, and she persuaded meto pull back into the lightening trees. Dawn was asullen iron band
across the sky and the sun cloud-hidden in shame as we ssumbled uphill to find shelter among somefalen
rocks deep in the high wood.

All that day the smoke rose from Ragnar’ s hall, and the next night there was a glow above the tangled
black branches of the trees, and the next morning there were still wisps of smoke coming from thevaley
where we had been happy. We crept closer, both of us hungry, to see Kjartan and his men raking
through the embers.

They pulled out lumps and twists of melted iron, amail coat fused into acrumpled horror, slver welded
into chunks, and they took whatever they found that could be sold or used again. At timesthey appeared
frustrated, asif they had not found enough treasure, though they took enough. A wagon carried

Ealdwulf’ stools and anvil down the valey. Thyrahad arope put around her neck, was placed on ahorse
and led away by one-eyed Sven. Kjartan pissed on a heap of glowing cinders, then laughed asone of his
men said something. By afternoon they were gone.

| was sixteen and no longer achild.

And Ragnar, my lord, who had made me his son, was dead.

The bodies were ill in the ashes, though it wasimpossible to tell who waswho, or even to tell men from
women for the heat had shrunk the dead so they al looked like children and the children like babies.
Those who had died outsde the hall were recognizable and | found Ead dwulf there, and Anwend, both
stripped naked. | looked for Ragnar, but could not identify him. | wondered why he had not burst from
the hdl, sword in hand, and decided he knew he was going to die and did not want to give his enemy the
satifaction of seaingit.

Wefound food in one of the storage pitsthat Kjartan’s men had missed asthey searched the hal. We
had to shift hot charred pieces of timber to uncover the pit, and the bread, cheese, and meat had al been
soured by smoke and ash, but we ate. Neither of us spoke. At dusk some English folk came cautioudy



to the hall and stared at the destruction. They were wary of me, thinking of me asaDane, and they
dropped to their knees as | approached. They were the lucky ones, for Kjartan had daughtered every
Northumbrian in Synningth-wait, down to the last baby, and had loudly blamed them for the hall-burning.
Men must have known it was his doing, but his savagery at Synningthwait confused thingsand, intime,
many folk cameto believe that the English had attacked Ragnar and Kjartan had taken revenge for their
attack. But these English had escaped his swords. “Y ou will come back inthemorning,” | told them,
“and bury the dead.”

“Yes, lord.”

“Youwill berewarded,” | promised them, thinking | would have to surrender one of my preciousarm
rngs.

“Yes, lord,” one of them repeated, and then | asked them if they knew why this had happened and they
looked nervous, but findly one said he had been told that Earl Ragnar was planning arevolt against

Ricsg. One of the Englishmen who served Kjartan had told him that when he went down to their hovels
to find de. He had dso told them to hide themsalves before Kjartan daughtered the valley’ sinhabitants.

“Y ou know who | am?’ | asked the man.
“The Lord Uhtred, lord.”

“TdlnomanI’'madlive” | said and hejust stared at me. Kjartan, | decided, must think that | was dead,
that | was one of the shrunken charred bodiesin the hall, and while Kjartan did not care about me, Sven
did, and I did not want him hunting me. “And return in the morning,” 1 went on, “and you will have silver.”

Thereisathing caled the blood feud. All societies have them, even the West Saxons have them, despite
their vaunted piety. Kill amember of my family and | shall kill one of yours, and so it goes on, generation
after generation or until onefamily isal dead, and Kjartan had just wished ablood feud on himsdlf. | did
not know how, | did not know where, | could not know when, but | would revenge Ragnar. | sworeit
that night.

And | becamerich that night. Bridawaited until the English folk were gone and then sheled meto the
burned remnants of Eddwulf’sforge and she showed me the vast piece of scorched em, asection of a
treg’ strunk, that had held Ealdwulf’ sanvil. “We must movethat,” she said.

It took both of usto tip over that monstrous piece of elm, and beneath it was nothing but earth, but Brida
told meto dig there and, for want of other tools, | used Wasp-Sting and had only gone down a
handbreadth when | struck metd. Gold. Red gold. Coinsand small lumps. The coinswere strange,
incised with awriting | had never seen before, neither Danish runes nor English letters, but something
weird that | later learned came from the people far away who live in the desert and worship agod cdled
Allahwho | think must beagod of fire becaused, in our English tongue, means burning. There are 0
many gods, but those folk who worshipped Allah made good coin and that night we unearthed forty-eight
of them, and as much againin loose gold, and Bridatold me she had watched Ragnar and Edldwulf bury
the hoard one night. There was gold, silver pennies, and four pieces of jet, and doubtless thiswasthe
treasure Kjartan had expected to find, for he knew Ragnar was wealthy, but Ragnar had hidden it well.
All men hide areserve of wedlth for the day when disaster comes. | have buried hoardsin my time, and
even forgot where one was and perhaps, years from now, some lucky man will find it. That hoard,
Ragnar’ s hoard, belonged to his eldest son, but Ragnar, it was strange to think he was just Ragnar now,
no longer Ragnar the Y ounger, wasfar away in Irdland and | doubted he was even dive, for Kjartan
would surely have sent men to kill him. But alive or dead he was not here and so we took the hoard.

“What do we do?’” Brida asked that night. We were back in the woods.



| dready knew what we would do; perhaps| had aways known. | am an Englishman of England, buit |
had been a Dane while Ragnar was alive for Ragnar loved me and cared for me and caled me his son,
but Ragnar was dead and | had no other friends among the Danes. | had no friends among the English,
for that matter, except for Brida, of course, and unless| counted Beoccawho was certainly fond of mein
acomplicated way, but the English weremy folk and | think | had known that ever snce the moment at
AEsc’ s Hill wherefor thefirst time | saw Englishmen beat Danes. | had felt pride then. Destiny isdl, and
the spinnerstouched me at A2sc’ s Hill, and now, at last, | would respond to their touch.

“Wego south,” | said.
“Toanunnery?’ Bridaasked, thinking of AHswith and her bitter ambitions.

“No.” | had nowishtojoin Alfred and learn to read and bruise my kneeswith praying. “| have relatives
inMercia” | said. | had never met them, knew nothing of them, but they were family and family hasits
obligations, and the Danish hold on Merciawas |ooser than € sewhere and perhaps | could find ahome
and | would not be a burden because | carried gold.

| had said | knew what | would do, but that is not wholly true. Thetruthisthat | wasin awel of misery,
tempted to despair, and with tears ever closeto my eyes. | wanted life to go on as before, to have
Ragnar asmy father, to feast and to laugh. But destiny grips us and, the next morning, in asoft winter
rain, we buried the dead, paid silver coins, and then walked southward. We were a boy on the edge of
being agrown man, agirl, and adog, and we were going to nowhere.

PART TWO
The Last Kingdom
SEVEN

Isettled in southern Mercia | found another uncle, this one called Ealdorman Agthelred, son of Agthelred,
brother of Agthelwulf, father of Agthelred, and brother to another Agthelred who had been the father of

A swith who was married to Alfred, and Ealdorman Ahdred, with his confusing family, grudgingly
acknowledged me as a nephew, though the wel come became dightly warmer when | presented him with
two gold coins and swore on acrucifix that it was al the money | possessed. He assumed Brida was my
lover, inwhich he was right, and thereafter heignored her.

The journey south was wearisome, as dl winter journeys are. For atime we sheltered a an upland
homestead near Medach and the folk there took usfor outlaws. We arrived at their hovel in an evening
of deet and wind, both of us haf frozen, and we paid for food and shelter with afew links from the chain
of the slver crucifix Adswith had given me, and in the night the two el dest sons cameto collect the rest of
our silver, but Bridaand | were awake, half expecting such an attempt, and | had Serpent-Breath and
Brida had Wasp-Sting and we threstened to geld both boys. The family wasfriendly after thet, or at least
scared into docility, believing mewhen | told them that Bridawas a sorceress. They were pagans, some
of the many English heretics|eft in the high hills, and they had no idea that the Danes were swarming over
England. They lived far from any village, grunted prayersto Thor and Odin, and sheltered usfor six
weeks. We worked for our keep by chopping wood, helping their ewes give birth, and then standing
guard over the sheep pensto keep the wolves at bay.

In early spring we moved on. We avoided Hreapandune, for that was where Burghred kept his court, the
same court to which the hapless Egbert of Northumbria had fled, and there were many Danes settled
around the town. | did not fear Danes, | could talk to them in their own tongue, knew their jests, and
even liked them, but if word got back to Eoferwic that Uhtred of Bebbanburg till lived then | feared
Kjartan would put areward on my head. So | asked at every settlement about Ealdorman Agthelwulf



who had died fighting the Danes a Readingum, and | learned he had lived at a place caled Deoraby, but
that the Danes had taken hislands, and his younger brother had gone to Cirrenceastre, which lay in the
far southern parts of Mercia, very close to the West Saxon border, and that was good because the
Danes were thickest in Mercia s north, and so we went to Cirrenceastre and found it was another
Roman town, well walled with stone and timber, and that Athelwulf’ s brother, Agthdred, was now
ealdorman and lord of the place.

We arrived when he sat in court and we waited in his hall among the petitioners and oath-takers. We
watched as two men were flogged and athird branded on the face and sent into outlawry for
cattle-thieving, and then asteward brought us forward, thinking we had come to seek redressfor a
grievance, and the steward told usto bow, and | refused and the man tried to make me bend at the waist
and | struck himin the face, and that got Athelred’ s attention. Hewas atall man, well over forty years
old, dmost hairless except for ahuge beard, and as gloomy as Guthrum. When | struck the steward he
beckoned to his guards who werelolling at the hall’ s edges. “Who are you?’ he growled a me.

“| am the ealdorman Uhtred,” | said, and thetitle stilled the guards and made the steward back nervoudy
away. “I am the son of Uhtred of Bebbanburg,” | went on, “and of Ahelgifu, hiswife. | am your

nephew.”

He stared at me. | must have looked awreck for | wastravel stained and long haired and ragged, but |
had two swords and monstrous pride. “Y ou are Athelgifu’ sboy?’ he asked.

“Your sgter'sson,” | said, and even then | was not certain thiswas the right family, but it was, and
Eddorman Atthelred made the Sign of the crossin memory of hisyounger sster, whom he hardly
remembered, and waved the guards back to the hall’ s sdes and asked me what | wanted.

“Shelter,” | said, and he nodded grudgingly. | told him I had been a prisoner of the Danes ever snce my
father’ s death, and he accepted that willingly enough, but in truth he was not very interested in me; indeed
my arriva was anuisance for we were two more mouthsto feed, but family imposes obligation, and
Eaddorman Agthelred met his. He dso tried to have mekilled.

Hislands, which stretched to the river Sedfern in the west, were being raided by Britons from Wales. The
Welsh were old enemies, the ones who had tried to stop our ancestors from taking England; indeed their
name for England is L1oegyr, which meansthe Lost Lands, and they were forever raiding or thinking of
raiding or singing songs about raiding, and they had a great hero called Arthur who was supposed to be
deeping in his grave and one day he was going to rise up and lead the Welsh to agreat victory over the
English and so take back the Lost Lands, though so far that has not happened.

About amonth after | arrived Athelred heard that a\Welsh war-band had crossed the Sedern and was
taking cattle from his lands near Fromtun and he rode to clear them out. He went southward with fifty
men, but ordered the chief of his household troops, awarrior caled Tatwine, to block their retreat near
the ancient Roman town of Gleawecestre. He gave Tatwine aforce of twenty men that included me.
“You'reabiglad,” Athelred said to me before he lft. “ Have you ever fought in ashied wall?’

| heditated, wanting to lie, but decided that poking asword between men’slegs at Readingum was not
the samething. “No, lord,” | said.

“Timeyou learned. That sword must be good for something. Where did you get it?’

“Itwasmy father’s, lord,” | lied, for | did not want to explain that | had not been a prisoner of the Danes,
nor that the sword had been a gift, for A&thelred would have expected meto giveit to him. “It isthe only
thing of my father’s1 have,” | added pathetically, and he grunted, waved me away, and told Tatwineto
put meinthe shidd wal if it cameto afight.



| know that because Tatwine told me so when everything was over. Tatwine was ahuge man, astal as
me, with achest like ablacksmith’ sand thick arms on which he made markswith ink and aneedle. The
marks were just blotches, but he boasted that each one was aman he had killed in battle, and | once
tried to count them, but gave up at thirty-eight. His deeves hid the rest. He was not happy to have mein
his band of warriors, and even less happy when Bridaing sted on accompanying me, but | told him she
had sworn an oath to my father never to leave my side and that she was a cunning woman who knew
spelsthat would confuse the enemy, and he believed both lies and probably thought that once | was
dead his men could have their joy of Bridawhile hetook Serpent-Breath back to Athelred.

The Welsh had crossed the Sedfern high up, then turned south into the lush water meadows where cettle
grew fat. They liked to comein fast and go out fast, before the Mercians could gather forces, but
AEthelred had heard of their coming in good time and, as he rode south, Tatwine led us north to the
bridge across the Sedfern, which was the quickest route home to Wales.

The raiders came straight into that trap. We arrived at the bridge at dusk, dept in afield, were awake
before dawn, and, just as the sun rose, saw the Welshmen and their stolen cattle coming toward us. They
made an effort to ride farther north, but their horses were tired, ours were fresh, and they redlized there
was no escape and o they returned to the bridge. We did the same and, dismounted, formed the shield
wall. The Welsh made their wall. There were twenty-eight of them, al savage-looking men with shaggy
hair and long beards and tattered coats, but their wegpons looked well cared for and their shieldswere
sout.

Tatwine spoke some of their language and he told them that if they surrendered now they would be
treated mercifully by hislord. Their only response was to howl at us, and one of them turned around,
lowered his breeches, and showed us his dirty backside, which passed asaWelsh insullt.

Nothing happened then. They werein their shield wall on the road, and our shield wall blocked the
bridge, and they shouted insults and Tatwine forbade our men to shout back, and once or twiceit
seemed asif the Welsh were going to run to their horses and try to escape by galloping northward, but
every time they hinted a such amove, Tatwine ordered the servantsto bring up our horses, and the
Welsh understood that we would pursue and overtake them and so they went back to the shield wall and
jeered at usfor not assaulting them. Tatwine was not such afool. The Welshmen outnumbered us, which
meant that they could overlap us, but by staying on the bridge our flanks were protected by its Roman
parapets and he wanted them to come at usthere. He placed mein the center of the line, and then stood
behind me. | understood later that he was ready to step into my placewhen | fell. | had an old shield with
aloose handle loaned to me by my uncle.

Tatwine again tried to persuade them to surrender, promising that only haf of them would be put to
death, but asthe other half would al lose ahand and an eye, it was not atempting offer. Still they waited,
and might have waited until nightfal had not some loca people come dong and one of them had abow
and some arrows, and he began shooting at the Welsh who, by now, had been drinking steadily through
the morning. Tatwine had given usdl somede, but not much.

| was nervous. More than nervous, | wasterrified. | had no armor, while the rest of Tatwine' s men were
inmail or good leather. Tatwine had ahelmet, | had hair. | expected to die, but | remembered my lessons
and dung Serpent-Breath on my back, strapping her sword belt around my throat. A sword ismuch
quicker to draw over the shoulder, and | expected to begin the fight with Wasp-Sting. My throat was
dry, amusclein my right leg quivered, my belly felt sour, but entwined with that fear was excitement. This
waswhat life had led to, ashield wall, and if | survived thisthen | would be awarrior.

The arrows flew one &fter the other, mostly thumping into shields, but one lucky shaft did past ashield
and sank into aman’s chest and hefell back, and suddenly the Welsh leader lost patience and gave a



great scream. And they charged.

It wasasmdl shidd wall, not agresat battle. A cattle skirmish, not aclash of armies, but it was my first
shiddwadl, and | ingtinctively rattled my shield againgt my neighbors' shidds, to make sure they touched,
and | lowered Wasp-Sting, meaning to bring her up under therim, and | crouched dightly to receive the
charge, and the Welsh were howling like madmen, a noise meant to scare us, but | wastoo intent on
doing what | had been taught to be distracted by the howls.

“Now!” Tatwine shouted and we all lunged our shields forward and there was ablow on minelike

Ed dwulf’ s hammer thumping the anvil, and | was aware of an ax swinging overhead to split my skull and
| ducked, raising the shield, and stabbed Wasp-Sting up into the man’ s groin. She went smooth and true,
just as Toki had taught me, and that groin stroke is awicked blow, one of the killer strikes, and the man
screamed aterrible scream, just like awoman in childbirth, and the short sword was stuck in his body,
blood pouring down her hilt and the ax tumbled down my back as| straightened. | drew Serpent-Bregth
across my left shoulder and swung at the man attacking my right-hand neighbor. 1t was agood stroke,
graight into the skull, and | ripped her back, letting Ealdwulf’ s edge do its work, and the man with
Wasp-Sting in his crotch was under my feet so | stamped on hisface. | was shouting now, shouting in
Danish, shouting their degths, and it was al suddenly easy, and | stepped over my first victim to finish off
the second, and that meant | had broken our shield wall, which did not matter because Tatwine wasthere
to guard the space. | wasin the Welsh space now, but with two dead men beside me, and athird man
turned on me, sword coming in agreat scything stroke that | met with the shield bossand, ashetried to
cover hisbody with hisown shield, | lunged Serpent-Bregath into histhroat, ripped her out, swung her all
the way around, and she clanged against ashield behind me, and | turned, al savagery and anger now,
and | charged afourth man, throwing him down with my weight, and he began to shout for mercy and
recelved none.

Thejoy of it. The sword joy. | was dancing with joy, joy seething in me, the battle joy that Ragnar had so
often spoken of, the warrior joy. If aman has not known it, then he isno man. It was no battle, that, no
proper daughter, just athief-killing, but it was my firgt fight and the gods had moved in me, had given my
arm speed and my shield strength, and when it was done, and when | danced in the blood of the dead, |
knew | was good. Knew | was more than good. | could have conquered the world at that moment and
my only regret was that Ragnar had not seen me, but then | thought he might be watching from Vahdla
and | raised Serpent-Bregath to the clouds and shouted his name. | have seen other young men come from
their firgt fights with that samejoy, and | have buried them after their next battle. The young arefoolsand
| wasyoung. But | was good.

The cattle thieves were finished. Twelve were dead or so badly wounded asto be near death and the
others had fled. We caught them easily enough and, one by one, we killed them, and afterward | went
back to the man whose shield had kissed minewhen thewalls clashed and | had to put my right foot into
his bloody crotch to drag Wasp-Sting free of his clinging flesh, and at that moment al | wanted was more
enemiestokill.

“Where did you learn to fight, boy?’ Tatwine asked me.

| turned on him as though he was an enemy, pride flaring in my face and Wasp-Sting twitching asif she
was hungry for blood. “1 am an ealdorman of Northumbria,” | told him.

He paused, wary of me, then nodded. “ Yes, lord,” he said, then reached forward and felt the muscles of
my right arm. “Where did you learn to fight?” he asked, leaving off theinsulting “boy.”

“| watched the Danes.”



“Watched,” he said tonelessly. He looked into my eyes, then grinned and embraced me. “ God love me,”
he said, “but you're asavage one. Y our first shield wal?’

“My first,” | admitted.
“But not your lagt, | dare say, not your lagt.”

He was right about that.

| have sounded immodest, but | have told the truth. These days | employ poetsto sSing my praises, but
only because that iswhat alord is supposed to do, though | often wonder why aman should get paid for
mere words. These word-stringers make nothing, grow nothing, kill no enemies, catch no fish, and raise
no cattle. They just take silver in exchange for words, which are free anyway. It isaclever trick, but in
truth they are about as much use as priests.

| did fight well, that isno lie, but | had spent my growing years dreaming of little else, and | was young,
and theyoung are recklessin battle, and | was strong and quick, and the enemy weretired. We left their
severed heads on the bridge parapets as a greeting for other Britons coming to visit their lost [ands. Then
we rode south to meet AEthel red who was doubtless disgppointed to find me dive and still hungry, but he
accepted Tatwine sverdict that | could be useful asafighter.

Not that there would be much battle, except againgt outlaws and cattle thieves. Athelred would have
liked to fight the Danes because he fretted under their rule, but he feared their revenge and so took care
not to offend them. That was easy enough for Danish rulewas light in our part of Mercia, but every few
weeks some Daneswould come to Cirrenceastre and demand cattle or food or silver and he had little
choice but to pay. In truth he did not ook north to the impotent King Burghred as hislord, but south to
Wessex, and had | possessed any intelligence in those days | would have understood that Alfred was
extending hisinfluence over those southern parts of Mercia. The influence was not obvious, no West
Saxon soldiers patrolled the country, but Alfred’ s messengers were forever riding and talking to the chief
men, persuading them to bring their warriors south if the Danes attacked Wessex again.

| should have been wary of those West Saxon envoys, but | wastoo caught up in the intrigues of
Aethdred’ s household to pay them any notice. The ealdorman did not like me much, but his eldest son,
aso cdled Athelred, detested me. He was ayear younger than |, but very conscious of hisdignity and a
great hater of the Danes. He was dso agreet hater of Brida, mainly because he tried to hump her and got
akneeinthegroin for histrouble, and after that she was put to work in Ealdorman Agthelred’ s kitchens
and shewarned me, the very first day, not to touch the grudl. | did not, but the rest of the table all
suffered from liquid bowels for the next two days thanks to the elder-berries and iris root she had added
to the pot. The younger Athelred and | were forever quarreling, though he was more careful after | beat
him with my fiststhe day | found him whipping Brida s dog.

| was anuisance to my uncle. | wastoo young, too big, too loud, too proud, too undisciplined, but | was
aso afamily member and alord, and so Ealdorman A&thelred endured me and was happy to let me chase
Welsh raiders with Tatwine. We dmost always failed to catch them.

| came back from one such pursuit late at night and let a servant rub down the horse while | went to find
food and insteed, of al people, discovered Father Willibad in the hall where he was sitting close to the
embersof thefire. | did not recognize him &t first, nor did he know mewhen | walked in dl sweaty with a
leather coat, long boots, ashield, and two swords. | just saw afigure by thefire. “ Anything to eat there?’
| asked, hoping | would not haveto light atallow candle and grope through the servants deeping in the
kitchen.



“Uhtred,” he said, and | turned and peered through the gloom. Then he whistled like ablackbird and |
recognized him. “Isthat Bridawith you?’ the young priest asked.

Shewas aso in leather, with aWelsh sword strapped to her waist. Nihtgengaran to Willibald, whom he
had never met, and alowed himself to be stroked. Tatwine and the other warriors al tramped in, but
Willibad ignored them. “I hope you' rewdl, Uhtred.”

“I'mwell, father,” | said, “and you?’
“I'mvery well,” hesaid.

He smiled, obvioudy wanting meto ask why he had cometo Athelred’ shal, but | pretended to be
uninterested. “Y ou didn’t get into trouble for losing us?’ | asked him instead.

“The Lady AHswith wasvery angry,” he admitted, “but Alfred seemed not to mind. He did chide Father
Beocca, though.”

“Beocca? Why?”’

“Because Beocca had persuaded him you wanted to escape the Danes, and Beoccawas wrong. Still, no
harm done.” He smiled. “ And now Alfred has sent meto find you.”

| squatted closeto him. It was late summer, but the night was surprisingly chilly so | threw another log
onto thefire so that sparks flew up and a puff of smoke drifted into the high beams. “Alfred sent you,” |
sadflatly. “He gill wantsto teach meto read?

“Hewantsto seeyou, lord.”

| looked a him suspicioudy. | caled mysdf alord, and so | was by birthright, but | waswell imbued with
the Danish ideathat lordship was earned, not given, and | had not earned it yet. Still, Willibald was
showing respect. “Why does he want to see me?’ | asked.

“Hewould talk with you,” Willibald said, “and when the talk is done you are free to come back here or,
indeed, go anywhere else you wish.”

Brida brought me some hard bread and cheese. | ate, thinking. “What does he want to talk to me
about?’ | asked Willibad. “God?’

The priest sighed. “ Alfred has been king for two years, Uhtred, and in those years he has had only two
things on hismind. God and the Danes, but | think he knows you cannot help him with thefirst.” 1 smiled.
/Aethelred’ s hounds had woken as Tatwine and his men settled on the high platforms where they would
deep. One of the hounds came to me, hoping for food, and | stroked his rough fur and | thought how
Ragnar had loved his hounds. Ragnar wasin Vahalanow, feasting and roaring and fighting and whoring
and drinking, and | hoped there were hounds in the Northmen' s heaven, and boars the size of oxen, and
spears sharp asrazors. “ Thereis only one condition attached to your journey,” Willibald went on, “and
that isthat Bridais not to come.”

“Brida’ s not to come, en?’ | repeated.

“The Lady AHswithingstsonit,” Willibad sad.

“Ingds?’

“She hasason now,” Willibald said. “ God be praised, afine boy called Edward.”



“If | was Alfred,” | said, “I’d keep her busy, too.”
Willibald smiled. “ So will you come?’

| touched Brida, who had settled beside me. “We |l come,” | promised him, and Willibald shook his head
a my obstinacy, but did not try to persuade meto leave Brida behind. Why did | go? Because | was
bored. Because my cousin Athdred didiked me. Because Willibald' swords had suggested that Alfred
did not want me to become ascholar, but awarrior. | went because fate determines our lives.

Weleft inthe morning. It was alate summer’ sday, a soft rain faling on trees heavy with lesf. At first we
rode through AEthdred' sfields, thick with rye and barley and loud with the rattling noise of corncrakes,
but after afew mileswe were in the wasteland that was the frontier region between Wessex and Mercia
There had been atime when these fidl ds were fertile, when the villages were full and sheep roamed the
higher hills, but the Danes had ravaged the areaiin the summer after their defeat at A2sc' s Hill, and few
men had come back to settle the land. Alfred, | knew, wanted folk to come here to plant crops and rear
cattle, but the Danes had threatened to kill any man who used the land for they knew aswell as Alfred
that such men would look to Wessex for protection, that they would become West Saxons and increase
the strength of Wessex, and Wessex, asfar asthe Danes were concerned, existed only because they had
yet to takeit.

Y et that land was not entirdly deserted. A few folk still lived in the villages, and the woods were full of
outlaws. We saw none, and that was good for we gill had afair amount of Ragnar’ s hoard that Brida
carried. Each coin was now wrapped in ascrap of rag so that the frayed |eather bag did not clink as she
moved.

By day’ send we were well south of that region and into Wessex and the fields were lush again and the
villagesfull. No wonder the Danes yearned for thisland.

Alfred was at Wintanceaster, which was the West Saxon capital and afinetown in arich countryside.
The Romans had made Wintanceaster, of course, and Alfred’ s palace was mostly Roman, though his
father had added agreat hall with beautifully carved beams, and Alfred was building a church that was
even bigger than the hall, making itswalls from stone that were covered with a spiderweb of timber
scaffolding when | arrived. There was a market beside the new building and | remember thinking how
odd it was to see S0 many folk without asingle Dane among them. The Danes looked like us, but when
Danes waked through a market in northern England the crowds parted, men bowed, and therewasa
hint of fear. None here. Women haggled over apples and bread and cheese and fish, and the only
language | heard was the raw accents of Wessex.

Bridaand | were given quartersin the Roman part of the palace. No onetried to part usthistime. We
had asmal room, lime-washed, with a straw mattress, and Willibald said we should wait there, and we
did until we got bored with waiting, after which we explored the paace, finding it full of priestsand
monks. They looked at us strangely, for both of uswore arm rings cut with Danish runes. | wasafool in
those days, aclumsy fool, and did not have the courtesy to take the arm rings off. True, some English
wore them, especialy the warriors, but not in Alfred’ s palace. There were plenty of warriorsin his
household, many of them the great ealdormen who were Alfred’ s courtiers, led hisretainers, and were
rewarded by land, but such men were far outhumbered by priests, and only ahandful of men, the trusted
bodyguard of the king's household, were permitted to carry wegponsin the palace. In truth it was more
like amonastery than aking's court. In one room there were a dozen monks copying books, their pens
scratching busily, and there were three chapdl's, one of them beside a courtyard that was full of flowers. It
was beautiful, that courtyard, buzzing with bees and thick with fragrance. Nihtgengawas just pissng on
one of the flowering bushes when avoice spoke behind us. “ The Romans made the courtyard.”



| turned and saw Alfred. | went on one knee, as aman should when he seesaking, and he waved me
up. He was wearing woolen breeches, long boots, and asimple linen shirt, and he had no escort, neither
guard nor priest. Hisright deeve wasink stained. “Y ou are welcome, Uhtred,” he said.

“Thank you, lord,” | said, wondering where his entourage was. | had never seen him without asew of
priestswithin fawning distance, but he was quite done that day.

“And Brida,” he sad, “isthat your dog?’
“Heis” shesad defiantly.

“Helooks afine beast. Come.” He ushered us through a door into what was evidently his own private
chamber. It had atall desk at which he could stand and write. The desk had four candleholders, though
asit was daylight the candleswere not lit. A small table held abowl of water so he could wash theink off
his hands. There was a couch covered in shegpskins, astool on which were piled six books and a sheaf
of parchments, and alow dtar on which wasanivory crucifix and two jeweled rdiquaries. The remains
of ameda were on the window ledge. He moved the plates, bent to kissthe dtar, then sat on the ledge
and began sharpening some quillsfor writing. “It iskind of you to come,” he said mildly. “I wasgoing to
talk with you after supper tonight, but I saw you in the garden, so thought we could talk now.” He smiled
and I, lout that | was, scowled. Brida squatted by the door with Nihtgenga closeto her.

“Eaddorman Athdred tells me you are aconsiderable warrior, Uhtred,” Alfred said.
“I've been lucky, lord.”

“Luck isgood, or so my own warriorstell me. | have not yet worked out atheology of luck, and perhaps
| never will. Can there beluck if God disposes?” He frowned a mefor afew heartbedats, evidently
thinking about the apparent contradiction, but then dismissed the problem as an amusement for another
day. “So | suppose | waswrong to try to encourage you to the priesthood?’

“There s nothing wrong with encouragement, lord,” | said, “but | had nowish to be apriest.”
“So you ran away from me. Why?’

| think he expected me to be embarrassed and to evade his question, but | told him the truth. “I went
back to fetch my sword,” | told him. | wished | had Serpent-Bresth at that moment, because | hated
being without her, but the pal ace doorkeeper had insisted | give up al my weapons, even the smdl knifel
used for esting.

He nodded serioudly, asif that was agood reason. “It'sa specia sword?’

“The best in theworld, lord.”

He smiled at that, recognizing aboy’ s misplaced enthusiasm. “ So you went back to Earl Ragnar?’
| nodded thistime, but said nothing.

“Who did not hold you prisoner, Uhtred,” he said ternly. “Indeed he never did, did he? He treated you
likeason.”

“I loved him,” | blurted oui.

He stared at me and | became uncomfortable under his gaze. He had very light eyesthat gave you the
sense of being judged. “ Y et in Eoferwic,” Alfred went on mildly, “they are saying you killed him.”



Now it was my timeto stare at him. | was angry, confused, astonished, and surprised, so confused that |
did not know what to say. But why was | so surprised? What €lse would Kjartan clam? Except, |
thought, Kjartan must have thought me dead, or | hoped he thought me dead.

“They lie” Bridasadflatly.
“Dothey?’ Alfred asked me, il inamild voice.
“They lig)” | said angrrily.

“I never doubted it,” he said. He put down his quills and knife and leaned over to the hegp of Htiff
parchments that rested on his pile of books and sifted through them until he found the one he was looking
for. Heread for afew moments. “Kjartan? Isthat how it is pronounced?’

“Kjartan,” | corrected him, making thg sound like ay.
“Earl Kjartan now,” Alfred said, “and reckoned to be agreat lord. Owner of four ships.”
“That’sdl written down?’ | asked.

“Whatever | discover of my enemiesiswritten down,” Alfred said, “which iswhy you are here. Totdll
me more. Did you know Ivar the Bonelessis dead?’

My hand ingtinctively went to Thor’ s hammer, which | wore under my jerkin. “No. Dead?’ It astonished
me. Such was my awe of Ivar that | suppose | had thought he would live forever, but Alfred spoke the
truth. Ivar the Boneless was deed.

“Hewaskilled fighting againgt the Irish,” Alfred said, “and Ragnar’ s son has returned to Northumbria
with hismen. Will hefight Kjartan?’

“If heknows Kjartan killed hisfather,” | said, “he'll disembowe him.”
“Earl Kjartan has sworn an oath of innocence in the matter,” Alfred said.
“Then helies”

“He'saDane” Alfred said, “and thetruth isnot in them.” He gave me asharp look, doubtlessfor the
many lies| had fed him over the years. He stood then and paced the small room. He had said that | was
thereto tell him about the Danes, but in the next few moments he was the one who did the telling. King
Burghred of Mercia, he said, wastired of his Danish overlords and had decided to fleeto Rome.

“Rome?’

“| wastaken theretwice asachild,” hesaid, “and | remember the city asavery untidy place’—that was
said very sternly—*but aman fedls close to God there, so it isagood placeto pray. Burghred isaweak
man, but he did hissmall best to dleviate Danish rule, and once heis gone then we can expect the Danes
tofill hisland. They will be on our frontier. They will bein Cirrenceastre.” Helooked a me. “Kjartan
knowsyou'redive”

“He does?’

“Of course he does. The Danes have spies, just aswe do.” And Alfred’ s spies, | realized, had to be
efficient for he knew so much. “Does Kjartan care about your life?” hewent on. “If you tell the truth
about Ragnar’ s death, Uhtred, then he does care because you can contradict hisliesand if Ragnar learns
that truth from you then Kjartan will certainly fear for hislife. It isin Kjartan' sinterest, therefore, to kill



you. | tell you thisonly so that you may consider whether you wish to return to Cirrenceastre where the
Daneshave,” he paused, “influence. Y ou will be safer in Wessex, but how long will Wessex las?” He
evidently did not expect an answer, but kept pacing. “Ubba has sent men to Mercia, which suggestshe
will follow. Have you met Ubba?’

“Many times”
“Tdl meof him.”

| told him what | knew, told him that Ubba was a great warrior, though very superstitious, and that
intrigued Alfred who wanted to know al about Storri the sorcerer and about the runesticks, and | told
him how Ubba never picked battlesfor the joy of fighting, but only when the runes said he could win, but
that once he fought he did so with aterrible savagery. Alfred wroteit al down, then asked if | had met
Halfdan, the youngest brother, and | said | had, but very briefly.

“Halfdan speaks of avenging Ivar,” Alfred said, “so it' s possible he will not come back to Wessex. Not
soon, anyway. But even with Half-dan in Irdland there will be plenty of pagans|eft to attack us.” He
explained how he had anticipated an attack this year, but the Danes had been disorganized and he did
not expect that to last. “ They will come next year,” he said, “and we think Ubbawill lead them.”

“Or Guthrum,” | said.

“I had not forgotten him. Heisin East Anglianow.” He glanced reproachfully at Brida, remembering her
tales of Edmund. Brida, quite unworried, just watched him with half-closed eyes. Helooked back to me.
“What do you know of Guthrum?’

Again | taked and again he wrote. He was intrigued about the bone in Guthrum'’ s hair, and shuddered
when | repested Guthruny' sing stence that every Englishman bekilled. “A harder job than he thinks,”
Alfred said drily. Helaid the pen down and began pacing again. “ There are different kinds of men,” he
said, “and some are to be more feared than others. | feared Ivar the Boneless, for he was cold and
thought carefully. Ubba? | don’t know, but | suspect he is dangerous. Halfdan? A brave fool, but with no
thoughtsin his head. Guthrum? He isthe least to be feared.”

“Theleast?’ | sounded dubious. Guthrum might be called the Unlucky, but he was a considerable
chieftain and led alarge force of warriors.

“Hethinkswith his heart, Uhtred,” Alfred said, “not hishead. Y ou can change aman’s heart, but not his
head.” | remember staring at Alfred then, thinking that he spouted foolishnesslike a horse pissing, but he
was right. Or amost right because he tried to change me, but never succeeded.

A bee drifted through the door, Nihtgenga snapped impotently at it, and the bee droned out again. “But
Guthrum will attack us?” Alfred asked.

“Hewantsto split you,” | said. “One army by land, another by sea, and the Britonsfrom Wales.”
Alfred looked at me gravely. “How do you know that?’

So | told him about Guthrum’ s vigit to Ragnar and the long conversation that | had witnessed, and
Alfred s pen scratched, little flecks of ink spattering from the quill at rough spots on the parchment.
“What this suggests,” he spoke as he wrote, “isthat Ubbawill come from Merciaby land and Guthrum
by seafrom East Anglia” He waswrong about that, but it seemed likely at the time. “How many ships
can Guthrum bring?”

| had no idea. “ Seventy?’ | suggested. “ A hundred?’



“Far morethanthat,” Alfred said severely, “and | cannot build even twenty shipsto oppose them. Have
you saled, Uhtred?’

“Many times”
“With the Danes?’ He asked pedantically.
“With the Danes,” | confirmed.

“What | would like you to do,” he said, but at that moment abell tolled somewhere in the palace and he
immediately broke off from what he was saying. “Prayers,” he said, putting down hisquill. “Y ou will
come.” It was not aquestion, but acommand.

“I havethingsto do,” | said, waited a heartbest, “lord.”

Heblinked at mein surprise for he was not used to men opposing hiswishes, especialy when it cameto
saying prayers, but | kept a stubborn face and he did not force the issue. There was the dap of sandaled
feet on the paved path outside his chamber and he dismissed us as he hurried to join the monks going to
their service. A moment later the drone of a chant began, and Bridaand | abandoned the palace, going
into the town where we discovered atavern that sold decent de. | had been offered none by Alfred. The
folk there were suspicious of us, partly because of the arm rings with their Danish runes, and partly
because of our strange accents, mine from the north and Brida s from the east, but adiver of our silver
was weighed and trusted, and the wary atmosphere subsided when Father Beocca camein, saw us, and
raised hisinky handsin welcome. “1 have been searching high and low for you,” he said. “ Alfred wanted
you.”

“Hewanted to pray,” | said.

“Hewould haveyou eat with him.”

| drank somede. “If | liveto be ahundred, father,” | began.

“I pray you live longer than that,” Beoccasaid. “1 pray you live aslong as Methusdah.”

| wondered who that was. “If | liveto beahundred,” | said again, “1 hope never to et with Alfred
agan.”

He shook his head sadly, but agreed to sit with us and take a pot of ale. He reached over and pulled at
the leather thong half hidden by my jerkin and so reveded the hammer. He tutted. “ Y ou lied to me,
Uhtred,” he said sadly. “When you ran away from Father Willibald we made enquiries. Y ou were never
aprisoner! You weretreated asa son!”

“I was,” | agreed.
“But why did you not cometo usthen? Why did you stay with the Danes?’

| smiled. “What would | have learned here?’ | asked. He began to answer, but | stilled him. “Y ou would
have made me ascholar, father,” | said, “and the Danes made me awarrior. And you will need warriors
when they come back.”

Beocca understood that, but he was still sad. Helooked at Brida “ And you, young lady, | hope you did
not lie?’

“| dwaystdl thetruth, father,” shesaidinasmal voice, “dways.”



“That isgood,” he said, then reached over again to hide my amulet. “ Are you aChrigtian, Uhtred?’ he
asked.

“Y ou baptized me yoursdf, father,” | said evasively.

“Wewill not defeat the Danes unlesswe hold thefaith,” he said earnestly, then smiled, “but will you do
what Alfred wants?’

“| don't know what he wants. He ran off to wear out his knees before he could tdl me.”

“He wants you to serve on one of the shipshe' sbuilding,” he said. | just gaped at him. “We re building
ships, Uhtred,” Beoccawent on enthusiagtically, “ shipsto fight the Danes, but our sailors are not fighters.
They're, well, sailorsl And they’ re fishermen, of course, and traders, but we need men who can teach
them what the Danes do. Their shipsraid our shore incessantly. Two ships come? Three ships?
Sometimes more. They land, burn, kill, take daves, and vanish. But with shipswe can fight them.” He
punched hiswithered left hand with hisright and winced with the pain. “ That’ swhat Alfred wants.”

| glanced a Bridawho gave asmall shrug asif to say that she thought Beoccawas telling the truth.

| thought of the two Aethelreds, younger and older, and their didike of me. | remembered thejoy of a
ship on the sess, of thewind tearing at the rigging, of the oars bending and flashing back the sun, of the
songs of the rowers, of the heartbest of the steering oar, of the seethe of the long green water against the
hull. “Of coursel’ll doit,” | said.

“Praise God,” Beoccasaid. And why not?

| met Athelflaed before | left Wintanceaster. She wasthree or four yearsold, | suppose, and full of
words. She had bright gold hair. She was playing in the garden outside Alfred’ s study and | remember
she had arag doll and Alfred played with her and AHswith worried he was making her too excited. |
remember her laugh. She never logt that laugh. Alfred was good with her for heloved his children. Most
of the time he was solemn, pious, and very salf-disciplined, but with smdl children he became playful and
| dmost liked him as he teased AEthelflaed by hiding her rag doll behind hisback. | also remember how
Aethdflaed ran over to Nihtgenga and fondled him and AHswith caled her back. “ Dirty dog,” shetold her
daughter, “you'll get fleas or worse. Come herel” She gave Bridaavery sour look and muttered,
“Scradte!” That means prostitute and Brida pretended not to have heard, as did Alfred. AHswith ignored
me, but | did not mind because Alfred had summoned a pdace dave who laid ahelmet and amail coat
onthegrass. “For you, Uhtred,” Alfred said.

The helmet was bright iron, dented on the crown by the blow of aweapon, polished with sand and
vinegar, and with afaceplate in which two eyeholes stared like the pits of askull. The mail was good,
though it had been pierced by a spear or sword where the owner’ s heart had been, but it had been
expertly repaired by agood smith and it was worth many pieces of slver. “They were both taken from a
Daneat Asc’'sHill,” Alfred told me. Aswith watched disapprovingly.

“Lord,” | said, and went on one knee and kissed his hand.
“Avyear'ssarvice” hesad, “isdl | ask of you.”
“You haveit, lord,” | said, and sedled that promise with another kiss on hisink-stained knuckles.

| was dazzled. The two pieces of armor were rare and valuable, and | had done nothing to deserve such
generosity, unlessto behave boorishly isto deserve favors. And Alfred had been generous, though alord



should be generous. That iswhat alord is, agiver of rings, and alord who does not distribute wedth isa
lord who will lose the allegiance of hismen, yet even so0 | had not earned the gifts, though | was grateful
for them. | was dazzled by them and for amoment | thought Alfred agreat and good and admirable man.

| should have thought amoment longer. He was generous, of course, but Alfred, unlike hiswife, was
never grudging with gifts, but why give such vauable armor to a half-fledged youth? Because | was useful
to him. Not very useful, but still of use. Alfred sometimes played chess, agame for which | have small
patience, but in chessthere are pieces of great value and pieces of little worth, and | was one of those.
The pieces of great vaue were the lords of Merciawho, if he could bind them to him, would help
Wessex fight the Danes, but he was dready |ooking beyond Merciainto East Angliaand Northumbria
and he had no Northumbrian lords in exile except me, and he foresaw atime when he would need a
Northumbrian to persuade the northern folk to accept asouthern king. If | had been redlly valuable, if |
could have brought him the allegiance of folk nearer hisfrontier, then hewould have given me anoble
West Saxon wife, for awoman of high birth isthe greatest gift alord can bestow, but a helmet and a coat
of mail were sufficient for the distant idea of Northumbria. | doubt he thought | could ddliver that country
to him, but he did seethat one day | might be useful inits ddivery and so he bound meto him with gifts
and made the bonds acceptable with flattery. “ None of my men has fought on shipboard,” he told me,
“s0 they must learn. Y ou might be young, Uhtred, but you have experience which means you know more
than they do. So go and teach them.”

Me? Know more than hismen? | had sailed inWind-Viper, that wasdl, but | had never fought from a
ship, though | was not going to tell Alfred that. Instead | accepted his gifts and went south to the coast,
and thus he had tucked away a pawn that might one day be useful. To Alfred, of course, the most

val uable pieces on the board were his bishops who were supposed to pray the Danes out of England,
and no bishop ever went unfed in Wessex, but | could not complain for | had acoat of mail, ahelmet of
iron, and looked like awarrior. Alfred loaned us horsesfor our journey and he sent Father Willibald with
us, not as aguardian thistime, but because he ingsted that hisnew ships crews must have apriest to
look after their spiritua needs. Poor Willibald. He used to get sick asadog every time aripple touched a
ship, but he never abandoned his responsbilities, especialy toward me. If prayers could make aman into
aChrigtian then | would be a saint ten times over by now.

Dedtiny isal. And now, looking back, | see the pattern of my life’ sjourney. It began in Bebbanburg and
took me south, ever southward, until | reached the farthest coast of England and could go no farther and
ill hear my own language. That was my childhood’ sjourney. Asaman | have gone the other way, ever
northward, carrying sword and spear and ax to clear the path back to where | began. Destiny. The
spinnersfavor me, or at least they have spared me, and for atime they made me asailor.

| took my mail coat and helmet in the year 874, the same year that King Burghred fled to Rome, and
Alfred expected Guthrum to come in the following spring, but he did not, nor in the summer, and so
Wessex was pared an invasion in 875. Guthrum should have come, but he was a cautious man, ever
expecting the worst, and he spent afull eighteen monthsraising the greatest army of Danes that had ever
been seen in England. It dwarfed the Great Army that had marched to Readingum, and it was an army
that should have finished Wessex and granted Guthrum’ s dream of daughtering thelast Englishmanin
England. Guthrum’ shost did comein time and when that time came the three spinners cut England’s
threads one by one until she dangled by awisp, but that story must wait and | mention it now only to
explain why we were given time to prepare oursalves.

And | was given toHeahengd. So help me, that was the ship’s name. It means Archangd. She was not
mine, of course. She had a shipmaster called Werferth who had commanded a tubby boat that had
traded across the sea before he was persuaded to steerHeahengel, and her warriorswere led by agrim
old beast cdled Leofric. And me? | wastheturd in the butter churn.



| was not needed. All Alfred’ sflattering words about me teaching his sailors how to fight were just that,
mere words. But he had persuaded meto join hisflegt, and | had promised him ayear, and here | wasin
Hamtun, which was afine port a the head of along arm of the sea. Alfred had ordered twelve ships
made, and their maker was a shipwright who had been an oarsman on a Danish boat before escaping in
Frankiaand making hisway back to England. There was not much about ship fighting that he did not
know, and nothing | could teach anyone, but ship fighting isavery smple affair. A shipisascrap of land
afloat. So ashipfight isaland fight at sea. Bang your boat a ongside the enemy, make ashied wall, and
kill the other crew. But our shipwright, who was acunning man, had worked out that alarger ship gave
its crew an advantage because it could hold more men and its sides, being higher, would serve asawall,
and so he had built twelve big ships, which at first looked odd to me for they had no beast heads at their
prows or sterns, though they did al have crucifixes nailed to their masts. The whole fleet was
commanded by Ealdorman Hacca, who was brother to the ealdorman of Hamptonscir, and the only thing
he said when | arrived was to advise meto wrap my mail coat in an oiled sack so it would not rust. After
that he gave meto Leofric.

“Show meyour hands,” Leofric ordered. | did and he sneered. “ Y ou’ Il have blisters soon, earding.”

That was hisfavoriteword,earding . It means“ arseling.” That was me, though sometimes he called me
Endwerc, which meansapain in the arse, and he made me an oarsman, one of the sixteen on the
baachbord, which isthe left-hand side of the ship asyou look forward. The other sideisthe steorbord, for
itison that sdethat the steering oar is rigged. We had sixty warriors aboard, thirty-two rowed at atime
unlessthe sail could be hoisted, and we had Werferth at the steering oar and Leofric snarling up and
down telling usto pull harder.

All autumn and winter we rowed up and down Hamtun’s wide channel and beyond in the Solente, which
isthe sea south of theidand caled Wiht, and we fought the tide and wind, hammeringHeahengd through

short, cold waves until we had become a crew and could make her lesp acrossthe sea. Tomy surprise, |
found thatHeahengd was afast ship. | had thought that, being so much bigger, she would be dower than

the Danish ships, but she wasfadt, very fast, and Leofric was turning her into aletha weapon.

He did not like me and though he called me earding and Endwerc | did not face him down because |
would have died. He was a short, wide man, muscled like an ox, with ascarred face, a quick temper,
and a sword so battered that its blade was dim as aknife. Not that he cared, for his preferred wegpon
was the ax. He knew | was an ealdorman, but did not care, nor did he care that | had once served on a
Danish boat. “The only thing the Danes can teach us, earding,” hetold me, “ishow to die.”

Hedid not likeme, but | liked him. At night, when wefilled one of Hamtun’ staverns, | would Sit near him
to listen to hisfew words, which were usudly scornful, even about our own ships. “ Twelve,” he snarled,
“and how many can the Danes bring?’

No one answered.
“Two hundred?’ he suggested. “And we have twelve?’

Brida beguiled him one night into talking about hisfights, al of them ashore, and he talked of Asc’sHill,
how the Danish shield wall had been broken by aman with an ax, and it was obvioudy Leofric himsalf
who had done that, and he told how the man had held the ax halfway up its shaft because that made it
quicker to recover from the blow, though it diminished the force of the wegpon, and how the man had
used his shield to hold off the enemy on his|eft, killed the onein front, then the one to the right, and then
had dipped his hand down the ax handle to start swinging it in terrible, flashing strokes that carved
through the Danish lines. He saw me listening and gave me hisusud sneer. “Beeninashidd wall,

eading?’



| held up onefinger.

“He broke the enemy shidd wall,” Bridasaid. Sheand | lived in the tavern stables and L eofric liked
Bridathough he refused to alow her on boardHeahengd because he reckoned awoman brought ill luck
to aship. “He brokethewadll,” Bridasaid. “| saw it.”

He gazed at me, not sure whether to believe her. | said nothing. “Who were you fighting,” he asked after
apause, “nuns?’

“Wdshmen,” Bridasad.

“Oh, Welshmen! Hell, they die easy,” he said, which was not true, but it let him keep his scorn of me,
and the next day, when we had a practice fight with wooden staves instead of real weapons, he made
sure he opposed me and he beat me to the ground asiif | was ayapping dog, opening a.cut on my skull
and leaving me dazed. “I’'m not aWelshman, earding,” hesaid. | liked Leofricalot.

The year turned. | became eighteen years old. The great Danish army did not come, but their shipsdid.
The Danes were being Vikings again, and their dragon ships camein ones and twos to harry the West
Saxon coadt, to raid and to rape and to burn and to kill, but thisyear Alfred had his own ships ready.

So we went to sea.
EIGHT

We spent the spring, summer, and autumn of the year 875 rowing up and down Wessex’ s south coast.
Wewere divided into four flotillas, and Leofric commandedHeshengel, Ceruphin, andCrigtenlic, which
meant Archangel, Cherubim, and Chrigtian. Alfred had chosen the names. Hacca, who led the whole
fleet, sailed in theEvangdista, which soon acquired the reputation of being an unlucky ship, though her
red ill fortune wasto have Hacca on board. He was a nice enough man, generous with hissilver, but he
hated ships, hated the sea, and wanted nothing more than to be awarrior on dry land, which meant
thatEvangdistawas aways on Hamtun's hard undergoing repairs.

But not theHeahengel. | tugged that oar till my body ached and my hands were hard as oak, but the
rowing put muscle on me, so much muscle. | was big now, big, tall, and strong, and cocky and belligerent
aswadll. | wanted nothing more than to tryHeshenge against some Danish ship, yet our first encounter
was adisaster. We were off the coast of Suth Seaxa, amarvelous coast of rearing white cliffs,
andCeruphin andCristenlic had gone far out to seawhile we did inshore hoping to attract a Viking ship
that would pursue usinto an ambush sprung by the other two craft. The trap worked, only the Viking
was better than us. He was smaller, much smdler, and we pursued him againg the faling tide, gaining on
him with every dip of our oars, but then he sawCeruphin andCrigtenlic damming in from the south, their
oar blades flashing back the sunlight and their bow waves seething white, and the Danish shipmaster
turned his craft asif she had been mounted on a spindle and, with the strong tide now helping him,
dashed back at us.

“Turninto him!” Leofric roared at Werferth who was at the steering oar, but instead Werferth turned
away, not wanting to bring on acallison, and | saw the oars of the Danish ship dideinto their holesas
she neared us and then she ran down our steorbord flank, snapping our oars one by one, the impact
throwing the oar shafts back into our rowers with enough force to break some men'’ sribs, and then the
Danish archers—they had four or five aboard—began loosing their arrows. One went into Werferth's
neck and there was blood pouring down the steering deck and L eofric was bellowing in impotent rage as
the Dane, oars did out again, sped safely away down the fast ebbing tide. They jeered aswewallowed in
the waves.



“Have you steered aboat, earding?’ Leofric asked me, pulling the dying Werferth aside.
13 YS”

“Then steer thisone.” We limped home with only half our proper oars, and we learned two lessons. One
wasto carry spare oars and the second was to carry archers, except that Ealdorman Freola, who
commanded the fyrd of Hamptonscir, said he could spare no bowmen, that he had too few asit was, and
that the ships had aready consumed too many of his other warriors, and besides, he said, we should not
need archers. Hacca, his brother, told us not to make afuss. “ Just throw spears,” he advised Leofric.

“1 want archers,” Leofric ingsted.

“Therearenone!” Haccasaid, spreading his hands.

Father Willibald wanted to write aletter to Alfred. “Hewill listen to me,” he said.
“So you writeto him,” Leofric said sourly, “and what happens then?”

“Hewill send archers, of coursel” Father Willibald said brightly.

“Theletter,” Leofric said, “goesto hisdamn clerks, who are dl priests, and they put it in apile, and the
pile getsread dowly, and when Alfred finally seesit he asksfor advice, and two damned bishops have
their say, and Alfred writes back wanting to know more, and by then it's Candlemas and we' re al dead
with Danish arrowsin our backs.” He glared at Willibald and | began to like Leofric even more. He saw
me grinning. “What' s so funny, Endwerc?’ he demanded.

“I can get you archers,” | said.
“How?’

With one piece of Ragnar’ s gold, which we displayed in Hamtun’ s marketplace and said that the gold
coin, with itsweird writing, would go to the best archer to win acompetition that would be held one
week hence. That coin was worth more than most men could earn in ayear and L eofric was curious how
| had come by it, but | refused to tell him. Instead | set up targets and word spread through the
countryside that rich gold was to be had with cheap arrows, and over forty men arrived to test their skill
and we smply marched the best twelve on boardHeahengel and another ten each toCeruphin
andCristenlic, then took them to sea. Our twelve protested, of course, but Leofric snarled at them and
they al suddenly decided they wanted nothing better than to sail the Wessex coast with him. * For
something that dribbled out of agoat’s backside,” Leofric told me, “you’ re not completely useless.”

“Theré€ll be trouble when we get back,” | warned him.

“Of coursether€' |l betrouble,” he agreed, “trouble from the shire reeve, from the ealdorman, from the
bishop, and from the whole damned lot of them.” He laughed suddenly, avery rare occurrence. “So let’s
kill some Danesfirg.”

Wedid. And by chance it was the same ship that had shamed us, and she tried the sametrick again, but
thistime| turnedHeahengd into her and our bows smashed into her quarter and our twelve archerswere
loosing shaftsinto her crew.Heahengd had ridden up over the other ship, haf sinking her and pinning her
down, and Leofric led acharge over the prow, and there was blood thickening the water in the Viking
bilge. Two of our men managed to tie the ships together, which meant | could |leave the steering oar and,
without bothering to put on either helmet or mail coat, | jumped aboard with Serpent-Breath and joined
the fight. There were shields clashing in the wide midships, spears jabbing, swords and axes swinging,
arrowsflighting overhead, men screaming, men dying, the rage of battle, the joy of blade song, and it was



al over beforeCeruphin orCrigtenlic could join us.

How I did loveit. To be young, to be strong, to have agood sword, and to survive. The Danish crew
had been forty-six strong and dl but one died, and he only lived because L eofric bellowed that we must
take aprisoner. Three of our men died, and six were foully wounded and they probably al died oncewe
got them ashore, but we bailed out the Viking ship and went back to Hamtun with her in tow, and in her
blood-drenched belly we found a chest of silver that she had stolen from amonastery on Wiht. Leofric
presented a generous amount to the bowmen, so that when we went ashore and were confronted by the
reeve, who demanded that we give up the archers, only two of them wanted to go. Therest could see
their way to becoming wesdlthy, and so they stayed.

The prisoner was caled Hroi. Hislord, whom we had killed in the battle, had been called Thurkil and he
served Guthrum, who wasin East Angliawhere he now called himsef king of that country. “ Does he lill
wear thebonein hishair?’ | asked.

“Yes, lord,” Hroi said. He did not call melord because | was an ealdorman, for he did not know that. He
caled me lord because he did not want meto kill him when the questioning was done.

Hroi did not think Guthrum would attack thisyear. “He waitsfor Hafdan,” hetold me.
“And Hafdan' swhere?

“Inlreland, lord.”

“Avenging lvar?’

“Yes, lord.”

“You know Kjartan?’

“I know three men so cdlled, lord.”

“Kjartan of Northumbria,” | said, “father of Sven.”

“Earl Kjartan, you mean?’

“He cdlshimsdlf an earl now?’ | asked.

“Yes, lord, and heis il in Northumbria”

“And Ragnar? Son of Ragnar the Fearless?’

“Earl Ragnar iswith Guthrum, lord, in East Anglia. He has four boats.”

We chained Hroi and sent him under guard to Wintanceaster for Alfred liked to talk with Danish
prisoners. | do not know what happened to him. He was probably hanged or beheaded, for Alfred did
not extend Christian mercy to pagan pirates.

And | thought of Ragnar the Y ounger, Earl Ragnar now, and wondered if | would meet his boats on the
Wessex coast, and wondered too whether Hroi had lied and that Guthrum would invade that summer. |
thought he would, for there was much fighting across the idand of Britain. The Danes of Merciahad
attacked the Britonsin north Wales, | never did discover why, and other Danish bands raided acrossthe
West Saxon frontier, and | suspected those raids were meant to discover West Saxon weaknesses
before Guthrum launched his great army, but no army came and, as the summer reached its height, Alfred
felt safe enough to leave hisforcesin North Wessex to visit the flet.



Hisarriva coincided with news that seven Danish ships had been seen off Hellincigae, anidand that lay in
shalow waters not far to Hamtun' s east, and the news was confirmed when we saw smokerising from a
pillaged settlement. Only half our shipswerein Hamtun, the otherswere at sea, and one of the six in port,
theEvangdista, was on the hard having her bottom scraped. Hacca was nowhere near Hamtun, gone to
his brother’ s house probably, and he would doubtless be annoyed that he had missed the king' svist, but
Alfred had given us no warning of hisarrival, probably because he wanted to see usasweredly were,
rather than as we would have been had we known he was coming. As soon as he heard about the Danes
off Heilincigae he ordered us dl to sea and boardedHeahengd aong with two of his guards and three
priests, one of whom was Beoccawho came to stand beside the steering oar.

“You' ve got bigger, Uhtred,” he said to me, amost reproachfully. | was agood head taller than him now,
and much broader in the chest.

“If you rowed, father,” | said, “you’ d get bigger.”

Hegiggled. “I can’'t imagine mysdlf rowing,” he said, then pointed at my steering oar. “Isthat difficult to
manage?’ he asked.

| let him take it and suggested he turn the boat dightly to the steorbord and his crossed eyes widened in
astonishment as he tried to push the oar and the water fought against him. “I1t needs strength,” | said,
taking the oar back.

“You're happy, aren’'t you?’ He made it sound like an accusation.
“l am, yes”

“Y ou weren't meant to be,” he said.

“No?’

“ Alfred thought this experience would humble you.”

| stared at the king who was up in the bows with Leofric, and | remembered the king’ s honeyed words
about me having something to teach these crews, and | realized he had known | had nothing to
contribute, yet he had still given me the hedmet and armor. That, | assumed, was s0 | would givehim a
year of my lifeinwhich he hoped Leofric would knock the arrogance out of my bumptious youthfulness.
“Didn't work, did it?’ | said, grinning.

“He said you must be broken like ahorse.”

“But I’'m not ahorse, father. I'm alord of Northumbria. What did he think? That after ayear I'd bea
meek Chrigtian ready to do hisbidding?’

“Isthat such abad thing?’
“It' sabad thing,” | said. “He needs proper men to fight the Danes, not praying lickspittles.”

Beocca sighed, then made the Sign of the cross because poor Father Willibad was feeding the gullswith
hisvomit. “1t’ stime you were married, Uhtred,” Beocca said sternly.

| looked at him in astonishment. “Married! Why do you say that?”’
“You're old enough,” Beoccasaid.

“Soareyou,” | retorted, “and you' re not married, so why should | be?’



“I' livein hope,” Beocca said. Poor man, he had asquint, apalsied hand, and aface like asick weasdl,
which redly did not make him a great favorite with women. “But there is ayoung woman in Defnascir
you should look &t,” he told me enthusiagtically, “avery well born young lady! A charming creature,
and...” He paused, evidently having run out of the girl’ s qudities, or €lse because he could not invent any
new ones. “Her father wasthe shirereeve, rest hissoul. A lovely girl. Mildrith, she scaled.” He smiled at
me expectantly.

“A reeve sdaughter,” | said flatly. “Theking' sreeve? The shire reeve?’

“Her father was reeve of southern Defnascir,” Beocca said, diding the man down the social ladder, “but
he |left Mildrith property. A fair piece of land near Exanceaster.”

“A reeve sdaughter,” | repeated, “not an ealdorman’ s daughter?’

“She' ssixteen, | believe,” Beocca said, gazing a the shingled beach diding away to our esst.
“Sixteen,” | said scathingly, “and unmarried, which suggests she has aface like abag of maggots.”
“That ishardly relevant,” he said crosdly.

“You don’t haveto degp with her,” | said, “and no doubt she' s pious?’

“Sheisadevoted Chrigtian, I’m happy to say.”

“You'veseen her?’ | asked.

“No,” he admitted, “but Alfred hastalked of her.”

“ThisisAlfred' sides?’

“He likesto see his men settled, to have ther rootsin the land.”

“I’'m not hisman, Father. I’'m Uhtred of Bebbanburg, and the lords of Bebbanburg don’t marry pious
maggot-faced bitches of low birth.”

“Y ou should meet her,” he persisted, frowning at me. “Marriage isawonderful thing, Uhtred, ordained
by God for our happiness.”

“How would you know?’
“Itis” heindsted weskly.

“I'm aready happy,” | said. “1 hump Bridaand | kill Danes. Find another man for Mildrith. Why don't
you marry her? Good God, Father, you must be near thirty! If you don’'t marry soon you' |l go to your
graveavirgin. Areyou avirgin?’

He blushed, but did not answer because L eofric came back to the steering deck with a black scowl. He
never looked happy, but he appeared grimmer than ever at that moment and | had an ideathat he had
been arguing with Alfred, an argument he had plainly lost. Alfred himsalf followed, aserenelook of
indifference on hislong face. Two of his prieststrailed him, carrying parchment, ink, and quills, and |
realized notes were being taken. “What would you say, Uhtred, was the most crucid equipment for a
ship?’ Alfred asked me. One of the priests dipped hisquill in theink in readiness for my answer, then
staggered asthe ship hit awave. God knows what hiswriting looked like that day. “The sail ?” Alfred
prompted me. “ Spears? Archers? Shieds? Oars?’



“Buckets,” | said.
“Buckets?’ Helooked at me with disapproval, suspecting | was mocking him.

“Bucketsto bail the ship, lord,” | said, nodding down intoHeahengd ' s belly where four men scooped
out seawater and chucked it over the sde, though agood ded landed on the rowers. “What we need,
lord, isabetter way of caulking ships.”

“Writethat down,” Alfred instructed the priests, then stood on tiptoe to look acrossthe intervening low
land into the sealake where the enemy ships had been sighted.

“They’ll belong gone,” Leofric growled.
“I pray not,” Alfred said.

“The Danesdon’t wait for us,” Leofric said. Hewasin aterrible mood, so terrible that he was willing to
snarl a hisking. “They aren’'t fools,” he went on. “They land, they raid, and they go. They’ll have sailed
on the ebb.” Thetide had just turned and was flooding against us now, though | never did quite
understand the tides in the long waters from the seato Hamtun for there were twice as many high tides
there as anywhere e se. Hamtun' stides had amind of their own, or €lse were confused by the channels.

“The paganswere there at dawn,” Alfred said.

“And they’ Il be milesaway by now,” Leofric said. He spoke to Alfred asif he was another crewman,
using no respect, but Alfred was aways patient with such insolence. He knew Leofric’ sworth.

But Leofric waswrong that day about the enemy. The Viking ships were not gone, but till off
Heilincigae, dl seven of them, having been trapped there by the fadling tide. They were waiting for the
risng water to float them free, but we arrived first, coming into the sealake through the narrow entrance
that leads from the northern bank of the Solente. Once through the entrance aship isin aworld of
marshes, sandbanks, idands, and fish traps, not unlike the waters of the Gewaesc. We had aman aboard
who had grown up on those waters, and he guided us, but the Danes had lacked any such expertise and
they had been mided by aline of withies, stuck into the sand at low tide to mark a channd, which had
been deliberately moved to entice them onto amudbank on which they were now firmly stuck.

Which was splendid. We had them trapped like foxesin a one-hole earth and al we had to do was
anchor in the searlake entrance, hope our anchors held against the strong currents, wait for them to float
off, and then daughter them, but Alfred wasin ahurry. He wanted to get back to hisland forcesand
insgsted we return him to Hamtun before nightfal, and so, against Leofric’ s advice, we were ordered to
an immediate attack.

That, too, was splendid, except that we could not approach the mudbank directly for the channd was
narrow and it would mean going in singlefile and the lead ship would face seven Danish shipson itsown,
and so we had to row along way to approach them from the south, which meant that they could escape
to the sealake sentranceif the tide floated them off, which it might very well do, and L eofric muttered
into his beard that we were going about the battle all wrong. He was furious with Alfred.

Alfred, meanwhile, was fascinated by the enemy ships, that he had never seen so clearly before. “ Arethe
beasts representations of their gods?’ he asked me, referring to the finedy carved prows and sterns that
flaunted their monsters, dragons, and serpents.

“No, lord, just beasts” | said. | was beside him, having relinquished the steering oar to the man who
knew these waters, and | told the king how the carved heads could be lifted off their posts so that they



did not terrify the spirits of the land.

“Write that down,” he ordered a priest. “And the wind vanes at the mastheads?’ he asked me, looking at
the nearer one that was painted with an eagle. “ Are they designed to frighten the spirits?’

| did not answer. Instead | was staring at the seven ships across the dick hump of the mudbank and |
recognized one Wind-Viper. The light-colored strake in the bow was clear enough, but even so | would
have recognized her. Wind-Viper, lovelyWind-Viper, ship of dreams, here a Heilincigae.

“Uhtred?’ Alfred prompted me.

“They’rejust wind vanes, lord,” | said. And ifWind-Viper was here, was Ragnar here too? Or had
Kjartan taken the ship and leased it to a shipmaster?

“It seemsaded of trouble,” Alfred said pettishly, “to decorate aship.”

“Menlovether ships,” | said, “and fight for them. Y ou honor what you fight for, lord. We should
decorate our ships.” | spoke harshly, thinking we would love our ships moreif they had beasts on their
prows and had proper names likeBlood-Spiller, Sea-Wolf, orWidow-Maker. Instead theHeahengel led
theCeruphin andCrigtenlic through the tangled waters, and behind us were theA postol and theEftwyrd,
which meant Judgment Day and was probably the best named of our fleet because she sent more than
one Dane to the seal sembrace.

The Danes were digging, trying to deepen the treacherous channel and so float their ships, but aswe
came nearer they redlized they would never complete such a huge task and went back to their stranded
boats to fetch armor, helmets, shields, and wegpons. | pulled on my coat of mail, itsleather lining stinking
of old sweat, and | pulled on the helmet, then strapped Serpent-Breath on my back and Wasp-Sting to
my waist. Thiswas not going to be aseafight, but aland battle, shield wall againgt shield wal, amaul in
the mud, and the Danes had the advantage because they could mass where we must land and they could
meet us aswe came off the ships, and | did not likeit. | could see Leofric hated it, but Alfred was calm
enough as he pulled on hishemet. “God iswith us,” he said.

“Heneedsto be,” Leofric muttered, then raised his voice to shout at the steersman. “Hold her therel” It
was tricky to keepHeahengd il in the swirling current, but we backed oars and she dewed around as
Leofric peered at the shore. | assumed he was waiting for the other shipsto catch up so that we could al
land together, but he had seen a spit of muddy sand projecting from the shore and had worked out that if
we beachedHeahengel there then our first men off the prow would not have to face ashield wall
composed of seven Viking crews. The spit was narrow, only wide enough for three or four men to stand
abreast, and afight there would be between equa numbers. “It’' sagood enough placeto die, earding,”
he told me, and led me forward. Alfred hurried behind us. “Wait,” Leofric snapped at theking so
savagely that Alfred actually obeyed. “Put her on the spit!” Leofric yelled back to the steersman, “Now!”

Ragnar wasthere. | could see the eagle wing on its pole, and then | saw him, looking so like hisfather
that for amoment | thought | was aboy again.

“Ready, earding?’ Leofric said. He had assembled his haf dozen best warriors, dl of usin the prow,
while behind us the bowmen readied to launch their arrows at the Danes who were hurrying toward the
narrow stretch of muddy sand. Then we lurched forward asHeahengd ’ s bow scraped aground. “Now!”
L eofric shouted, and we jumped overboard into water that came up to our knees, and then we
ingtinctively touched shields, made thewall, and | was gripping Wasp-Sting asthefirst Danesran at us.

“Kill them!” Leofric shouted, and | thrust the shield forward and there was the greet clash of iron bosson
limewood, and an ax whirled overhead, but aman behind me caught it on hisshield and | was stabbing



under my shield, bringing the short sword up, but she rammed into a Danish shield. | wrenched her free,
stabbed again, and felt a pain in my ankle as a blade diced through water and boot. Blood swirled in the
seq, but | was Hill standing, and | heaved forward, smelling the Danes, gulls screaming overheed, and
more of the Danes were coming, but more of our men were joining us, some up to their waistsin thetide,
and the front of the battle was a shoving match now because no one had room to swing aweapon. It was
agrunting, cursing shield baitle, and Leofric, beside me, gave a shout and we heaved up and they

stepped back ahalf pace and our arrows dashed over our helmets and | dammed Wasp-Sting forward,
felt her break through leather or mail, twisted her in flesh, pulled her back, pushed with the shield, kept
my head down under the rim, pushed again, stabbed again, brute force, stout shield, and good sted,
nothing else. A man was drowning, blood streaming in the ripples from histwitching body, and | suppose
we were shouting, but I never remember much about that. Y ou remember the pushing, the smell, the
snarling bearded faces, the anger, and thenCristenlic rammed her bowsinto the flank of the Danish line,
crumpling men into the water, drowning and crushing them, and her crew jumped into the smal waves
with spears, swords, and axes. A third boat arrived, more men landed, and | heard Alfred behind me,
shouting at usto break their line, to kill them. | was ramming Wasp-Sting down a aman’ s ankles,
jabbing again and again, pushing with the shield, and then he ssumbled and our line surged forward and he
tried to stab up into my groin, but Leofric dammed his ax head down, turning the man’sface into a mask
of blood and broken teeth. “Push!” Leofric yelled, and we heaved at the enemy, and suddenly they were
bresking away and running.

We had not beaten them. They were not running from our swords and spears, but rather because the
rising tide wasfloating their ships and they ran to rescue them, and we stumbled after them, or rather |
stumbled because my right ankle was bleeding and hurting, and we il did not have enough men ashore
to overwhelm their crews and they were hurling themselves on board their ships, but one crew, brave
men dl, stayed on the sand to hold us back.

“Are you wounded, earding?’ Leofric asked me.
“It' snothing.”

“Stay back,” he ordered me. He was formingHeahengd ’ s men into anew shiddd wall, awall to thump
into that one brave crew, and Alfred was there now, mail armor shining bright, and the Danes must have
known hewas agresat lord, but they did not abandon their shipsfor the honor of killing him. | think that if
Alfred had brought the dragon banner and fought beneath it, so that the Danes could recognize him asthe
king, they would have stayed and fought us and might very well have killed or captured Alfred, but the
Daneswere dwayswary of taking too many casuaties and they hated losing their beloved ships, and so
they just wanted to be away from that place. To which end they were willing to pay the price of the one
ship to save the others, and that one ship was notWind-Viper. | could see her being pushed into the
channel, could see her creeping away backward, see her oars striking against sand rather than water, and
| splashed through the smdl waves, skirting our shield wall and leaving the fight to my right as | bellowed
a the ship. “Ragnar! Ragnar!”

Arrows wereflicking past me. One struck my shield and another glanced off my helmet with aclick. That
reminded me that he would not recognize me with the helmet on and so | dropped Wasp-Sting and
bared my heed. “Ragnar!”

The arrows stopped. The shield walls were crashing, men were dying, most of the Danes were escaping,
and Earl Ragnar stared at me across the widening gap and | could not tell from hisface what he was
thinking, but he had stopped his handful of bowmen from shooting at me, and then he cupped his hands
to hismouth. “Herel” he shouted a me. “Tomorrow’ sdusk!” Then his oars bit water, thewind-Viper
turned like a dancer, the blades dragged the sea, and she was gone.



| retrieved Wasp-Sting and went to join the fight, but it was over. Our crews had massacred that one
Danish crew, al except ahandful of men who had been spared on Alfred’ sorders. Therest werea
bloody pile on the tide line and we stripped them of their armor and weapons, took off their clothes, and
|eft their white bodies to the gulls. Their ship, an old and leaking vessdl, was towed back to Hamtun.

Alfred was pleased. In truth he had let six ships escape, but it had <till been avictory and news of it
would encourage histroops fighting in the north. One of his priests questioned the prisoners, noting their
answers on parchment. Alfred asked some questions of his own, which the priest trandated, and when he
had learned al that he could he came back to where | was steering and |ooked at the blood staining the
deck by my right foot. “Y ou fight well, Uhtred.”

“Wefought badly, lord,” | said, and that wastrue. Their shield wall had held, and if they had not
retreated to rescue their ships they might even have beaten us back into the sea. | had not done well.
There are days when the sword and shield seem clumsy, when the enemy seems quicker, and this had
been one such day. | was angry with mysdlf.

“Y ou weretaking to one of them,” Alfred said accusingly. “I saw you. Y ou were talking to one of the
pmms.”

“I wastdling him, lord,” | said, “that his mother was awhore, hisfather aturd of hdll, and that his
children are pieces of weasd shit.”

Heflinched at that. He was no coward, Alfred, and he knew the anger of battle, but he never liked the
insults that men shouted. | think he would have liked war to be decorous. He looked behindHeahengel
where the dying sun’ slight was rippling our long wake red. “The year you promised to give mewill soon
befinished,” hesad.

“True, lord.”
“I pray you will stay with us”

“When Guthrum comes, lord,” | said, “he will come with afleet to darken the seaand our twelve ships
will be crushed.” | thought perhaps that was what Leofric had been arguing about, about the futility of
trying to stem a seaborne invasion with twelveill-named ships. “If | Say,” | asked, “what usewill | beif
the fleet dares not put to sea?’

“What you say istrue,” Alfred said, suggesting that his argument with Leofric had been about something
else, “but the crews can fight ashore. Leofric tells me you are as good awarrior as any he has seen.”

“Then he has never seen himsdlf, lord.”
“Cometo mewhen your timeisup,” hesad, “and | will find aplace for you.”

“Yes, lord,” | said, but in atone that only acknowledged that | understood what he wanted, not that |
would obey him.

“But you should know onething, Uhtred.” His voice was tern. “If any man commands my troops, that
man must know how to read and write.”

| dmost laughed at that. “ So he can read the Psalms, lord?” | asked sarcasticdlly.
“So he can read my orders,” Alfred said coldly, “and send me news.”

“Yes, lord,” | said again.



They had lit beaconsin Hamtun' swaters so we could find our way home, and the night wind stirred the
liquid reflections of moon and stars aswe did to our anchorage. There were lights ashore, and fires, and
ae, and food and laughter, and best of al the promise of meeting Ragnar the next day.

Ragnar took ahugerisk, of course, in going back to Heilincigae, though perhaps he reckoned, truthfully
asit turned out, that our shipswould need aday to recover from the fight. There were injured men to
tend, weapons to sharpen, and so none of our fleet put to seathat day.

Bridaand | rode horsesto Hamanfunta, avillage that lived off trapping edls, fishing, and making sdt, and
adiver of acoin found stabling for our horses and afisherman willing to take us out to Heilincigae where
no one now lived, for the Danes had daughtered them dl. The fisherman would not wait for us, too
frightened of the coming night and the ghosts that would be moaning and screeching on theidand, but he
promised to return in the morning.

Brida, Nihtgenga, and | wandered that low place, going past the previous day’ s Danish dead who had
aready been pecked ragged by the gulls, past burned-out huts where folk had made a poor living from
the sea and the marsh before the Vikings came and then, as the sun sank, we carried charred timbersto
the shoreand | used flint and stedl to make afire. The flamesflared up in the dusk and Bridatouched my
arm to show meWind-Viper, dark againgt the darkening sky, coming through the seallake’ s entrance.
The last of the daylight touched the seared and caught the gilding onWind-Viper ' s beast head.

| watched her, thinking of dl the fear that such asight brought on England. Wherever there was a creek,
aharbor, or ariver mouth, men feared to see the Danish ships. They feared those beasts at the prow,
feared the men behind the beasts, and prayed to be spared the Northmen' sfury. | loved the sight.
LovedWind-Viper. Her ocarsrose and fell, | could hear the shafts creaking in their lesther-lined holes,
and | could see mailed men at her prow, and then the bows scrunched on the sand and the long oars
went Hill.

Ragnar put the ladder againgt the prow. All Danish ships have ashort ladder to let them climb downto a
beach, and he came down the rungs dowly and aone. Hewasin full mail coat, helmeted, with asword at
his side, and once ashore he paced to the small flames of our fire like awarrior come for vengeance. He
stopped a spear’ s length away and then stared at me through the black eyeholes of hishelmet. “Did you
kill my father?’ he asked hardhly.

“Onmy life” | said, “on Thor,” | pulled out the hammer amulet and clutched it, “on my soul,” | went on,
“I did not.”

He pulled off his helmet, stepped forward, and we embraced. “| knew you did not,” he said.

“Kjartandidit,” | said, “and we watched him.” Wetold him the whole story, how we had beenin the
high woods watching the charcoa cool, and how we had been cut off from the hall, and how it had been
fired, and how the folk had been daughtered.

“If I could havekilled one of them,” | said, “I would, and | would have died doing it, but Ravn dways
said there should be at |east one survivor to tdl thetde”

“What did Kjartan say?’ Brida asked.

Ragnar was sitting now, and two of his men had brought bread and dried herrings and cheese and de.
“Kjartan said,” Ragnar spoke softly, “that the English rose againgt the hall, encouraged by Uhtred, and
that he revenged himsdlf on thekillers”



“And you believed him?’ | asked.

“No,” he admitted. “ Too many men said hedid it, but heis Earl Kjartan now. He leads three times more
menthan | do.”

“And Thyra?’ | asked. “What does she say?”’
“Thyra?’ He stared a me, puzzled.
“Thyralived,” | told him. * She was taken away by Sven.”

Hejust stared at me. He had not known that hissister lived and | saw the anger come on hisface, and
then heraised his eyesto the stars and he howled like awalf.

“Itistrue,” Bridasaid softly. “Your siger lived.”

Ragnar drew hissword and laid it on the sand and touched the blade with hisright hand. “If itisthe last
thing | do,” heswore, “I shdl kill Kjartan, kill hisson, and al hisfollowers. All of them!”

“I would help,” | said. He looked at me through the flames. “1 loved your father,” | said, “and he treated
melikeason.”

“I will welcome your help, Uhtred,” Ragnar said formally. He wiped the sand from the blade and did it
back into itsfleece-lined scabbard. “Y ou will sail with us now?’

| was tempted. | was even surprised at how strongly | was tempted. | wanted to go with Ragnar, |
wanted thelifel had lived with hisfather. But fate rulesus. | was sworn to Alfred for afew more weeks,
and | had fought dongside Leofric for al these months, and fighting next to aman in the shield wall makes
abond astight aslove. “1 cannot come,” | said, and wished | could have said the opposite.

“I can,” Bridasaid, and somehow | was not surprised by that. She had not liked being left ashorein
Hamtun aswe sailed to fight. Shefdt trammeled and useless, unwanted, and | think she yearned after the
Danish ways. She hated Wessex. She hated its priests, hated their disapproval, and hated their denial of
al that wasjoy.

“You are awitness of my father’ sdeath,” Ragnar said to her, still formal.

“l'am.”

“Then | would welcome you,” he said, and looked at me again.

| shook my heed. “I am sworn to Alfred for the moment. By winter | shal be free of the oath.”
“Then cometo usinthewinter,” Ragnar said, “and we shdl go to Dunholm.”

“Dunhdm?’

“ItisKjartan’ sfortressnow. Ricsig letshim live there.”

| thought of Dunholm’ s stronghold on its soaring crag, wrapped by itsriver, protected by its sheer rock
and its high walls and strong garrison. “What if Kjartan marches on Wessex?’ | asked.

Ragnar shook his head. “Hewill not, because he does not go where | go, so | must goto him.”

“Hefearsyou then?’



Ragnar smiled, and if Kjartan had seen that smile he would have shivered. “He fearsme,” Ragnar said. “I
hear he sent mento kill mein Ireland, but their boat was driven ashore and the skraglings killed the crew.
So helivesin fear. He denies my father’ s degth, but he still fearsme.”

“Thereisonelast thing,” | said, and nodded at Bridawho brought out the leather bag with itsgold, jet,
and slver. “It was your father's” | said, “and Kjartan never found it, and we did, and we have spent
some of it, but what remainsisyours.” | pushed the bag toward him and made mysdlf instantly poor.

Ragnar pushed it back without a thought, making merich again. “My father loved you, t0o,” he sad,
“and | an wedthy enough.”

We ate, we drank, we dept, and in the dawn, when alight mist shimmered over the reed beds,
thewWind-Viper went. Thelast thing Ragnar said to me was aquestion. “Thyralives?’

“Shesaurvived,” | said, “s0 | think she mugt ill live”
We embraced, hewent, and | was aone.

| wept for Brida. | flt hurt. | was too young to know how to take abandonment. During the night | had
tried to persuade her to stay, but she had awill as strong as Ealdwulf’ siron, and she had gone with
Ragnar into the dawn mist and left me weeping. | hated the three spinners at that moment, for they wove
crue jestsinto their vulnerable threads, and then the fisherman came to fetch me and | went back home.

Autumn galestore at the coast and Alfred’ sfleet waslaid up for the winter, dragged ashore by horses
and oxen, and Leofric and | rode to Wintanceaster, only to discover that Alfred was at his estate at
Cippanhamm. We were permitted into the Wintanceaster palace by the doorkeeper, who either
recognized me or wasterrified of Leofric, and we dept there, but the place was still haunted by monks,
despite Alfred’ s absence, and so we spent the day in anearby tavern. “ So what will you do, earding?’
Leofric asked me. “ Renew your oath to Alfred?’

“Don’t know.”

“Don’'t know,” he repeated sarcagticdly. “Lost your decison with your girl?’
“I could go back to the Danes,” | said.

“That would give me achanceto kill you,” he said happily.

“Or gtay with Alfred.”

“Why not do that?’

“Becausel don't likehim,” | said.

“You don’'t haveto like him. He syour king.”

“He snot my king,” | said. “I’m aNorthumbrian.”

“So you are, earding, aNorthumbrian ealdorman, eh?’

| nodded, demanded more de, tore apiece of bread in two, and pushed one piece toward Leofric.
“What | should do,” | said, “isgo back to Northumbria. Thereisaman | havetokill.”



“A feud?’
| nodded again.

“Thereisonething | know about blood feuds,” Leofric said, “which isthat they last alifetime. Y ou will
have yearsto make your killing, but only if you live”

“I'll live?” 1 said lightly.

“Not if the Danestake Wessex, you won't. Or maybe you will live, earding, but you' Il live under their
rule, under their law, and under their swords. If you want to be afree man, then stay here and fight for
Wessex.”

“For Alfred?”’

Leofric leaned back, stretched, belched, and took along drink. “1 don't like him either,” he admitted,
“and | didn't like his brothers when they were kings here, and | didn't like his father when he was king,
but Alfred sdifferent.”

“Different?’

Hetapped his scarred forehead. “ The bastard thinks, earding, which is more than you or | ever do. He
knows what hasto be done, and don’t underestimate him. He can be ruthless.”

“He' saking,” | said. “He should be ruthless.”

“Ruthless, generous, pious, boring, that’s Alfred,” Leofric spoke gloomily. “When hewasachild his
father gave him toy warriors. Y ou know, carved out of wood? Just little things. He used to line them up
and there wasn't one out of place, not one, and not even a speck of dust on any of them!” He seemed to
find that gppalling, for he scowled. “Then when he wasfifteen or so he went wild for atime. Humped
every dave girl inthe palace, and I’ ve no doubt he lined them up, too, and made sure they didn’t have
any dust before he rammed them.”

“He had abastard, too, | hear,” | said.

“Oderth,” Leofric said, surprisng me with his knowledge, “ hidden away in Winburnan. Poor little bastard
must be six, seven years old now? Y ou' re not supposed to know he exists.”

“Nor areyou.”

“It was my sster hewhelped himon,” Leofric said, then saw my surprise. “1’m not the only good-looking
onein my family, earding.” He poured more de. “Eadgyth was a paace servant and Alfred claimed to
love her.” He sneered, then shrugged. “ But he looks after her now. Gives her money, sends prieststo
preach to her. Hiswife knows al about the poor little bastard, but won't let Alfred go near him.”

“| hate AHswith,” | said.

“A bitch from hell,” he agreed happily.
“And | likethe Danes,” | said.

“Y ou do? So why do you kill them?’

“I likethem,” | said, ignoring his question, “ because they’ re not frightened of life.”



“They’renot Chrigtians, you mean.”
“They'renot Chrigians,” | agreed. “Areyou?’

Leofric thought for afew heartbeats. “| suppose s0,” he said grudgingly, “but you' re not, are you?’ |
shook my head, showed him Thor’s hammer, and he laughed. “ So what will you do, earding,” he asked
me, “if you go back to the pagans? Other than follow your blood feud?’

That was agood question and | thought about it as much asthe de alowed me. “1’d serve aman caled
Ragnar,” | said, “as| served hisfather.”

“Sowhy did you leave hisfather?’
“Because hewaskilled.”

Leofric frowned. “ So you can stay there so long as your Danish lord lives, isthat right? And without a
lord you' re nothing?’

“I’'m nothing,” | admitted. “But | want to bein Northumbriato take back my father’ sfortress.”
“Ragnar will do that for you?’
“Hemight do it. Hisfather would have doneit, | think.”

“And if you get back your fortress,” he asked, “will you belord of it? Lord of your own land? Or will the
Danesruleyou?’

“The Daneswill rule”

“Soyou settleto beadave, en? Yes, lord, no, lord, let me hold your prick while you pissal over me,
lord?’

“And what happensif | stay here?’ | asked sourly.
“You'll leed men,” hesad.
| laughed at thet. “ Alfred haslords enough to serve him.”

L eofric shook his head. “He doesn’t. He has some good warlords, true, but he needs more. | told him,
that day on the boat when he et the bastards escape, | told him to send me ashore and give me men. He
refused.” He beet the table with amassivefigt. “1 told him I’ m a proper warrior, but sill the bastard
refused me!”

So that, | thought, was what the argument had been about. “Why did he refuse you?’ | asked.

“Because| can't read,” Leofric snarled, “and I’'m not learning now! | tried once, and it makes no damn
senseto me. And I'm not alord, am I? Not even athegn. I'm just adave' s son who happens to know
how to kill the king's enemies, but that’ s not good enough for Alfred. He says| can assst”—he said that
word asif it soured histongue—* one of hisealdormen, but | can’t lead men because | can't read, and |
can'tlearntoread.”

“l can,” | said, or thedrink said.

“Y ou take along time to understand things, earding,” Leofric said with agrin. “Y ou’ re adamned lord,
and you can read, can't you?’



“No, not redlly. A bit. Short words.”
“But you can learn?’
| thought about it. “I can learn.”

“And we havetweve ships crews,” he said, “looking for employment, so we give them to Alfred and we
say that Lord Earding istheir leader and he gives you abook and you read out the pretty words, then
you and | take the bastards to war and do some proper damage to your beloved Danes.”

| did not say yes, nor did | say no, because | was not sure what | wanted. What worried me wasthat |
found myself agreeing with whatever the last person suggested | did; when | had been with Ragnar | had
wanted to follow him, and now | was seduced by Leofric’ svision of thefuture. | had no certainty, so
instead of saying yesor no | went back to the palace and | found Merewenna, and discovered she was
indeed the maid who had caused Alfred’ stears on the night that | had eavesdropped on himin the
Mercian camp outside Snotengaham, and | did know what | wanted to do with her, and | did not cry
afterward.

And next day, at Leofric’ surging, we rode to Cippanhamm.
NINE

Isupposs, if you are reading this, that you have learned your letters, which probably means that some
damned monk or priest rapped your knuckles, cuffed you around the head, or worse. Not that they did
that to me, of course, for | was no longer achild, but | endured their sniggersas| struggled with letters. It
was mosily Beoccawho taught me, complaining al thewhilethat | was taking him from hisred work,
which was the making of alife of Swithun, who had been Bishop of Winchester when Alfred wasachild,
and Beocca was writing the bishop’ s life. Another priest was trandating the book into Latin, Beocca' s
meastery of that tongue not being good enough for the task, and the pages were being sent to Romein
hopes that Swithun would be named a saint. Alfred took agreat interest in the book, forever coming to
Beocca s room and asking whether he knew that Swithun had once preached the gospel to atrout or
chanted apsalm to a seagull, and Beocca would write the stories in astate of great excitement, and then,
when Alfred was gone, reluctantly return to whatever text he was forcing me to decipher. “ Read it
aoud,” hewould say, then protest wildly. “No, no, no! Forli anisto suffer shipwreck! Thisisalife of
Saint Paul, Uhtred, and the apostle suffered shipwreck! Not the word you read at dl!”

| looked at it again. “It’snot forlegnis?’

“Of courseit’snot!” he said, going red with indignation. “That word means...” He paused, redizing that
he was not teaching me English, but how to read it.

“Prodtitute,” | said, “1 know what it means. | even know what they charge. There' saredhead in Chad's
tavernwho...”

“Forli an,” heinterrupted me, “theword isforli an.Read on.”

Those weeks were strange. | was awarrior now, aman, yet in Beocca s room it seemed | wasachild
again as| struggled with the black letters crawling across the cracked parchments. | learned from the
lives of the saints, and in the end Beocca could not resist letting me read some of his own growing life of
Swithun. Hewaited for my praise, but instead | shuddered. “Couldn’t we find something more
interesting?’ | asked him.

“Moreinteresting?’ Beocca sgood eye stared at me reproachfully.



“Something about war,” | suggested, “about the Danes. About shields and spears and swords.”

He grimaced. “1 dread to think of such writings! There are some poems.” He grimaced again and
evidently decided againgt telling me about the belligerent poems. “But this” he tapped the parchment,
“thiswill giveyou inspiration.”

“Ingpiration! How Swithun mended some broken eggs?’

“Itwasasaintly act,” Beocca chided me. “The woman was old and poor, the eggswere dl she had to
s, and shetripped and broke them. She faced starvation! The saint made the eggs whole again and,
God be praised, she sold them.”

“But why didn’t Swithun just give her money,” | demanded, “or take her back to hishouse and give her a
proper med?’

“Itisamiracle,” Beoccaingsted, “ademongration of God' s power!”
“Idliketo seeamiracle,” | said, remembering King Edmund’ s desth.

“That isaweaknessinyou,” Beoccasaid sternly. *Y ou must have faith. Miracles make belief easy, which
iswhy you should never pray for one. Much better to find God through faith than through miracles.”

“Then why have miracles?’
“Oh, read on, Uhtred,” the poor man said tiredly, “for God' s sake, read on.”

| reed on. Buit lifein Cippanhamm was not al reading. Alfred hunted at least twice aweek, though it was
not hunting as| had known it in the north. He never pursued boar, preferring to shoot at stagswith a
bow. The prey was driven to him by beaters, and if astag did not appear swiftly he would get bored and
go back to hisbooks. In truth | think he only went hunting because it was expected of aking, not
because he enjoyed it, but he did endureit. | loved it, of course. | killed wolves, stags, foxes, and boars,
and it was on one of those boar huntsthat | met Athelwold.

Athelwold was Alfred’ s oldest nephew, the boy who should have succeeded his father, King Athelred,
though he was no longer aboy for he was only amonth or so younger than me, and in many ways he was
like me, except that he had been sheltered by hisfather and by Alfred and so had never killed aman or
even fought in abattle. Hewastall, well built, strong, and aswild as an unbroken colt. He had long dark
hair, hisfamily’s narrow face, and strong eyesthat caught the attention of serving girls. All girls, redly. He
hunted with me and with Leofric, drank with us, whored with us when he could escape the priestswho
were hisguardians, and constantly complained about his uncle, though those complaints were only

spoken to me, never to Leofric whom Athewold feared. “He stole the crown,” Agthelwold said of

Alfred.

“Thewitan thought you were too young,” | pointed out.
“I"'m not young now, am 17" he asked indignantly. “ So Alfred should step aside.”
| toasted that ideawith apot of ae, but said nothing.

“They won't even let mefight!” Agthelwold said bitterly. “He says| ought to become apriest. The stupid
bastard.” He drank some de before giving me a serious look. “ Tak to him, Uhtred.”

“What am | to say? That you don’t want to be a priest”?’



“Heknowsthat. No, tel him I'll fight with you and Leofric.”

| thought about that for a short while, then shook my head. 1t won't do any good.”
“Why not?’

“Because” | sad, “hefears you making aname for yoursdlf.”

Athelwold frowned a me. “ A name?’ he asked, puzzled.

“If you become afamouswarrior,” | said, knowing | wasright, “men will follow you. You'redready a
prince, which is dangerous enough, but Alfred won't want you to become afamouswarrior prince, will
I,E?!

“The pious bastard,” Athelwold said. He pushed hislong black hair off hisface and gazed moodily at
Eanflaad, the redhead who was given aroom in the tavern and brought it aded of business. “God, she's
pretty,” he said. “ He was caught humping anun once.”

“Alfred was? A nun?’

“That’swhat | wastold. And he was dways after girls. Couldn’t keep his breeches buttoned! Now the
priests have got hold of him. What | ought to do,” he went on gloomily, “isdit the bastard’ s gizzard.”

“Say that to anyone but me,” | said, “and you'll be hanged.”

“I could run off and join the Danes,” he suggested.

“You could,” | said, “and they’ d welcome you.”

“Then useme?’ he asked, showing that he was not entirely afool.

| nodded. “You'll be like Egbert or Burghred, or that new man in Mercia.”
“Ceolwulf.”

“King at their pleasure,” | said. Ceolwulf, aMercian ealdorman, had been named king of his country now
that Burghred was on hiskneesin Rome, but Ceolwulf was no more ared king than Burghred had been.
Heissued coins, of course, and he administered justice, but everyone knew there were Danesin his
council chamber and he dared do nothing that would earn their wrath. “ So isthat what you want?” |
asked. “To run off to the Danes and be useful to them?”

He shook hishead. “No.” He traced a pattern on the table with spilled de. “Better to do nothing,” he
suggested.

“Nothing?

“If I do nothing,” he said earnestly, “then the bastard might die. He' sawaysill! He can’t livelong, can
he? And hissonisjust ababy. Soif hedies!’ll be king! Oh, sweet Jesus!” This blasphemy was uttered
because two priests had entered the tavern, both of them in AAthelwold' s entourage, though they were
more like jailers than courtiers and they had come to find him and take him off to his bed.

Beoccadid not gpprove of my friendship with Ahelwold. “He safoolish creature,” he warned me.

“Soaml, or soyoutdl me.”



“Then you don’t need your foolishness encouraged, do you? Now et us read about how the holy
Swithun built the town’ s East Gate.”

By the Feast of the Epiphany | could read aswell as a clever twelve-year-old, or so Beoccasad, and
that was good enough for Alfred who did not, after dl, require meto read theologicd texts, but only to
decipher his orders, should he ever decide to give me any, and that, of course, was the heart of the
matter. Leofric and | wanted to command troops, to which end | had endured Beocca' s teaching and
had come to appreciate the holy Swithun’s skill with trout, seegulls, and broken eggs, but the granting of
those troops depended on the king, and in truth there were not many troops to command.

TheWest Saxon army wasin two parts. Thefirst and smaler part was composed of the king's own men,
his retainers who guarded him and hisfamily. They did nothing else because they were professiona
warriors, but they were not many and neither Leofric nor | wanted anything to do with them because
joining the household guard would mean staying in close proximity to Alfred, which, in turn, would mean
going to church.

The second part of the army, and by far the largest, was the fyrd, and that, in turn, was divided among
the shires. Each shire, under its ealdorman and reeve, was responsible for raising the fyrd that was
supposedly composed of every able-bodied man within the shire boundary. That could raise avast
number of men. Hamptonscir, for example, could easily put three thousand men under arms, and there
were nine shiresin Wessex capable of summoning similar numbers. Y et, apart from the troops who
served the ealdormen, the fyrd was mostly composed of farmers. Some had a shield of sorts, spears and
axes were plentiful enough, but swords and armor werein short supply, and worse, the fyrd was aways
reluctant to march beyond its shire borders, and even more rel uctant to serve when there was work to be
done on thefarm. At Azsc’ s Hill, the one battle the West Saxons had won against the Danes, it had been
the household troops who had gained the victory. Divided between Alfred and his brother, they had
pearheaded the fighting while thefyrd, asit usudly did, looked menacing, but only became engaged
when the real soldiers had aready won the fight. The fyrd, in brief, was about asmuch useasaholeina
boat’ s bottom, but that was where Leofric could expect to find men.

Except there were those ships' crews getting drunk in Hamtun' swinter taverns and those were the men
L eofric wanted, and to get them he had to persuade Alfred to relieve Hacca of their command, and
luckily for us Hacca himsdlf came to Cippanhamm and pleaded to be released from the fleet. He prayed
daily, hetold Alfred, never to see the ocean again. “I get seasick, lord.”

Alfred was dways sympathetic to men who suffered sickness because he was so oftenill himself, and he
must have known that Hacca was an inadegquate commander of ships, but Alfred’ s problem was how to
replace him. To which end he summoned four bishops, two abbots, and apriest to advisehim, and |
learned from Beoccathat they were dl praying about the new appointment. “ Do something!” Leofric
Sharled a me.

“What the devil am | supposed to do?’

“Y ou have friendswho are priests! Talk to them. Tak to Alfred, earding.” Herarely called me that
anymore, only when hewas angry.

“Hedoesn'tlikeme,” | said. “If | ask him to put usin charge of thefleet, he'll giveit to anyone but us.
He'll giveit to abishop, probably.”

“Hdl!” Leofricsaid.

In the end it was Eanflaad who saved us. The redhead was amerry soul and had a particular fondnessfor
Leofric, and she heard us arguing and sat down, dapped her hands on the table to silence us, and then



asked what we were fighting about. Then she sneezed because she had a cold.

“| want thisusdessearding,” Leofric jerked histhumb at me, “to be named commander of the fleet, only
he’ stoo young, too ugly, too horrible, and too pagan, and Alfred’ slistening to a pack of bishopswho'll
end up naming some wizened old fart who doesn’'t know his prow from his prick.”

“Which bishops?’ Eanflaad wanted to know.
“ Scireburnan, Wintanceaster, Winburnan, and Exancesster,” | said.

She smiled, sneezed again, and two days later | was summoned to Alfred’ s presence. It turned out that
the Bishop of Exanceaster was partial to redheads.

Alfred greeted mein hishall, afine building with beams, rafters, and a centra stone hearth. His guards
watched us from the doorway where agroup of petitioners waited to see the king, and a huddle of
priests prayed at the hal’ s other end, but the two of uswere aone by the hearth where Alfred paced up
and down as he talked. He said he was thinking of gppointing me to command the fleet. Just thinking, he
stressed. God, he went on, was guiding his choice, but now he must talk with me to see whether God's
advice chimed with hisown intuition. He put great store by intuition. He once lectured me about aman’s
inner eye and how it could lead usto a higher wisdom, and | dare say he was right, but gppointing afleet
commander did not need mystical wisdom, it needed finding araw fighter willing to kill some Danes. “Tell
me,” he went on, “haslearning to read bolstered your faith?’

“Yes, lord,” | said with feigned eagerness.
“It has?’ He sounded dubious.

“Thelife of Saint Swithun,” | said, waving ahand asif to suggest it had overwhelmed me, “and the Stories
of Chad!” | fdl dlent asif | could not think of praise sufficient for that tedious man.

“Theblessed Chad!” Alfred said happily. “Y ou know men and cattle were cured by the dust of his
corpse?’

“A miracle, lord,” | said.

“It isgood to hear you say asmuch, Uhtred,” Alfred said, “and | rgoicein your faith.”
"It gives me great happiness, lord,” | replied with astraight face.

“Becauseit isonly with faith in God that we shdl prevail againgt the Danes.”

“Indeed, lord,” | said with as much enthusiasm as | could muster, wondering why he did not just name
me commander of the fleet and be done with it.

But hewasin adiscursive mood. “I remember when | first met you,” he said, “and | was struck by your
childlikefaith. It was an inspiration to me, Uhtred.”

“l amglad of it, lord.”
“And then"—heturned and frowned & me—"| detected alessening of faithin you.”
“Godtriesus, lord,” | said.

“He does! He does!” He winced suddenly. He was dways a sick man. He had collapsed in pain at his
wedding, though that might have been the horror of reaizing what he was marrying, but in truth he was



prone to bouts of sudden griping agony. That, he had told me, was better than hisfirgt illness, which had
been an afliction of ficus, which isared endwerc, so painful and bloody that at times he had been unable
to Sit, and sometimes that ficus came back, but most of the time he suffered from the painsin hisbelly.
“God doestry us,” hewent on, “and | think God wastesting you. | would like to think you have survived
thetrid.”

“I believel have, lord,” | said gravely, wishing hewould just end thisridiculous conversation.

“But | ill hesitate to nameyou,” he admitted. “ Y ou are young! It istrue you have proved your diligence
by learning to read and that you are nobly born, but you are morelikely to befound in atavernthanina
church. Isthat not true?’

That slenced me, at least for a heartbeat or two, but then | remembered something Beocca had said to
me during hisinterminable lessons and, without thinking, without even redlly knowing what they meant, |
said thewords aoud. “ The son of man is come eating and drinking,” | said, “and...”

““You say, ook, agreedy man and adrinker!”” Alfred finished the words for me. “Y ou areright,
Uhtred, right to chide me. Glory to God! Christ was accused of spending histime in taverns, and | forgot
it. Itisin the Scriptures”

The gods help me, | thought. The man was drunk on God, but he was no foal, for now he turned on me
likeasnake. “And | hear you spend time with my nephew. They say you distract him from hislessons”

| put my hand on my heart. “1 will swear an oath, lord,” | said, “that | have done nothing except dissuade
him from rashness.” And that wastrue, or true enough. | had never encouraged Athelwold in hiswilder
flights of fancy that involved cutting Alfred' sthroat or running away to join the Danes. | did encourage
him to ale, whores, and blasphemy, but | did not count those things asrash. “My oath onit, lord,” | said.

The wordoath was powerful. All our laws depend on oaths. Life, loyaty, and alegiance depend on
oaths, and my use of theword persuaded him. I thank you,” he said earnestly, “and | should tell you,
Uhtred, that to my surprise the Bishop of Exanceaster had a dream in which a messenger of God
gppeared to him and said that you should be made commander of the fleet.”

“A messenger of God?’ | asked.
“Anangd, Uhtred.”
“Prase God,” | said gravely, thinking how Eanflaed would enjoy discovering that she was now an angdl.

“Yet,” Alfred said, and winced again aspain flared in hisarse or belly. “Yet,” he said again, and | knew
something unexpected was coming. “1 worry,” he went on, “that you are of Northumbria, and that your
commitment to Wessex isnot of the heart.”

“I am here, lord,” | said.
“But for how long?’
“Till the Danes are gone, lord.”

Heignored that. “1 need men bound to me by God,” he said, “by God, by love, by duty, by passion, and
by land.” He paused, looking at me, and | knew the sting was in that last word.

“I haveland in Northumbria,” | said, thinking of Bebbanburg.



“West Saxon land,” he said, “land that you will own, land that you will defend, land that you will fight
for.”

“A blessed thought,” | said, my heart sinking at what | suspected was coming.

Only it did not comeimmediately. Instead he abruptly changed the subject and talked, very sensibly,
about the Danish threat. Thefleet, he said, had succeeded in reducing the Viking raids, but he expected
the new year to bring a Danish fleet, and one much too large for our twelve shipsto oppose. “1 dare not
losethefleet,” hesaid, “so | doubt we should fight their ships. I’ m expecting aland army of pagansto
come down the Temes and for their fleet to assault our south coast. | can hold one, but not the other, so
the fleet commander’ sjob will beto follow their ships and harry them. Digtract them. Keep them looking
oneway while| destroy their land army.”

| said | thought that was a good idea, which it probably was, though | wondered how twelve shipswere
supposed to distract awhole fleet, but that was a problem that would have to wait until the enemy fleet
arrived. Alfred then returned to the matter of the land and that, of course, was the deciding factor that
would give me or deny methefleet. “1 would tie you to me, Uhtred,” he said earnedtly.

“| shdl giveyou an oath, lord,” | said.
“You will indeed,” he responded tartly, “but | till want you to be of Wessex.”
“A high honor, lord,” | said. What else could | say?

“Y ou must belong to Wessex,” he said, then smiled asthough he did me afavor. “Thereisan orphanin
Defnascir,” he went on, and hereit came, “agirl, who | would see married.”

| said nothing. What isthe point of protesting when the executioner’ s sword isin midswing?

“Her nameis Mildrith,” hewent on, “and sheis dear to me. A pious girl, modest, and faithful. Her father
was reeve to Ealdorman Odda, and she will bring land to her husband, good land, and | would have a
good man hold that good land.”

| offered asmilethat | hoped was not too sickly. “He would be afortunate man, lord,” | said, “to marry a
girl who isdear to you.”

“So go to her,” he commanded me, “and marry her”—the sword struck—"and then | shall name you
commander of theflegt.”

“Yes, lord,” | said.

Leofric, of course, laughed like a demented jackdaw. “He sno foal, ishe?’ he said when he had
recovered. “He' s making you into a West Saxon. So what do you know about this miltewaac?’
Miltewsac was apain in the spleen.

“Mildrith,” | said, “and she' spious.”
“Of course she s pious. He wouldn't want you to marry her if shewas aleg-spreader.”
“Shelsan orphan,” | said, “and aged about sixteen or seventeen.”

“Chrigt! That old? She must be an ugly sow! But poor thing, she must be wearing out her knees praying
to be spared arutting from an earding like you. But that' s her fate! So let’s get you married. Then we can
kill some Danes”



It was winter. We had spent the Christmas feast at Cippanhamm, and that wasno Y ule, and now we
rode south through frost and rain and wind. Father Willibald accompanied us, for he was till priest to the
fleet, and my plan was to reach Defnascir, do what was grimly necessary, and then ride straight to
Hamtun to make certain the winter work on the twelve boats was being done properly. It isin winter that
ships are caulked, scraped, cleaned, and made tight for the spring, and the thought of ships made me
dream of the Danes, and of Brida, and | wondered where she was, what she did, and whether we would
meet again. And | thought of Ragnar. Had he found Thyra? Did Kjartan live? Theirs was another world
now, and | knew | drifted away from it and was being entangled in the threads of Alfred’ stidy life. He
was trying to make meinto a West Saxon, and he was half succeeding. | was sworn now to fight for
Wessex and it seemed | must marry intoit, but | ill clung to that ancient dream of retaking Bebbanburg.

| loved Bebbanburg and | dmost loved Defnascir as much. When the world was made by Thor from the
carcassof Ymir hedid well when he fashioned Defnascir and its shire next door, Thornsada. Both were
beautiful lands of soft hillsand quick streams, of rich fields and thick soil, of high heeths and good
harbors. A man could live wdll in either shire, and | could have been happy in Defnascir had | not loved
Bebbanburg more. We rode down the valley of the river Uisc, through well-tended fields of red earth,
past plump villages and high halls until we came to Exanceaster, which wasthe shire' s chief town. It had
been made by the Romans who had built afortress on a hill above the Uisc and surrounded it with awall
of flint, one, and brick, and thewall was still there and guards challenged us as we reached the northern
gate.

“We cometo see Ealdorman Odda,” Willibald said.
“On whose busness?’

“Theking's,” Willibald said proudly, flourishing aletter that bore Alfred’ s sedl, though | doubt the guards
would have recognized it, but they seemed properly impressed and let us through into atown of decaying
Roman buildings amid which atimber church reared tal next to Ealdorman Odda shall.

The ealdorman made uswait, but at last he came with his son and a dozen retainers, and one of his
priestsread the king' sletter doud. It was Alfred’ s pleasure that Mildrith should be married to hisloyal
servant, the ealdorman Uhtred, and Odda was commanded to arrange the ceremony with aslittle delay
as possble. Oddawas not pleased at the news. He was an elderly man, at least forty yearsold, with gray
hair and aface made grotesque by bulbous wens. His son, Oddathe Y ounger, was even less pleased,

for he scowled at the news. “It isn't seemly, Father,” he complained.

“Itistheking’ swish.”
“But..."
“Itistheking swish!”

Oddathe Y ounger fell silent. He was about my age, nineteen, good-looking, black haired, and eegant in
ablack tunic that was as clean as awoman’ s dress and edged with gold thread. A golden crucifix hung at
his neck. He gave me agrim look, and | must have appeared travel stained and ragged to him, and after
ingpecting me and finding me about as appeding as awet mongrel, he turned on hished and stalked from
the hall.

“Tomorrow morning,” Oddaannounced unhappily, “the bishop can marry you. But you must pay the
bride-pricefirs.”

“The bride-price?’ | asked. Alfred had mentioned no such thing, though of course it was customary.



“Thirty-three shillings,” Oddasaid flatly, and with the hint of asmirk.

Thirty-three shillingswas afortune. A hoard. The price of agood war horse or aship. It took me aback
and | heard Leofric give agasp behind me. “Isthat what Alfred says?’ | demanded.

“Itiswhat | say,” Oddasaid, “for Mildrith is my goddaughter.”

No wonder he smirked. The price was huge and he doubted | could pay it, and if | could not pay it then
the girl was not mine and, though Odda did not know it, the fleet would not be mine either. Nor, of
course, wasthe price merely thirty-three shillings, or three hundred and ninety-six silver pence, it was
doublethat, for it was dso customary for a husband to give his new wife an equivaent sum after the
marriage was consummated. That second gift was none of Odda’ s business and | doubted very much
whether | would want to pay it, just as Ealdorman Oddawas now certain, from my hesitation, that |
would not be paying him the bride-price without which there could be no marriage contract.

“I can meet thelady?’ | asked.

“Y ou may meet her a the ceremony tomorrow morning,” Oddasaid firmly, “but only if you pay the
bride-price. Otherwise, no.”

He looked disappointed as| opened my pouch and gave him one gold coin and thirty-six silver pennies.
He looked even more disappointed when he saw that was not all the coin | possessed, but he was
trapped now. “Y ou may meet her,” hetold me, “in the cathedra tomorrow.”

“Why not now?’ | asked.
“Because sheisat her prayers,” the ealdorman said, and with that he dismissed us.

Leofricand | found aplaceto deep in atavern close to the cathedral, which was the bishop’ s church,
and that night | got drunk as a spring hare. | picked afight with someone, | have no ideawho, and only
remember that Leofric, who was not quite as drunk as me, pulled us apart and flattened my opponent,
and after that | went into the stable yard and threw up al thede had just drunk. | drank some more,
dept badly, woke to hear rain seething on the stable roof, and then vomited again.

“Why don't wejust rideto Mercia?’ | suggested to Leofric. The king had lent ushorsesand | did not
mind gtedling them.

“What do we do there?’
“Find men?’ | suggested. “Fight?’

“Don’t be daft, earding,” Leofric said. “Wewant thefleet. And if you don’'t marry the ugly sow, | don’t
get to command it.”

“I command it,” | said.
“But only if you marry,” Leofric said, “and then you' Il command the fleet and I’ Il command you.”

Father Willibald arrived then. He had dept in the monastery next door to the tavern and had cometo
make sure | was ready, and looked alarmed at my ragged condition. “What' sthat mark on your face?’
he asked.

“Bagtard hit melast night,” | said, “I was drunk. So was he, but | was more drunk. Take my advice,
father. Never get into afight when you' re badly drunk.”



| drank more alefor breakfast. Willibad inssted | wear my best tunic, which was not saying much for it
was stained, crumpled, and torn. | would have preferred to wear my coat of mail, but Willibald said that
was ingppropriate for achurch, and | suppose he wasright, and | let him brush me down and try to dab
theworst stains out of thewool. | tied my hair with aleather lace, strapped on Serpent-Breath and
Wasp-Sting, which again Willibald said | should not wear in aholy place, but | inssted on keeping the
weapons, and then, adoomed man, | went to the cathedra with Willibald and Leofric.

It wasraining asif the heavenswere being drained of al their water. Rain bounced in the Streets, flowed
in streams down the gutters, and leaked through the cathedra’ s thatch. A brisk cold wind was coming
from the east and it found every crack in the cathedral’ s wooden walls so that the candles on the dtars
flickered and some blew out. It wasasmall church, not much bigger than Ragnar’ sburned hdl, and it
must have been built on a Roman foundation for the floor was made of flagstones that were now being
puddled by rainwater. The bishop was dready there, two other priests fussed with the guttering candles
on the high altar, and then Ealdorman Odda arrived with my bride.

Who took one look at me and burst into tears.

What was | expecting? A woman who looked like asow, | suppose, awoman with a pox-scarred face
and asour expression and hauncheslike an ox. No one expectsto love awife, not if they marry for land
or position, and | was marrying for land and she was marrying because she had no choice, and there
redlly isno point in making too much of afuss abouit it, because that isthe way the world works. My job
was to take her land, work it, make money, and Mildrith’ s duty was to give me sons and make sure there
was food and de on my table. Such isthe holy sacrament of marriage.

| did not want to marry her. By rights, as an ealdorman of Northumbria, | could expect to marry a
daughter of the nobility, adaughter who would bring much more land than twelve hilly hidesin Defnascir.
| might have expected to marry a daughter who could increase Bebbanburg's holdings and power, but
that was plainly not going to happen, so | was marrying agirl of ignoble birth who would now be known
as Lady Mildrith and she might have shown some gratitude for that, but instead she cried and even tried
to pull away from Ealdorman Odda.

He probably sympathized with her, but the bride-price had been paid, and so she was brought to the
atar and the bishop, who had come back from Cippanhamm with astreaming cold, duly made us man
and wife. “ And may the blessing of God the Father,” he said, “ God the son, and God the Holy Ghost be
on your union.” He was about to sayamen, but instead sneezed mightily.

“Amen,” Willibald said. No one else spoke.
So Mildrithwasmine.

Oddathe Y ounger watched as we left the church and he probably thought | did not see him, but | did,
and | marked him down. | knew why he was watching.

For thetruth of it, which surprised me, was that Mildrith was desirable. That word does not do her
justice, but it is so very hard to remember aface from long ago. Sometimes, in adream, | see her, and
sheisred then, but when | am awake and try to summon her face | cannot do it. | remember she had
clear, pale skin, that her lower lip jutted out too much, that her eyes were very blue and her hair the same
gold asmine. Shewastal, which she didiked, thinking it made her unwomanly, and had anervous
expression, as though she congtantly feared disaster, and that can be very attractivein awoman and |
confess| found her attractive. That did surprise me, indeed it astonished me, for such awoman should
have long been married. She was dmost seventeen years old, and by that age most women have aready



given birth to three or four children or €lse been killed in the attempt, but as we rode to her holdings that
lay to the west of theriver Uisc'smouth, | heard some of her tale. She was being drawn in a cart by two
oxen that Willibald had ingsted garlanding with flowers. Leofric, Willibald, and | rode longside the cart,
and Willibald asked her questions and she answered him readily enough for he was a priest and akind
man.

Her father, she said, had |eft her land and debts, and the debts were greater than the vaue of the land.
L eofric sniggered when he heard the worddebts. | said nothing, but just stared doggedly ahead.

The trouble, Mildrith said, had begun when her father had granted a tenth of his holdings as sdmesaecer,
which island devoted to the church. The church does not own it, but has theright to dl that the land
yields, whether in cropsor cettle, and her father had made the grant, Mildrith explained, because dl his
children except her had died and he wanted to find favor with God. | suspected he had wanted to find
favor with Alfred, for in Wessex an ambitious man was well advised to look after the church if he wanted
the king to look after him.

But then the Danes had raided, cattle had been daughtered, a harvest failed, and the church took her
father to law for failing to provide the land’ s promised yield. Wessex, | discovered, was very devoted to
thelaw, and al the men of law are priests, every last one of them, which meansthat the law isthe church,
and when Mildrith’ sfather died the law had decreed that he owed the church a huge sum, quite beyond
his ability to pay, and Alfred, who had the power to lift the debt, refused to do so. What this meant was
that any man who married Mildrith married the debt, and no man had been willing to take that burden
until aNorthumbrian fool wandered into the trgp like adrunk staggering downhill.

L eofric waslaughing. Willibald looked worried.

“Sowhat isthe debt?’ | asked.

“Two thousand shillings, lord,” Mildrith said in avery smal voice.

Leofric dmost choked laughing and | could have cheerfully killed him on the spot.
“And it increases yearly?” Willibald asked shrewdly.

“Yes” Mildrith said, refusing to meet my eyes. A more sensible man would have explored Mildrith's
circumstances before the marriage contract was made, but | had just seen marriage as aroute to the fleet.
So now | had thefleet, | had the debt, and | had the girl, and | also had a new enemy, Oddathe

Y ounger, who had plainly wanted Mildrith for himself, though hisfather, wisdly, had refused to saddle his
family with the crippling debt, nor, | suspected, did he want his son to marry beneath him.

Thereisahierarchy among men. Beoccaliked to tell meit reflected the hierarchy of heaven, and perhaps
it does, but | know nothing of that, but I do know how men are ranked. At thetop istheking, and
beneath him are his sons, and then come the ealdormen who are the chief nobles of the land and without
land aman cannot be noble, though | was, because | have never abandoned my claim to Bebbanburg.
The king and his eldormen are the power of akingdom, the men who hold great lands and raise the
armies, and beneath them are the lesser nobles, usually caled reeves, and they are respongblefor law in
alord’ sland, though aman can ceaseto be areeve if he displeases hislord. The reeves are drawn from
the ranks of thegns, who are wealthy men who can lead followers to war, but who lack the wide holdings
of noblemen like Odda or my father. Beneath the thegns are the ceorls, who are dl free men, but if a
ceorl loses hislivelihood then he could well become a dave, which isthe bottom of the dung heap. Slaves
can be, and often are, freed, though unlessadave slord gives him land or money hewill soon beadave
again. Mildrith’sfather had been athegn, and Odda had made him areeve, responsible for kegping the
peace in awide swath of southern Defnascir, but he had also been athegn of insufficient land, whose



foolishness had diminished thelittle he possessed, and so he had left Mildrith impoverished, which made
her unsuitable as awife for an ealdorman’ s son, though she was reckoned good enough for an exiled lord
from Northumbria. In truth she was just another pawn on Alfred’ s chessboard and he had only given her
to me so that | became responsible for paying the church avast sum.

Hewas aspider, | thought sourly, apriestly black spider spinning sticky webs, and | thought | had been
30 clever when | talked to himin the hdl at Cippanhamm. In truth | could have prayed openly to Thor
before pissng on therelics of Alfred’ sdtar and he would still have given methe fleet because he knew
the fleet would havelittle to do in the coming war, and he had only wanted to trap mefor hisfuture
ambitionsin the north of England. So now | was trapped, and the bastard Ealdorman Odda had carefully
let mewalk into the trap.

The thought of Defnascir’ s elldorman prompted a question from me. “What bride-price did Odda give
you?’ | asked Mildrith.

“Ffteen shillings, lord.”

“Fifteen shillings?’ | asked, shocked.
“Yes, lord.”

“The cheap bagtard,” | said.

“Cut the rest out of him,” Leofric snarled. A pair of very blue eyeslooked at him, then a me, then
vanished under the cloak again.

Her twelve hides of land, that were now mine, lay in the hills above theriver Uisc’s seareach, in aplace
caled Oxton, which smply means afarm where oxen are kept. It was a shieling, as the Daneswould say,
afarmstead, and the house had athatch so overgrown with moss and grass that it looked like an earth
mound. Therewas no hall, and anobleman needs ahal in which to feed hisfollowers, but it did have a
cattle shed and a pig shed and land enough to support sixteen daves and five families of tenants, al of
whom were summoned to greet me, aswell as half a dozen household servants, most of whom were aso
daves, and they welcomed Mildrith fondly for, since her father’ s desth, she had beenliving in the
household of Edldorman Odda s wife while the farmstead was managed by a man called Oswad who
looked about as trustworthy as a stoat.

That night we made amedl of pess, leeks, stale bread, and sour ae, and that was my first marriage feast
in my own house, which was also ahouse under threat of debt. The next morning it had stopped raining
and | breskfasted on more stale bread and sour ae, and then walked with Mildrith to ahilltop from
where| could stare down at the wide seareach that lay acrossthe land like the flattened gray blade of an
ax. “Where do these folk go,” | asked, meaning her daves and tenants, “when the Danes come?”’

“Into the hills, lord.”

“My nameisUhtred.”

“Into the hills, Uhtred.”
“Youwon'tgointothehills” I sad firmly.
“I won't?" Her eyeswidened in darm.

“Y ou will comewith meto Hamtun,” | said, “and we shall have a house there so long as| command the
flegt.”



She nodded, plainly nervous, and then | took her hand, opened it, and poured in thirty-three shillings, so
many coinsthat they spilled onto her lap. “ Y ours, wife,” | said.

And so shewas. My wife. And that same day we |eft, going eastward, man and wife.

The story hurries now. It quickenslike astream coming to afal in the hillsand, like a cascade foaming
down jumbled rocks, it gets angry and violent, confused even. For it wasin that year, 876, that the
Danes madetheir greatest effort yet to rid England of itslast kingdom, and the ondaught was huge,
savage, and sudden.

Guthrum the Unlucky led the assault. He had been living in Grantaceadter, calling himsdlf King of East
Anglia, and Alfred, | think, assumed he would have good warning if Guthrum’sarmy |eft that place, but
the West Saxon spiesfailed and the warnings did not come, and the Danish army was al mounted on
horses, and Alfred’ stroops were in the wrong place and Guthrum led his men south acrossthe Temes
and clear across al Wessex to capture a great fortress on the south coast. That fortresswas caled
Werham and it lay not very far west of Hamtun, though between usand it lay avast stretch of inland sea
caled the Poole. Guthrum’ s army assaulted Werham, captured it, raped the nunsin Werham’ s nunnery,
and did it al before Alfred could react. Once ingde the fortress Guthrum was protected by two rivers,
one to the north of the town and the other to the south. To the east was the wide placid Poole and a
massive wall and ditch guarded the only approach from the west.

There was nothing the fleet could do. As soon as we heard that the Danes were in Werham, we readied
ourselvesfor sea, but no sooner had we reached the open water than we saw their fleet and that ended
our ambitions.

| have never seen so many ships. Guthrum had marched across Wessex with close to a thousand
horsemen, but now the rest of hisarmy came by seaand their ships darkened the water. There were
hundreds of boats. Men later said three hundred and fifty, though | think there were fewer, but certainly
there were more than two hundred. Ship after ship, dragon prow after serpent head, oars churning the
dark seawhite, afleet going to battle, and al we could do was dink back into Hamtun and pray that the
Danes did not sail up Hamtun Water to daughter us.

They did not. Thefleet sailed on to join Guthrum in Werham, so now ahuge Danish army waslodged in
southern Wessex, and | remembered Ragnar’ s advice to Guthrum. Split their forces, Ragnar had said,
and that surely meant another Danish army lay somewhere to the north, just waiting to attack, and when
Alfred went to meet that second army, Guthrum would erupt from behind Werham’ swalsto attack him
intherear.

“It'stheend of England,” Leofric said darkly. He was not much given to gloom, but that day he was
downcast. Mildrith and | had taken ahouse in Hamtun, one close to the water, and he ate with us most
nights we werein thetown. We were gill taking the ships out, now in aflatillaof twelve, awaysin hope
of catching some Danish ships unawares, but their raiders only sdlied out of the Poole in large numbers,
never fewer than thirty ships, and | dared not lose Alfred’ snavy in asuicida attack on such large forces.
In the height of the summer a Danish force came to Hamtun' swater, rowing amost to our anchorage,
and we lashed our ships together, donned armor, sharpened weapons, and waited for their attack. But
they were no more minded for battle than we were. To reach usthey would haveto negotiate a
mud-bordered channel and they could only put two ships abreast in that place and so they were content
to jeer at usfrom the open water and then leave.

Guthrum waited in Werham and what he waited for, we later learned, was for Hafdan to lead amixed



force of Northmen and Britons out of Wales. Hafdan had beenin Irdland, avenging Ivar’ s degth, and
now he was supposed to bring hisfleet and army to Waes, assemble agreat army there, and lead it
across the Sedern Seaand attack Wessex. But, according to Beocca, God intervened. God or the three
spinners. Fate is everything, for news came that Halfdan had died in Ireland, and of the three brothers
only Ubbanow lived, though he was il in the far wild north. Halfdan had been killed by the Irish,
daughtered along with scores of hismen in avicious battle, and so the Irish saved Wessex that yesr.

We knew none of that in Hamtun. We made our impotent forays and waited for news of the second
blow that mugt fall on Wessex, and 4till it did not come, and then, asthefirgt autumn gales fretted the
coast, amessenger came from Alfred, whose army was camped to the west of Werham, demanding that
| go to the king. The messenger was Beoccaand | was surprisingly pleased to see him, though annoyed
that he gave me the command verbdly. “Why did | learnto read,” | demanded of him, “if you don’t bring
written orders?’

“You learned to read, Uhtred,” he said happily, “to improve your mind, of course.” Then he saw Mildrith
and his mouth began to open and close like alanded fish. “Isthis?’ he began, and was struck dumb asa
dick.

“TheLady Mildrith,” | said.

“Dear lady,” Beocca said, then gulped for air and twitched like a puppy wanting apat. “I have known
Uhtred,” he managed to say to her, “since hewas alittle child! Since hewasjust alittle child.”

“He sabig onenow,” Mildrith said, which Beocca thought was awonderful jest for he giggled
immoderately.

“Why,” | managed to sem hismirth, “am | going to Alfred?’

“Because Hafdan is dead, God be praised, and no army will come from the north, God be praised, and
s0 Guthrum seeksterms! The discussions have dready started, and God be praised for that, too.” He
beamed at me as though he was responsible for this rush of good news, and perhaps he was because he
went on to say that Halfdan’ s death was the result of prayers. “ So many prayers, Uhtred. Y ou see the

power of prayer?’

“God be praised indeed,” Mildrith answered instead of me. She was indeed very pious, but no oneis
perfect. She was a so pregnant, but Beocca did not notice and | did not tell him.

| 1eft Mildrith in Hamtun, and rode with Beoccato the West Saxon army. A dozen of theking's
household troops served as our escort, for the route took us close to the northern shore of the Poole and
Danish boats had been raiding that shore before the truce talks opened. “What does Alfred want of me?’
| asked Beocca congantly, insigting, despite hisdenids, that he must have someidea, but he claimed
ignorance and in the end | stopped asking.

We arrived outside Werham on achilly autumn evening. Alfred was at his prayersin atent that was
serving as hisroya chape and Ealdorman Odda and his son waited outside and the ealdorman gave me
aguarded nod while his son ignored me. Beocca went into the tent to join the prayers while | squatted,
drew Serpent-Breath, and sharpened her with the whetstone | carried in my pouch.

“Expecting to fight?” Ealdorman Odda asked me sourly.

| looked at hisson. “Maybe,” | said, then looked back to the father. “Y ou owe my wife money,” | said,
“eghteen shillings.” He reddened, said nothing, though the son put a hand to his sword hilt and that made
me smile and stand, Serpent-Bregth’ s naked blade already in my grip. Ealdorman Odda pulled hisson



angrily away. “Eighteen shillings” | called after them, then squatted again and ran the sone down the
sword'slong edge.

Women. Men fight for them, and that was another lesson to learn. Asachild | thought men struggled for
land or for mastery, but they fight for women just as much. Mildrith and | were unexpectedly content
together, but it was clear that Odda the Y ounger hated me because | had married her, and | wondered if
he would dare do anything about that hatred. Beocca once told me the tale of a prince from afaraway
land who stole aking’ s daughter and the king led hisarmy to the prince’ sland and thousands of great
warriors died in the struggle to get her back. Thousands! And dl for awoman. Indeed the argument that
began thistae, the rivary between King Osbert of Northumbriaand Ala, the man who wanted to be
king, al began because AHla stole Osbert’ swife. | have heard some women complain that they have no
power and that men control the world, and so they do, but women till have the power to drive men to
battle and to the grave beyond.

| wasthinking of these things as Alfred came from the tent. He had the look of betific pleasure he usudly
wore when he had just said his prayers, but he was dso walking giffly, which probably meant theficus
was troubling him again, and he looked distinctly uncomfortable when we sat down to supper that night.
The meal was an ungpeakable gruel | would hesitate to serve to pigs, but there was bread and cheese
enough so | did not starve. | did note that Alfred was distant with me, hardly acknowledging my
presence, and | put that down to the fleet’ sfalure to achieve any red victory during that summer, yet he
had gtill summoned me and | wondered why if dl he intended to do wasignore me.

Y et, the next morning he summoned me after prayers and we waked up and down outside the royd tent
where the dragon banner flew in the autumn sun. “Thefleet,” Alfred said, frowning, “can it prevent the
Danesleaving the Poole?”’

“No, lord.”
“No?" That was said sharply. “Why not?’

“Because, lord,” | said, “we have twelve ships and they have over two hundred. We could kill afew of
them, but in the end they’ [l overwhelm us and you won't have any fleet left and they’ Il till have more than
two hundred ships.”

| think Alfred knew that, but he still did not like my answer. He grimaced, then walked in sillence for a
few more paces. “1 am glad you married,” he said abruptly.

“Toadebt,” | said sharply.

Hedid not like my tone, but alowed it. “ The debt, Uhtred,” he said reprovingly, “isto the church, so you
must welcomeit. Besides, you' re young, you havetimeto pay. The Lord, remember, loves acheerful
giver.” That was one of hisfavorite sayingsand if | heard it once | heard it athousand times. He turned
on his hed, then looked back. “1 shall expect your presence at the negotiations,” he said, but did not
explain why, nor wait for any response, but just walked on.

He and Guthrum were talking. A canopy had been raised between Alfred’ s camp and Werham's
western wall, and it was beneath that shelter that atruce was being hammered out. Alfred would have
liked to assault Werham, but the approach was narrow, the wall was high and in very good repair, and
the Danes were numerous. It would have been avery risky fight, and one that the Danes could expect to
win, and s0 Alfred had abandoned theidea. Asfor the Danes, they were trapped. They had been relying
on Hafdan coming to attack Alfred in the rear, but Halfdan was dead in Irdland, and Guthrum’s men
were too many to be carried away on their ships, big astheir fleet was, and if they tried to break out by
land they would be forced to fight Alfred on the narrow strip of land between the two rivers, and that



would cause agreat daughter. | remembered Ravn telling me how the Danes feared to lose too many
men for they could not replace them quickly. Guthrum could stay where he was, of course, but then
Alfred would besiege him and Alfred had aready ordered that every barn, granary, and storehouse
within raiding distance of the Poole wasto be emptied. The Danes would starve in the coming winter.

Which meant that both sides wanted peace, and Alfred and Guthrum had been discussing terms, and |
arrived just asthey were finishing the discussions. It was dready too late in the year for the Danish fleet
to risk along journey around Wessex’ s southern coast, and so Alfred had agreed that Guthrum could
remain in Werham through the winter. He also agreed to supply them with food on condition that they
made no raids, and he agreed to give them silver because he knew the Danes always wanted silver, and
in return they promised that they would stay peaceably in Werham and |eave peaceably in the spring
when ther fleet would go back to East Angliaand the rest of their army would march north through
Wessex, guarded by our men, until they reached Mercia.

No one, on either side, believed the promises, so they had to be secured, and for that each side
demanded hostages, and the hostages had to be of rank, or e se their lives would be security for nothing.
A dozen Danish earls, none of whom | knew, were to be ddlivered to Alfred, and an equivalent number
of English nobles given to Guthrum.

Whichwaswhy | had been summoned. Which waswhy Alfred had been so distant with me, for he knew
all dong that | wasto be one of the hostages. My use to him had lessened that year, because of the

fleet’ simpotence, but my rank still had bargaining power, and so | was among the chosen. | was
Eadorman Uhtred, and only useful because | wasanoble, and | saw Oddathe Y ounger smiling broadly
as my name was accepted by the Danes.

Guthrum and Alfred then swore oaths. Alfred insisted that the Danish leader make his oath with one hand
ontherdicsthat Alfred aways carried in his baggage. There was afeather from the dove that Noah had
released from the ark, a glove that had belonged to Saint Cedd, and, most sacred of al, atoering that
had belonged to Mary Magdaene. The holy ring, Alfred caled it, and abemused Guthrum put his hand
on the scrap of gold and swore he would keep his promises, then ingsted that Alfred put ahand on the
bone he hung in his hair and he made the King of Wessex swear on adead Danish mother that the West
Saxons would keep the treaty. Only when those oaths were made, sanctified by the gold of asaint and
the bone of amother, were the hostages exchanged, and as | walked across the space between the two
gdes Guthrum must have recognized me for he gave me along, contemplative look, and then we were
escorted, with ceremony, to Werham.

Where Earl Ragnar, son of Ragnar, welcomed me.

There wasjoy in that meeting. Ragnar and | embraced like brothers, and | thought of him as a brother,
and he thumped my back, poured ae, and gave me news. Kjartan and Sven ill lived and were dtill in
Dunholm. Ragnar had confronted them in aformal meeting where both sides were forbidden to carry
weapons, and Kjartan had sworn that he was innocent of the hall-burning and declared he knew nothing
of Thyra. “The bastard lied,” Ragnar told me, “and | know helied. And he knows hewill die.”

“But not yet?’
“How can | take Dunholm?’

Bridawas there, sharing Ragnar’ s bed, and she greeted me warmly, though not as hotly as Nihtgenga
who legped all over me and washed my face with histongue. Bridawas amused that | wasgoingto bea
father. “But it will be good for you,” she said.



“Good for me? Why?’
“Because you'll be aproper man.”

| thought | wasthat dready, yet there was dtill one thing lacking, one thing | had never confessed to
anyone, not to Mildrith, not to Leofric, and not now to Ragnar or Brida. | had fought the Danes, | had
seen ships burn and watched men drown, but | had never fought in agresat shidd wall. | had fought in
small ones, | had fought ship’s crew againgt ship’s crew, but | had never stood on awide battlefield and
watched the enemy’ s banners hide the sun, and known the fear that comes when hundreds or thousands
of men are coming to the daughter. | had been at Eoferwic and at Asc’ s Hill and | had seen the shield
wallsclash, but I had not been in the front rank. | had been in fights, but they had al been smdl and small
fightsend quickly. | had never endured the long bloodletting, the terrible fights when thirst and weariness
weaken aman and the enemy, no matter how many you kill, keeps on coming. Only when | had done
that, | thought, could | call mysdlf a proper man.

| missed Mildrith, and that surprised me. | aso missed Leofric, though there was huge pleasurein
Ragnar’ s company, and the life of ahostage was not hard. We lived in Werham, received enough food,
and watched the gray of winter shorten the days. One of the hostages was acousin of Alfred’s, apriest
caled Wadla, who fretted and sometimes wegpt, but the rest of us were content enough. Hacca, who had
once commanded Alfred’ s fleet, was among the hostages, and he wasthe only one | knew well, but |
spent my time with Ragnar and his men who accepted me as one of them and even tried to make me a
Daneagain. “1 haveawife,” | told them.

“So bring her!” Ragnar said. “We never have enough women.”

But | was English now. | did not hate the Danes, indeed | preferred their company to the company of the
other hostages, but | was English. That journey was done. Alfred had not changed my alegiance, but
Leofric and Mildrith had, or else the three spinners had become bored with teasing me, though
Bebbanburg ill haunted meand | did not know how, if | wasto keep my loyalty to Alfred, | would ever
seethat lovely place again.

Ragnar accepted my choice. “Buit if there’ speace,” he said, “will you help me fight Kjartan?’
“If?" | repeated the word.

He shrugged. “ Guthrum till wants Wessex. Wedl do.”

“If there speace,” | promised, “I will come north.”

Y et | doubted there would be peace. In the spring Guthrum would |eave Wessex, the hostages would be
freed, and then what? The Danish army gtill existed and Ubba yet lived, so the ondaught on Wessex must
begin again, and Guthrum must have been thinking the same for he talked with dl the hostagesin an effort
to discover Alfred’ sstrength. “Itisagreat srength,” | told him. “Y ou may kill hisarmy and another will
spring up.” It was dl nonsense, of course, but what else did he expect meto say?

| doubt | convinced Guthrum, but Wedla, the priest who was Alfred’ s cousin, put the fear of God into
him. Guthrum spent hourstalking with Wadla, and | often interpreted for him, and Guthrum was not
asking about troops or ships, but about God. Who was the Christian God? What did he offer? He was
fascinated by thetae of the crucifixion and | think, had we been given time enough, Wadla could even
have persuaded Guthrum to convert. Wadla certainly thought so himsdlf for he enjoined meto pray for
such aconverson. “It'sclose, Uhtred,” he told me excitedly, “and once he has been baptized then there

will be peace!”



Such are the dreams of priests. My dreamswere of Mildrith and the child she carried. Ragnar dreamed
of revenge. And Guthrum?

Despite hisfascination with Chrigtianity, Guthrum dreamed of just one thing.
He dreamed of war.

PART THREE

The Shidd Wall

TEN

Alfred’ sarmy withdrew from Werham. Some West Saxons stayed to watch Guthrum, but very few, for
armies are expensive to maintain and, once gathered, they aways seem to fal sick, so Alfred took
advantage of the truce to send the men of the fyrds back to their farms while he and his household troops
went to Scireburnan, which lay ahdf day’s march north of Werham and, happily for Alfred, was hometo
abishop and amonastery. Beoccatold me that Alfred spent that winter reading the ancient law codes
from Kent, Mercia, and Wessex, and doubtless he was readying himsdlf to compile his own laws, which
he eventudly did. | am certain he was happy that winter, criticizing hisancestors' rules and dreaming of
the perfect society where the church told us what not to do and the king punished usfor doingit.

Huppa, Eddorman of Thornssga, commanded the few men who were left facing Werham' sramparts,
while Oddathe Y ounger led atroop of horsemen who patrolled the shores of the Poole, but the two
bands made only asmall force and they could do little except keep an eye on the Danes, and why should
they do more? There was atruce, Guthrum had sworn on the holy ring, and Wessex was at peace.

The Y ulefeast was athin affair in Werham, though the Danes did their best and at |east there was plenty
of ale so men got drunk, but my chief memory of that Y uleis of Guthrum crying. The tears poured down
hisface asaharpist played a sad tune and a skald recited a poem about Guthrum’s mother. Her beauity,
the skald said, wasrivaled only by the stars, while her kindness was such that flowers sprang up in winter
to pay her homage. “ She was arancid bitch,” Ragnar whispered to me, “and ugly as abucket of shit.”

“You knew her?’
“Ravn knew her. He dways said she had avoice that could cut down atree.”

Guthrum was living up to his name “the Unlucky.” He had come so close to destroying Wessex and it
had only been Halfdan' s degth that had cheated him of the prize, and that was not Guthrum'’ sfault, yet
there was a s mmering resentment among the trapped army. Men muttered that nothing could ever
prosper under Guthrum'’ s leadership, and perhapsthat distrust had made him gloomier than ever, or
perhapsit was hunger.

For the Danes were hungry. Alfred kept hisword and sent food, but there was never quite enough, and |
did not understand why the Danes did not eat their horses that were |eft to graze on the winter marshes
between the fortress and the Poole. Those horses grew desperately thin, their pathetic grazing
supplemented by what little hay the Danes had discovered in the town, and when that was gone they
pulled the thatch from some of Werham's houses, and that poor diet kept the horses dive until thefirst
glimmerings of spring. | welcomed those new signs of the turning year: the song of amissd thrush, the
dog violets showing in sheltered spots, the lambs' tails on the hazd trees, and the first frogs croaking in
the marsh. Spring was coming, and when the land was green Guthrum would |leave and we hostages
would be freed.



We received little news other than what the Danestold us, but sometimes a message was delivered to
one or other of the hostages, usudly nailed to awillow tree outside the gate, and one such message was
addressed to me. For thefirst time, | was grateful that Beocca had taught me to read for Father Willibald
had written and told me | had ason. Mildrith had given birth before Y ule and the boy was hedlthy and
shewas a0 hedthy and the boy was caled Uhtred. | wept when | read that. | had not expected to fedl
so much, but | did, and Ragnar asked why | was crying and | told him and he produced abarrel of de
and we gave oursalves afeadt, or as much of afeast aswe could make, and he gave me atiny silver arm
ring asagift for the boy. | had a son. Uhtred.

Thenext day | helped Ragnar relaunchwWind-Viper, which had been dragged ashore so her timbers could
be caulked, and we stowed her bilges with the stones that served as balast and rigged her mast and
afterward killed a hare that we had trapped in the fields where the horses tried to graze, and Ragnar
poured the hare’ s blood on theWind-Viper 's stem and called on Thor to send her fair winds and for
Odinto send her great victories. We ate the hare that night and drank the last of the de, and the next
morning adragon boat arrived, coming from the sea, and | was amazed that Alfred had not ordered our
fleet to patrol the waters off the Pool€' s mouth, but none of our boats was there, and so that sngle
Danish ship came upriver and brought amessage for Guthrum.

Ragnar was vague about the ship. It came from East Anglia, he said, which turned out to be untrue, and
merdly brought news of that kingdom, which was equaly untrue. It had come from the west, around
Cornwalum, from the lands of the Welsh, but | only learned that later and, at thetime, | did not care,
because Ragnar a so told me that we should be leaving soon, very soon, and | only had thoughtsfor the
son | had not seen. Uhtred Uhtredson.

That night Guthrum gave the hostages afeast, agood feast, too, with food and ae that had been brought
on the newly arrived dragon ship, and Guthrum praised usfor being good guests and he gave each of us
an arm ring, and promised we would al be free soon. “When?’ | asked.

“Soon!” Hislong face glistened in thefirdight as he raised ahorn of aleto me. “Soon! Now drink!”

Weadl drank, and after the feast we hostages went to the nunnery’ s hal where Guthrum insisted we dept.
In the daytime we were free to roam wherever we wanted insde the Danish lines, and freeto carry
wegponsif we chose, but at night he wanted all the hostagesin one place so that his black-cloaked
guards could keep an eye on us, and it was those guards who camefor usin the night’ s dark heart. They
carried flaming torches and they kicked us avake, ordering us outside, and one of them kicked
Serpent-Breath away when | reached for her. “ Get outside,” he snarled, and when | reached for the
sword again a spear stave cracked across my skull and two more spears jabbed my arse, and | had no
choice but to stumble out the door into agusting wind that was bringing a cold, spitting rain, and the wind
tore at the flaming torchesthat lit the street where at least ahundred Daneswaited, al armed, and | could
see they had saddled and bridled their thin horses and my first thought was that these were the men who
would escort us back to the West Saxon lines.

Then Guthrum, cloaked in black, pushed through the helmeted men. No words were spoken. Guthrum,
grim faced, the white bonein his hair, just nodded, and his black-cloaked men drew their swords and
poor Wadla, Alfred’ s cousin, wasthe first hostage to die. Guthrum winced dightly at the priest’ s deeth,
for | think he had liked Wadla, but by then | was turning, ready to fight the men behind me even though |
had no weapon and knew that fight could only end with my death. A sword was aready coming for me,
held by aDanein alesther jerkin that was studded with metd rivets, and he was grinning as heran the
blade toward my unprotected belly and he was il grinning as the throwing ax buried its blade between
hiseyes. | remember the thump of that blade striking home, the spurt of blood in the flamelight, the noise
astheman fell onto the flint and shingle street, and dl the while the frantic protests from the other



hostages as they were murdered, but | lived. Ragnar had hurled the ax and now stood beside me, sword
drawn. Hewasin hiswar gear, in polished chain mail, in high boots and a helmet that he had decorated
with apair of eaglewings, and in the raw light of the wind-fretted fires he looked like agod come down
to Midgard.

“They must dl die,” Guthrum inssted. The other hostages were dead or dying, their hands bloodied from
their hopeless attempts to ward off the blades, and a dozen war Danes, swords red, now edged toward
meto finishthejob.

“Kill thisone,” Ragnar shouted, “and you must kill mefirst.” His men came out of the crowd to stand
beside their lord. They were outnumbered by at |east five to one, but they were Danes and they showed
no fear.

Guthrum stared at Ragnar. Haccawas still not dead and he twitched in his agony and Guthrum, irritated
that the man lived, drew his sword and rammed it into Hacca s throat. Guthrum’s men were stripping the
arm rings from the dead, rings that had been gifts from their master just hours before. “They al must die,”
Guthrum said when Haccawas lill. “ Alfred will kill our hostages now, so it must be man for man.”

“Uhtred ismy brother,” Ragnar said, “and you are welcometo kill him, lord, but you must first kill me.”

Guthrum stepped back. “ Thisisno time for Daneto fight Dane,” he said grudgingly, and sheathed his
sword to show that | could live. | stepped across the street to find the man who had stolen
Serpent-Breath, Wasp-Sting, and my armor, and he gave them to me without protest.

Guthrum’ s men were mounting their horses. “What' s happening?’ | asked Ragnar.
“What do you think?" he asked truculently.
“I think you' re breaking the truce.”

“Wedid not comethisfar,” he said, “to march away like beaten dogs.” He watched as| buckled
Serpent-Breeth’ s belt. “Come with us,” he said.

“Comewith you where?’
“To take Wessex, of course.”

| do not deny that there was atug on my heart strings, atemptation to join the wild Danesin their romp
across Wessex, but thetug was easily ressted. “1 have awife,” | told him, “and achild.”

He grimaced. “ Alfred has trapped you, Uhtred.”

“No,” | said, “the spinnersdid that.” Ur r, Ver andi, and Skuld, the three women who spin our threads at
thefoot of Y ggdrasil, had decided my fate. Destiny isdl. “I shdl go to my woman,” | said.

“But not yet,” Ragnar said with ahaf smile, and hetook meto theriver whereasmall boat carried usto
where the newly launchedWind-Viper was anchored. A haf crew was already aboard, as was Brida,
who gave me a breskfast of bread and de. At first light, when there was just enough gray in the sky to
reved the glistening mud of the river’ s banks, Ragnar ordered the anchor raised and we drifted
downstream on current and tide, gliding past the dark shapes of other Danish ships until we cameto a
reach wide enough to turnWind-Viper and there the oars were fitted, men tugged, and she swiveled
gracefully, both oar banks began to pull, and she shot out into the Poole where most of the Danish fleet
rode at anchor. We did not go far, just to the barren shore of abig idand that sitsin the center of the
Poole, aplace of squirrels, seabirds, and foxes. Ragnar let the ship glide toward the shore and, when her



prow touched the beach, he embraced me. “Y ou arefree,” he said.
“Thank you,” | said fervently, remembering those bloodied corpses by Werham'’ s nunnery.
He held onto my shoulders. “You and I,” he said, “aretied as brothers. Don't forget that. Now go.”

| splashed through the shdlows as theWind-Viper, aghostly gray in the dawn, backed away. Brida
cdled afarewdl, | heard the oars bite, and the ship was gone.

That idand was aforbidding place. Fishermen and fowlers had lived there once, and an anchorite, a
monk who lives by himsdlf, had occupied ahollow treein theidand’ s center, but the coming of the Danes
had driven them all away and the remnants of the fishermen’ s houses were nothing but charred timberson
blackened ground. | had the idand to mysdlf, and it was from its shore that | watched the vast Danish
fleet row toward the Pool € s entrance, though they stopped there rather than go to sea because the wind,
aready brisk, had freshened even more and now it was a hdf gae blowing from the south and the
breakers were shattering wild and white above the spit of sand that protected their new anchorage. The
Danish fleet had moved there, | surmised, because to stay in the river would have exposed their crewsto
the West Saxon bowmen who would be among the troops reoccupying Werham.

Guthrum had led his horsemen out of Werham, that much was obvious, and dl the Daneswho had
remained in the town were now crammed onto the ships where they waited for the weather to cm so
they could sail away, but to where, | had no idea.

All day that south wind blew, getting harder and bringing adashing rain, and | became bored of watching
the Danish fleet fret a itsanchorsand so | explored theidand’ s shore and found the remnants of asmall
boat half hidden in athicket and I hauled the wreck down to the water and discovered it floated well
enough, and the wind would take me away from the Danes and so | waited for the tide to turn and then,
half swamped in the broken craft, | floated free. | used a piece of wood as a crude paddle, but the wind
was howling now and it drove me wet and cold across that wide water until, asnight fell, | cameto the
Pool€ s northern shore and there | became one of the sceadugengan again, picking my way through
reeds and marshes until | found higher ground where bushes gave me shelter for abroken deep. Inthe
morning | walked eastward, still buffeted by wind and rain, and so came to Hamtun that evening.

Where| found that Mildrith and my son were gone.
Taken by Oddathe Y ounger.

Father Willibald told me the tale. Odda had come that morning, while Leofric was down at the shore
securing the boats againgt the bruising wind, and Odda had said that the Danes had broken out, that they
would havekilled their hostages, that they might come to Hamtun at any moment, and that Mildrith
should flee. “ She did not want to go, lord,” Willibald said, and | could hear the timidity in hisvoice. My
anger wasfrightening him. “They had horses, lord,” he said, asif that explained it.

“Youdidn't send for Leofric?’

“They wouldn't let me, lord.” He paused. “But we were scared, lord. The Danes had broken the truce
and we thought you were dead.”

Leofric had set off in pursuit, but by the time he learned Mildrith was gone Odda had at least a half
morning's start and Leofric did not even know where he would have gone. “West,” | said, “back to
Defnascir.”

“And the Danes?’ Leofric asked. “Where are they going?’



“Back to Mercia?’ | guessed.

Leofric shrugged. “ Across Wessex? With Alfred waiting? And you say they went on horseback? How fit
were the horses?’

“They weren't fit. They were hdf starved.”

“Then they haven't goneto Mercig,” hesaid firmly.
“Perhapsthey’ ve gone to meet Ubba,” Willibald suggested.
“Ubbal” | had not heard that namein along time.

“There were stories, lord,” Willibald said nervoudy, “that he was among the Britonsin Wales. That he
had afleet on the Sadern.”

That made sense. Ubbawas replacing his dead brother, Halfdan, and evidently leading another force of
Danes againgt Wessex, but where? If he crossed the Sadfern’ s wide sea then he would be in Defnascir,
or perhaps he was marching around theriver, heading into Alfred’ s heartland from the north, but for the
moment | did not care. | only wanted to find my wife and child. There was pridein that desire, of course,
but more than pride. Mildrith and | were suited to each other, | had missed her, | wanted to see my child.
That ceremony in the rain-dripping cathedra had worked its magic and | wanted her back and | wanted
to punish Oddathe Y ounger for taking her away. “ Defnascir,” | said again, “that’ swhere the bastard’ s
gone. And that’ s where we go tomorrow.” Odda, | was certain, would head for the safety of home. Not
that he feared my revenge, for he surely assumed | was dead, but he would be worried about the Danes,
and | wasworried that they might have found him on hiswestward flight.

“You and me?’ Leofric asked.
| shook my head. “We takeHeahengel and afull fighting crew.”
Leofric looked skeptica. “In thisweather?’

“Thewind sdropping,” | said, and it was, though it till tugged at the thatch and rattled the shutters, but it
was camer the next morning, but not by much for Hamtun’ swater was still flecked white asthe small
waves ran angrily ashore, suggesting that the seas beyond the Solente would be huge and furious. But
there were breaks in the clouds, the wind had gone into the east, and | wasin no mood to wait. Two of
the crew, both seamen dl their lives, tried to dissuade me from the voyage. They had seen this weether
before, they said, and the storm would come back, but | refused to believe them and they, to their credit,
camewillingly, asdid Father Willibald, which was brave of him for he hated the seaand wasfacing
rougher water than any he had seen before.

We rowed up Hamtun’' s water, hoisted the sail in the Solente, brought the ocarsinboard, and ran before
that east wind as though the serpent Corpse-Ripper was at our stern.Heahengel hammered through the
short sess, threw the white water high, and raced, and that was while we were still in sheltered waters.
Then we passed the white stacks at Wiht' s end, the rocks that are called the Naadles, and the first
tumultuous seas hit us and theHeahengd bent to them. Y et ill we flew, and the wind was dropping and
the sun shone through rentsin the dark cloudsto glitter on the churning sea, and Leofric suddenly roared
awarning and pointed ahead.

He was pointing to the Danish fleet. Like methey believed the westher wasimproving, and they must
have been in ahurry to join Guthrum, for the whole fleet was coming out of the Poole and was now
sailing south to round the rocky headland, which meant, like us, they were going west. Which could mean



they were going to Defnascir or perhaps planning to sail clear about Cornwaum to join Ubbain Wales.
“Y ou want to tangle with them?’ Leofric asked me grimly.

| heaved on the steering oar, driving us south. “We |l go outside them,” | said, meaning we would head
out to seaand | doubted any of their shipswould bother with us. They werein ahurry to get wherever
they were going and with luck, | thought,Heahengd would outrun them for she was afast ship and they
were gill well short of the headland.

We flew downwind and therewasjoy init, thejoy of steering aboat through angry seas, though | doubt
there was much joy for the men who had to bailHeahengdl, chucking the water over the side, and it was
one of those men who looked astern and called a sudden warning to me. | turned to see ablack squall
seething across the broken seas. It was an angry patch of darkness and rain, coming fast, so fast that
Willibald, who had been clutching the ship’s Side as he vomited overboard, fdll to his knees, made the
sign of the cross, and began to pray. “ Get the sail down!” | shouted at Leofric, and he staggered
forward, but too late, much too late, for the squal struck.

One moment the sun had shone, then we were abruptly thrust into the devil’ s playground asthe squdl hit
uslikeashidd wall. The ship shuddered, water and wind and gloom smashing usin sudden turmoail,
andHeahengd swung to the blow, going broadside to the sea and nothing | could do would hold her
straight, and | saw L eofric stagger across the deck as the steorbord side went under water. “Bail!” |
shouted desperately. “Bail!” And then, with anoise like thunder, the great sail split into tattersthat
whipped off the yard, and the ship came dowly upright, but she was low in the water, and | wasusing al
my strength to keep her coming around, cregping around, reversing our course so that | could put her
bowsinto that turmoil of seaand wind, and the men were praying, making the sgn of the cross, bailing
water, and the remnants of the sail and the broken lines were mad things, ragged demons, and the sudden
gaewashowling like thefuriesin therigging and | thought how futile it would be to die a seaso soon
after Ragnar had saved my life.

Somehow we got six oars into the water and then, with two men to an oar, we pulled into that seething
chaos. Twelve men pulled six oars, three men tried to cut the rigging’ swreckage away, and the others
threw water over the sde. No orders were given, for no voice could be heard above that shrieking wind
that was flensing the skin from the sea.and whipping it in white spindrift. Huge swellsrolled, but they were
no danger for theHeahengel rode them, but their broken tops threatened to swamp us, and then | saw the
mast sway, its shrouds parting, and | shouted uselesdy, for no one could hear me, and the great spruce
spar broke and fell. It fell acrossthe ship’s side and the water flowed in again, but Leofric and adozen
men somehow managed to heave the mast overboard and it banged down our flank, then jerked because
it was still held to the ship by atangle of sedl-hide ropes. | saw Leofric pluck an ax from the swamped
bilge and start to dash at that tangle of lines, but | screamed a him with all my breeth to put the ax down.

Because the madt, tied to us and floating behind us, seemed to steady the ship. It heldHeahengd into the
waves and wind, and let the great seas go rolling beneath us, and we could catch our breath at last. Men
looked at each other asif amazed to find themselves dive, and | could even let go of the steering oar
because the mast, with the big yard and the remnants of its sail il attached, was holding us steady. |
found my body aching. | was soaked through, must have been cold, but did not notice.

Leofric came to stand beside me.Heahengel ’ s prow was facing eastward, but we were traveling
westward, driven backward by the tide and wind, and | turned to make certain we had searoom, and
then touched L eofric’ s shoulder and pointed toward the shore.

Where we saw afleet dying.



The Danes had been sailing south, following the shore from the Pool € s entrance to the rearing headland,
and that meant they were on alee shore, and in that sudden resurgence of the storm they stood no
chance. Ship after ship was being driven ashore. A few had made it past the headland, and another
handful were trying to row clear of the cliffs, but most were doomed. We could not see their degths, but |
could imagine them. The crash of hulls againgt rocks, the churning water breaking through the planks, the
pounding of seaand wind and timber on drowning men, dragon prows splintering and the halls of the sea
god filling with the souls of warriors and, though they were the enemy, | doubt any of usfelt anything but
pity. The seagivesacold and lonely death.

Ragnar and Brida | just gazed, but could not distinguish one ship from another through the rain and
broken sea. We did watch one ship, which seemed to have escaped, suddenly sink. One moment she
was on awave, oray flying from her hull, oars pulling her free, and next she was just gone. She vanished.
Other ships were banging one another, oars tangling and splintering. Some tried to turn and run back to
the Poole and many of those were driven ashore, some on the sands and some on the cliffs. A few ships,
pitifully few, beet their way clear, men hauling on the oarsin afrenzy, but dl the Danish shipswere
overloaded, carrying men whose horses had died, carrying an army we knew not where, and that army
now died.

We were south of the headland now, being driven fast to the west, and a Danish ship, smaller than ours,
came close and the steersman looked across and gave agrim smile asif to acknowledge there was only
one enemy now, the sea. The Dane drifted ahead of us, not dowed by trailing wreckage aswe were. The
rain hissed down, amaevolent rain, stinging on the wind, and the seawas full of planks, broken spars,
dragon prows, long oars, shields, and corpses. | saw adog svimming frantically, eyeswhite, and for a
moment | thought it was Nihtgenga, then saw this dog had black ears while Nihtgenga had white. The
clouds were the color of iron, ragged and low, and the water was being shredded into streams of white
and green-black, and theHeahengel reared to each sea, crashed down into the troughs, and shook like a
live thing with every blow, but shelived. She waswell built, she kept usdive, and dl the whilewe
watched the Danish ships die and Father Willibald prayed.

Oddly his sickness had passed. He looked pale, and doubtless felt wretched, but as the ssorm pummeled
us hisvomiting ended and he even came to stand beside me, steadying himself by holding on to the
steering oar. “Who isthe Danish god of the sea?’ he asked me over the wind’ snoise.

“Njor 1" | shouted back.

Hegrinned. “You pray to himand I'll pray to God.”

| laughed. “1f Alfred knew you' d said that you’ d never become a bishop!”
“I won't become a bishop unlesswe survivethis So pray!”

| did pray, and dowly, rdluctantly, the storm eased. Low clouds raced over the angry water, but thewind
died and we could cut away the wreckage of mast and yard and unship the oars and turnHeahengd to
the west and row through the flotsam of a shattered war fleet. A score of Danish shipswerein front of
us, and there were others behind us, but | guessed that at least haf their fleet had sunk, perhaps more,
and | felt an immense fear for Ragnar and Brida. We caught up with the smaler Danish shipsand |
steered close to asmany as| could and shouted across the broken seas. “Did you seeWind-Viper 7’

“No,” they called back. No, came the answer, again and again. They knew we were an enemy ship, but
did not carefor there was no enemy out in that water except the water itself, and so we rowed on, a
meastless ship, and left the Danes behind us, and as night fell, and as astreak of sunlight lesked like
seeping blood into arift of the western clouds, | steeredHeahengel into the crooked reach of the river



Uisc, and once we were behind the headland the sea calmed and we rowed, suddenly safe, past the long
spit of sand and turned into theriver and | could look up into the darkening hills to where Oxton stood,
and | saw nolight there.

We beachedHeahengel and staggered ashore and some men knelt and kissed the ground while others
made the sign of the cross. Therewas asmall harbor in the wide river reach and some houses by the
harbor and we filled them, demanded that fireswere lit and food brought, and then, in the darkness, |
went back outside and saw the sparks of light flickering upriver. | realized they were torches being
burned on the remaining Danish boats that had somehow found their way into the Uisc and now rowed
inland, going north toward Exanceaster, and | knew that was where Guthrum must have ridden and that
the Danes were there, and the fleet’ s survivors would thicken his army and Oddathe Y ounger, if he
lived, might well havetried to go there, too.

With Mildrith and my son. | touched Thor’s hammer and prayed they were dive.
And then, asthe dark boats passed upstream, | dept.

In the morning we pulledHeahengd into the small harbor where she could rest on the mud when thetide
fel. We were forty-eight men, tired but aive. The sky was ribbed with clouds, high and gray-pink,
scudding before the storm’ s dying wind,

We walked to Oxton through woods full of bluebells. Did | expect to find Mildrith there? | think | did,
but of course she was not. There was only Oswald the steward and the daves and none of them knew
what was happening.

Leofric insgsted on aday to dry clothes, sharpen weapons, and fill bellies, but | wasin no mood to rest so
| took two men, Cenwulf and Ida, and walked north toward Exanceaster, which lay on the far side of the
Uisc. Theriver settlements were empty for the folk had heard of the Danes coming and had fled into the
hills, and so we walked the higher paths and asked them what happened, but they knew nothing except
that there were dragon shipsin the river, and we could see those for ourselves. Therewas a
storm-battered fleet drawn up on the riverbank beneath Exanceaster’ s stone walls. There were more
shipsthan | had suspected, suggesting that agood part of Guthrum’ sfleet had survived by staying in the
Poole when the storm struck, and afew of those shipswere till arriving, their crews rowing up the
narrow river. We counted hulls and reckoned there were close to ninety boats, which meant that amost
haf of Guthrum’sfleet had survived, and | tried to distinguishWind-Viper ’s hull among the others, but
weweretoo far awvay.

Guthrum the Unlucky. How well he deserved that name, though in time he came close to earning a better,
but for now he had been unfortunate indeed. He had broken out of Werham, had doubtless hoped to
resupply hisarmy in Exanceaster and then strike north, but the gods of seaand wind had struck him
down and he was | eft with acrippled army. Y et it was still astrong army and, for the moment, safe
behind Exanceaster’ s Roman walls.

| wanted to crossthe river, but there were too many Danes by their ships, so we waked farther north
and saw armed men on the road that led west from Exanceaster, aroad that crossed the bridge benegth
the city and led over the moors toward Cornwalum, and | stared along time at those men, fearing they
might be Danes, but they were staring east, suggesting that they watched the Danes and | guessed they
were English and so we went down from the woods, shields dung on our backs to show we meant no
harm.

There were eighteen men, led by athegn named Withgil who had been the commander of Exanceaster’s



garrison and who had lost most of his men when Guthrum attacked. He was reluctant to tell the story, but
it was plain that he had expected no trouble and had posted only afew guards on the eastern gate, and
when they had seen the gpproaching horsemen the guards had thought they were English and so the
Danes had been able to capture the gate and then pierce the town. Withgil claimed to have made afight
at thefort in the town’ s center, but it was obvious from his men’s embarrassment that it had been a
pathetic resistance, if it amounted to any resstance a dl, and the probable truth was that Withgil had
smply run away.

“Was Oddathere?’ | asked.

“Eddorman Odda?’ Withgil asked. “ Of course not.”

“Where was he?’

Withgil frowned at measif | had just come from the moon. “In the north, of course.”
“The north of Defnascir?”

“He marched aweek ago. He led the fyrd.”

“Againgt Ubba?’

“That’ swhat the king ordered,” Withgil said.

“So where' sUbba?’ | demanded.

It seemed that Ubba had brought his ships across the wide Sadern sea and had landed far to thewest in
Defnascir. He had traveled before the storm struck, which suggested his army wasintact, and Odda had
been ordered north to block Ubba s advance into the rest of Wessex, and if Odda had marched aweek
ago then surely Odda the Y ounger would know that and would have ridden to join hisfather. Which
suggested that Mildrith was there, wherever there was. | asked Withgil if he had seen Odda the Y ounger,
but he said he had neither seen nor heard of him since Christmas.

“How many men does Ubba have?’ | asked.
“Many,” Withgil said, which was not helpful, but al he knew.

“Lord.” Cenwulf touched my arm and pointed east and | saw horsemen appearing on the low fields that
dretched from the river toward the hill on which Exanceaster isbuilt. A lot of horsemen, and behind them
came a standard bearer and, though we were too far away to see the badge on the flag, the green and
white proclaimed that it was the West Saxon banner. So Alfred had come here? It seemed likely, but |
wasin no mind to crosstheriver and find out. | was only interested in searching for Mildrith.

War isfought in mystery. Thetruth can take daysto travel, and ahead of truth fliesrumor, and it isever
hard to know what isredlly happening, and the art of it isto pluck the clean bone of fact from the rotting
flesh of fear and lies.

Sowhat did I know? That Guthrum had broken the truce and had taken Exanceaster, and that Ubbawas
in the north of Defnascir. Which suggested that the Danes were trying to do what they had failed to do
the previous year, split the West Saxon forces, and while Alfred faced one army the other would ravage
theland or, perhaps, descend on Alfred’ srear, and to prevent that the fyrd of Defnascir had been
ordered to block Ubba. Had that battle been fought? Was Odda dive? Was his son dive? Were Mildrith
and my son adive? In any clash between Ubbaand Odda | would have reckoned on Ubba. Hewas a
great warrior, aman of legend among the Danes, and Odda was afussy, worried, graying, and aging



maen.

“We go north,” | told Leofric when we were back at Oxton. | had no wish to see Alfred. Hewould be
bes eging Guthrum, and if | walked into his camp he would doubtless order meto join the troops ringing
the city and | would st there, wait, and worry. Better to go north and find Ubba.

So the next morning, under a spring sun, theHeahenge ’ s crew marched north.

The war was between the Danes and Wessex. My war was with Oddathe Y ounger, and | knew | was
driven by pride. The preacherstel usthat prideisagreat sin, but the preachers are wrong. Pride makes
aman, it driveshim, it isthe shield wall around his reputation and the Danes understood that. Men die,
they said, but reputation does not die.

What do we look for in alord? Strength, generosity, hardness, and success, and why should a man not
be proud of those things? Show me ahumblewarrior and | will see acorpse. Alfred preached humility,
he even pretended to it, loving to appear in church with bare feet and progtrating himsdlf beforethe dtar,
but he never possessed true humility. He was proud, and men feared him because of it, and men should
fear alord. They should fear his displeasure and fear that his generosity will cease. Reputation makes
fear, and pride protects reputation, and | marched north because my pride was endangered. My woman
and child had been taken from me, and | would take them back, and if they had been harmed then |
would take my revenge and the stink of that man’ s blood would make other men fear me. Wessex could
fdl for dl | cared, my reputation was more important and so we marched, skirting Exanceaster, following
atwigting cattle track into the hills until we reached Twyfyrde, asmal place crammed with refugeesfrom
Exanceaster, and none of them had seen or heard news of Oddathe Y ounger, nor had they heard of any
battle to the north, though a priest claimed that lightning had struck thricein the previous night, which he
sworewas a sign that God had struck down the pagans.

From Twyfyrde we took paths that edged the great moor, walking through country that was
deep-wooded, hilly, and lovely. We would have made better time if we had possessed horses, but we
had none, and the few we saw were old and sick and there were never enough for all our men, so we
walked, deeping that night in adegp combe bright with blossom and sifted with bluebells, and a
nightingale sang us to deep and the dawn chorus woke us and we walked on beneath the white
mayflower, and that afternoon we came to the hills above the northern shore and we met folk who had
fled the coagtd lands, bringing with them their families and livestock, and their presence told us we must
soon see the Danes.

| did not know it but the three spinners were making my fate. They were thickening the threads, twisting
them tighter, making meinto what | am, but staring down from that high hill | only felt aflicker of fear, for
there was Ubba sfleet, rowing east, keeping pace with the horsemen and infantry who marched aong
the shore.

Thefolk who had fled their homestold us that the Danes had come from the Welsh lands acrossthe wide
Sadern seq, and that they had landed at a place called Beardastopol, which liesfar in Defnascir’ swes,
and there they had collected horses and supplies, but then their attack eastward into the West Saxon
heartland had been delayed by the great storm that had wrecked Guthrum’ sfleet. Ubba s ships had
stayed in Beardastopol’ s harbor until the storm passed and then, inexplicably, they had still waited even
when the westher improved and | guessed that Ubba, who would do nothing without the consent of the
gods, had cast the runesticks, found them unfavorable, and so waited until the auguries were better. Now
the runes must have been good for Ubba’ s army was on the move. | counted thirty-six ships, which
suggested an army of at least twelve or thirteen hundred men.



“Where arethey going?’ One of my men asked.

“Eadt,” | grunted. What else could | say? East into Wessex. East into the rich heartland of England’slast
kingdom. East to Wintanceaster or to any of the other plump towns where the churches, monasteries,
and nunneries were brimming with treasure, east to where the plunder waited, east to where there was
food and more horses, east to invite more Danes to come south across Mercia sfrontier, and Alfred
would be forced to turn around and face them, and then Guthrum’ s army would come from Exanceaster
and the army of Wessex would be caught between two hosts of Danes, except that the fyrd of Defnascir
was somewhere on this coast and it was their duty to stop Ubba s men.

Wewaked east, passing from Defnascir into Sumorsade, and shadowing the Danes by staying on the
higher ground, and that night | watched as Ubba s ships came inshore and the fireswere lit in the Danish
camp, and we it our own fires degp in awood and were marching again before dawn and thus got ahead
of our enemies and by midday we could see the first West Saxon forces. They were horsemen,
presumably sent to scout the enemy, and they were now retreating from the Danish threat, and we
walked until the hills dropped away to where ariver flowed into the Sedfern seq, and it was there that we
discovered that Ealdorman Odda had decided to make his stand, in afort built by the old people on ahill
near theriver.

The river was called the Pedredan and close to its mouth was a small place called Cantucton, and near
Cantucton was the ancient earth-walled fort that the locals said was named Cynuit. It was old, that fort;
Father Willibald said it was older than the Romans, that it had been old when the world was young, and
the fort had been made by throwing up earth walls on a hilltop and digging aditch outsde the wdls. Time
had worked on those walls, wearing them down and making the ditch shallower, and grass had
overgrown the ramparts, and on one side the wall had been plowed dmost to nothing, plowed until it was
amere shadow on the turf, but it was afortress and the place where Eal dorman Odda had taken his
forces and where hewould dieif he could not defeat Ubba, whose ships were dready showing in the
river’ smouth.

| did not go straight to the fort, but stopped in the shelter of some trees and dressed for war. | became
Eadorman Uhtred in his battle glory. The daves at Oxton had polished my mail coat with sand and |
pulled it on, and over it | buckled aleather sword belt for Serpent-Breath and Wasp-Sting. | pulled on
tall boots, put on the shining helmet, and picked up my iron-bossed shield and, when al the straps were
tight and the bucklesfirm, | felt like agod dressed for war, dressed to kill. My men buckled their own
straps, laced their boots, tested their wegpons' edges, and even Father Willibald cut himsdf astave, a
great piece of ash that could break aman’s skull. *Y ou won't need to fight, father,” | told him.

“Weal haveto fight now, lord,” he said. He took a step back and looked me up and down, and asmal
smile cameto hisface. “ Y ou' ve grown up,” he said.

“It swhat we do, father,” | said.
“I remember when | first saw you. A child. Now | fear you.”

“Let’s hope the enemy does,” | said, not quite sure what enemy | meant, whether Odda or Ubba, and |
wished | had Bebbanburg' s standard, the snarling wolf’s head, but | had my swords and my shield and |
led my men out of the wood and across the fields to where the fyrd of Defnascir would make its stand.

The Daneswere amile or so to our left, spilling from the coast road and hurrying to surround the hill
caled Cynuit, though they would betoo late to bar our path. To my right were more Danes, ship Danes,
bringing their dragon-headed boats up the Pedredan.

“They outnumber us” Willibald said.



“They do,” | agreed. There were swans on theriver, corncrakes in the uncut hay, and crimson orchidsin
the meadows. Thiswasthe time of year when men should be haymaking or shearing their sheep.l need
not be here, | thought to myself.l need not go to this hilltop where the Danes will cometo kill us. | looked
at my men and wondered if they thought the same, but when they caught my eyethey only grinned, or
nodded, and | suddenly redized that they trusted me. | was leading them and they were not questioning
me, though L eofric understood the danger. He caught up with me.

“There' sonly oneway off that hilltop,” he said softly.
“I know.”
“Andif we can't fight our way out,” he said, “then we' |l say there. Buried.”

“I know,” | said again, and | thought of the spinners and knew they were tightening the threads, and |
looked up Cynuit' s dope and saw there were some women at the very top, women being sheltered by
their men, and | thought Mildrith might be among them, and that waswhy | climbed the hill: because| did
not know where else to seek her.

But the spinners were sending meto that old earth fort for another reason. | had yet to stand in the big
shieddwall, intheline of warriors, in the heave and horror of aproper battle whereto kill onceis merely
to invite another enemy to come. The hill of Cynuit was the road to full manhood and | climbed it because
| had no choice; the spinners sent me.

Then aroar sounded to our right, down in the Pedredan’ s valley, and | saw a banner being raised beside
abeached ship. It was the banner of the raven. Ubba s banner. Ubba, last and strongest and most
frightening of the sons of Lothbrok, had brought his blades to Cynuit. “Y ou seethat boat?’ | said to
Willibald, pointing to where the banner flew. “Ten yearsago,” | said, “1 cleaned that ship. | scoured it,
scrubbed it, cleaned it.” Danes were taking their shields from the shield strake and the sun glinted on their
myriad spear blades. “I wasten yearsold,” | told Willibald.

“The same boat?’ he asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Perhapsit was anew ship. It did not matter, redly. All that mattered wasthat it
had brought Ubba.

To Cynuit.

The men of Defnascir had made aline where the old fort’ swall had eroded away. Some, afew, had
spades and were trying to remake the earth barrier, but they would not be given timeto finish, not if
Ubbaassaulted the hill, and | pushed through them, usng my shield to thrust men out of my way and
ignoring al those who questioned who we were, and so we made our way to the hill’ s summit where
Odda’ s banner of ablack stag flew.

| pulled off my helmet as| neared him. | tossed the helmet to Father Willibald, then drew Serpent-Breath
for | had seen Oddathe Y ounger standing beside hisfather, and he was staring at me asthough | werea
ghogt, and to him | must have appeared just that. “Whereis she?’ | shouted, and | pointed
Serpent-Breath at him. “Where is she?’

Odda sretainers drew swords or leveled spears, and Leofric drew his battle-thinned blade, Dane-Killer.

“No!” Father Willibald shouted and he ran forward, his saff raised in one hand and my helmet in the
other. “No!” Hetried to head me off, but | pushed him aside, only to find three of Odda' s priests barring



my way. That was one thing about Wessex, there were always priests. They appeared like mice out of a
burning thatch, but | thrust the priests aside and confronted Odda the Y ounger. “Where is she?’ |
demanded.

Oddathe Y ounger wasin mail, mail so brightly polished that it hurt the eye. He had ahemet inlaid with
slver, bootsto which iron plates were strapped, and a blue cloak held about his neck by a great brooch
of gold and amber.

“Whereisshe?’ | asked afourth time, and thistime Serpent-Breath was a hand’ slength from histhroat.
“Your wifeisat Cridianton,” Ealdorman Oddaanswered. His son was too scared to open his mouith.

| had no ideawhere Cridianton was. “And my son?’ | stared into Odda the Y ounger’ s frightened eyes.
“Whereismy son?’

“They are both with my wife at Cridianton,” Eadldorman Odda answered, “and they are safe.”
“You swear to that?' | asked.

“Swear?’ The edldorman was angry now, hisugly, bulbous facered. “Y ou dare ask meto swear?’ He
drew hisown sword. “We can cut you down like adog,” he said and his men’s swords twitched.

| swept my own sword around till it pointed down to the river. “Y ou know whose banner that is?’ |
asked, raisng my voice so that agood portion of the men on Cynuit’ s hill could hear me. “That isthe
raven banner of Ubba L othbrokson. | have watched Ubba L othbrokson kill. | have seen him trample
men into the sea, cut their bellies open, take off their heads, wade in their blood, and make his sword
screech with their desth song, and you would kill me who isready to fight him aongside you? Then do
it.” | spread my arms, baring my body to the ealdorman’ ssword. “Doiit,” | pat a him, “but first swear
my wifeand child are safe”

He paused along time, then lowered hisblade. “They are safe,” he said, 1 swear it.”
“And that thing,” | pointed Serpent-Breath at his son, “did not touch her?’

The ealdorman looked at his son who shook hishead. “1 swear | did not,” Oddathe Y ounger said,
finding hisvoice. “I only wanted her to be safe. We thought you were dead and | wanted her to be safe.
Thatisdl, | swearit.”

| shesthed Serpent-Bregth. “'Y ou owe my wife eighteen shillings,” | said to the edldorman, then turned
avay.

| had cometo Cynuit. | had no need to be on that hilltop. But | was there. Because destiny is everything.
ELEVEN

Ealdorman Odda did not want to kill Danes. He wanted to stay where he was and let Ubba sforces
besiege him. That, he reckoned, would be enough. “Keep their army here,” he said heavily, “and Alfred
can march to attack them.”

“Alfred,” | pointed out, “is besieging Exanceagter.”

“Hewill leave men there to watch Guthrum,” Odda said loftily, “and march here.” He did not like talking
to me, but | was an esldorman and he could not bar me from his council of war that was attended by his
son, the priests, and a dozen thegns, al of whom were becoming irritated by my comments. | indsted



Alfred would not cometo our rdlief, and Edldorman Oddawas refusing to move from the hilltop because
he was sure Alfred would come. Histhegns, al of them big men with heavy coats of mail and grim,
westher-hardened faces, agreed with him. One muttered that the women had to be protected.

“There shouldn’t be any women here” | said.

“But they are here,” the man said flatly. At least a hundred women had followed their men and were now
on the hilltop where there was no shelter for them or their children.

“And evenif Alfred comes” | asked, “how long will it take?’
“Two days?’ Odda suggested. “ Three?’
“And what will we drink while he'scoming?’ | asked. “Bird piss?’

They dl just stared at me, hating me, but | was right for there was no spring on Cynuit. The nearest water
was theriver, and between us and the river were Danes, and Odda understood well enough that we
would be assailed by thirst, but he still inssted we stay. Perhaps his priests were praying for amiracle.

The Danes werejust as cautious. They outnumbered us, but not by many, and we held the high ground,
which meant they would have to fight up Cynuit’ s steep dope, and so Ubba chose to surround the hill
rather than assault it. The Danes hated losing men, and | remembered Ubba' s caution at the Gewaesc
where he had hesitated to attack Edmund’ s forces up the two paths from the marsh, and perhaps that
caution was reinforced by Storri, his sorcerer, if Storri till lived. Whatever the reason, instead of forming
his men into the shield wall to assault the ancient fort, Ubba posted them in aring about Cynuit and then,
with five of his shipmasters, climbed the hill. He carried no sword or shield, which showed he wanted to
tak.

Ealdorman Odda, his son, two thegns, and three priests went to meet Ubba and, because | was an
eddorman, | followed them. Odda gave me amalevolent look, but again he was unable to deny me, and
s0 we met hafway down the dope where Ubba offered no greeting and did not even waste time on the
usud ritua insults, but pointed out that we were trapped and that our wisest course wasto surrender.

“Y ou will give up your weapons,” hesaid. “I shall take hostages, and you will dl live”

One of Odda s priests trandated the demands to the ealdorman. | watched Ubba. He looked older than
| remembered, with gray hairs among the black tangle of hisbeard, but he was till afrightening man:
huge chested, confident, and harsh.

Eadorman Oddawas plainly frightened. Ubba, after dl, was arenowned Danish chieftain, aman who
had ranged across long seas to give great daughter, and now Odda was forced to confront him. He did
his best to sound defiant, retorting that he would stay where he was and put hisfaith in the one true god.

“Then | shdl kill you,” Ubbaanswered.
“Youmay try,” Oddasaid.

It was afeeble response and Ubba spat in scorn. He was about to turn away, but then | spoke and
needed no interpreter. “Guthrum’sfleet isgone,” | said. “Njord reached from the deep, Ubba

L othbrokson, and he snatched Guthrum’ s fleet down to the seabed. All those brave men are goneto Ran
and Agir.” Ran was Njord’ swife and Asgir the giant who guarded the souls of drowned men. | brought
out my hammer charm and held it up. “I speak thetruth, Lord Ubba,” | said. “I watched that fleet die and
| saw its men go under the waves.”

He stared at me with hisflat, hard eyes and the violence in his heart waslike the heet of aforge. | could



fed it, but | could also sense hisfear, not of us, but of the gods. He was aman who did nothing without a
sign from the gods, and that waswhy | had talked of the gods when | spoke about the fleet’ s drowning.
“I' know you,” he growled, pointing at me with two fingersto avert the evil of my words.

“And | know you, Ubba L othbrokson,” | said, and | let go of the charm and held up threefingers. “Ivar
dead,” | folded one finger down, “Hafdan dead,” the second finger, “and only you are left. What did the
runes say? That by the new moon there will be no Lothbrok brother Ieft in Midgard?’

| had touched anerve, as| intended to, for Ubbaingtinctively felt for his own hammer charm. Odda' s
priest was trandating, hisvoice alow murmur, and the el dorman was staring at me with wide astonished

eyes.

“Isthat why you want usto surrender?’ | asked Ubba. “Because the runesticks tell you we cannot be
killed in battle?’

“I shdl kill you,” Ubbasaid. “1 shdl cut you from your crotch to your gullet. | shal spill you like offd.”

| made mysdlf smile, though that was hard when Ubba was making threats. “'Y ou may try, Ubba
Lothbrokson,” | said, “but you will fail. And I know. | cast the runes, Ubba. | cast the runes under last
night'smoon, and | know.”

He hated it, for he believed my lie. He wanted to be defiant, but for amoment he could only stare at me
in fear because hisown rune-gticks, | guessed, had told him what | wastelling him, that any attack on
Cynuit would end infailure. “Y ou’' re Ragnar’ sboy,” he said, placing me at last.

“And Ragnar the Fearless speaksto me,” | said. “He callsfrom the corpse hall. He wants vengeance,
Ubba, vengeance on the Danes, for Ragnar was killed treacheroudy by hisown folk. I’'m his messenger
now, athing from the corpse hdl, and | have come for you.”

“I didn’'t kill him!” Ubba snarled.

“Why should Ragnar care?’ | asked. “He just wants vengeance and to him one Danish lifeisasgood as
another, so cast your runes again and then offer us your sword. Y ou are doomed, Ubba.”

“And you're apiece of weasd shit,” he said and said no more, but just turned and hurried away.
Ealdorman Oddawas till staring a me. “Y ou know him?” he asked.

“I’'veknown Ubbasince | wastenyearsold,” | said, watching the Danish chieftain walk away. | was
thinking that if 1 had achoice, that if | could follow my warrior’ sheart, | would rather fight dongside
Ubba than againgt him, but the spinners had decreed otherwise. “Since | wasten,” | went on, “and the
onething | know about Ubbaisthat he fears the gods. He sterrified now. Y ou can attack him and his
heart will let him down because he thinks he will lose”

“Alfred will come,” Oddasaid.

“Alfred watches Guthrum,” | said. | was not certain of that, of course. For al | knew Alfred could be
watching us now from the hills, but I doubted he would leave Guthrum free to plunder Wessex. “He
watches Guthrum,” | said, “ because Guthrum’ sarmy istwice aslarge as Ubba s. Even with hisfleet haf
drowned Guthrum has more men, and why would Alfred et them loose from Exanceaster? Alfred won't
come,” | finished, “and we shdl dl die of thirst before Ubba attacks us.”

“We havewater,” hisson said sulkily, “and de.” He had been watching me resentfully, awed that | had
gpoken so familiarly with Ubba



“You have de and water for aday,” | said scornfully and saw from the ealdorman’ s expression that |
wasright.

Oddaturned and stared south down the Pedredan’ s valley. He was hoping to see Alfred’ stroops,
yearning for aglimpse of sunlight on spear heads, but of course there was nothing there except the trees
dirring inthewind.

Oddathe Y ounger sensed hisfather’ s uncertainty. “We can wait for two days,” he urged.

“Death will be no better after two days,” Odda said heavily. | admired him then. He had been hoping not
to fight, hoping that his king would rescue him, but in his heart he knew | was right and knew that these
Daneswere hisresponsbility and that the men of Defnascir held England in their hands and must
preserveit. “Dawn,” he said, not looking a me. “We shdll attack at dawn.”

We dept inwar gear. Or rather men tried to deep when they were wearing leather or mail, with sword
belts buckled, helmets, and weapons close, and we it no firesfor Odda did not want the enemy to see
that we were readied for battle, but the enemy had fires, and our sentries could watch down the dopes
and use the enemy’ slight to look for infiltrators. None came. There was awaning moon diding in and out
of ragged clouds. The Danish fires ringed us, heaviest to the south by Cantucton where Guthrum camped.
Morefires burned to the east, beside the Danish ships, the flames reflecting off the gilded beast heads
and painted dragon prows. Between us and the river was ameadow at the far side of which the Danes
watched the hill, and beyond them was awide stretch of marsh and at the marsh’ sfar Sde was astrip of
firmer land beside the river where some hovels offered the Danish ship-guards shelter. The hovels had
bel onged to fishermen, long fled, and fireswere lit between them. A handful of Danes paced the bank
bes de those fires, walking beneath the carved prows, and | stood on the ramparts and gazed at those
long, graceful shipsand prayed thatWind-Viper il lived.

| could not deep. | wasthinking of shields and Danes and swords and fear. | was thinking of my child
that | had never seen and of Ragnar the Fearless, wondering if he watched mefrom Vahdla | was
worrying that | would fail the next day when, & lagt, | cameto thelife gate of ashield wall, and | was not
the only one denied deep for, a the heart of the night, aman climbed the grassy rampart to stand beside
meand | saw it was Ealdorman Odda. “How do you know Ubba?’ he asked.

“I was captured by the Danes,” | said, “and wasraised by them. The Danestaught meto fight.” |
touched one of my arm rings. “Ubba gave me thisone.”

“Y ou fought for him?” Odda asked, not accusingly, but with curiosity.
“I fought tosurvive,” | said evasively.

He looked back to the moon-touched river. “When it comesto afight,” he said, “the Danes are no fools.
They will be expecting an attack at dawn.” | said nothing, wondering whether Odda s fears were
changing hismind. “ And they outnumber us,” he went on.

| till said nothing. Fear works on aman, and thereis no fear like the prospect of confronting ashield
wall. | wasfilled with fear that night, for | had never fought man to man in the clash of armies. | had been
at Aesc’ s Hill, and at the other battles of that far-off summer, but | had not fought in the shield wall.
Tomorrow, | thought, tomorrow, and like Odda | wanted to see Alfred’ sarmy rescue us, but | knew
there would be no rescue. “ They outnumber us,” Oddasaid again, “and some of my men have nothing
but reaping hooks as weapons.”



“A regping hook can kill,” | said, though it was a stupid thing to say. | would not want to face aDaneif |
carried nothing but areaping hook. “How many have proper weapons?’ | asked.

“Hdf?’" he guessed.

“Then those men are our front ranks,” | said, “and the rest pick up weapons from the enemy dead.” | had
no ideawhat | was speaking of, but only knew | must sound confident. Fear might work on aman, but
confidencefights againdt fear.

Odda paused again, gazing at the dark ships below. “Y our wife and son are wdll,” he said after awhile.
“Good.”

“My son merely rescued her.”

“And prayed | wasdead,” | said.

He shrugged. “Mildrith lived with us after her father’ s death and my son became fond of her. He meant
no harm and he gave none.” He held ahand out to me and | saw, in the smal moonlight, that he offered
me aleather purse. “Therest of the bride-price,” he said.

“Keepit, lord,” | said, “and giveit to me after the battle, and if | die, giveit to Mildrith.”

An owl went overhead, pale and fast, and | wondered what augury that was. Far off to the east, up the
coad, far beyond the Pedredan, atiny fire flickered and that, too, was an augury, but | could not read it.

“My men are good men,” Oddasaid, “but if they are out-flanked?’ Fear was still haunting him. *1t would
be better,” he went on, “if Ubbawereto attack us.”

“It would be better,” | agreed, “but Ubbawill do nothing unlessthe runestickstell himto doit.”

Fateisal. Ubbaknew that, which iswhy he read the signsfrom the gods, and | knew the owl had been
adgn, and it had flown over our heads, across the Danish ships, and gone toward that distant fire burning
along the Sedern’ s shore, and | suddenly remembered King Edmund’ s four boats coming to the East
Anglian beach and the fire arrows thumping into the beached Danish shipsand | redized | could read the
auguries after dl. “If your men are outflanked,” | said, “they will die. But if the Danes are outflanked, they
will die. So we must outflank them.”

“How?’ Odda asked hitterly. All he could see was daughter in the dawn—an attack, afight, and a
defeat—but | had seen the owl. The owl had flown from the shipsto thefire, and that was the Sign. Burn
the ships. “How do we outflank them?’ Odda asked.

And dill | remained slent, wondering if | should tell him. If | followed the augury it would mean splitting
our forces, and that was the mistake the Danes had made at A=sc’s Hill, and so | hesitated, but Odda had
not come to me because he suddenly liked me, but because | had been defiant with Ubba. | doneon
Cynuit was confident of victory, or seemed to be, and that, despite my age, made me the leader on this
hill. Eddorman Odda, old enough to be my father, wanted my support. He wanted meto tell him what to
do, mewho had never beenin agreat shield wall, but | was young and | was arrogant and the auguries
had told me what must be done, and so | told Odda.

“Have you ever seen the sceadugengan?’ | asked him.

His response was to make the sign of the cross.



“When | wasachild,” | said, “I dreamed of the sceadugengan. | went out a night to find them and |
learned the ways of the night so | could join them.”

“What has that to do with the dawn?’ he asked.

“Give mefifty men,” | said, “and they will join my men and at dawn they will attack there.” | pointed
toward the ships. “We Il gart by burning their ships.”

Oddalooked down the hill at the nearer fires, which marked where the enemy sentrieswere posted in
the meadow to our east. “They’ || know you're coming,” he said, “and be ready for you.” He meant that a
hundred men could not cross Cynuit’s skyline, go downhill, break through the sentries, and crossthe
marsh in silence. He was right. Before we had gone ten paces the sentries would have seen us and the
alarm would be sounded and Ubba s army, which was surely as ready for battle as our own, would
stream from its southern encampment to confront my men in the meadow before they reached the marsh.

“But when the Danes see their shipsburning,” | said, “they will go to the river’ s bank, not to the meadow.
And theriverbank is hemmed by marsh. They can't outflank usthere.” They could, of course, but the
marsh would give them uncertain footing so it would not be so dangerous as being outflanked in the
meadow.

“But you will never reech theriverbank,” he said, disgppointed in my idea.
“A shadow-waker canreachit,” | said.
Helooked a me and said nothing.

“I canreachit,” | said, “and when the first ship burns every Dane will run to the bank, and that’swhen
the hundred men make their charge. The Daneswill be running to save their ships, and that will give the
hundred men time to cross the marsh. They go asfast asthey can, they join me, we burn more ships, and
the Daneswill betryingtokill us” | pointed to the riverbank, showing where the Danes would go from
their camp along the strip of firm ground to where the ships were beached. “ And when the Danes are dll
on that bank,” 1 went on, “between the river and the marsh, you lead the fyrd to take them in the rear.”

He brooded, watching the ships. If we attacked at al then the obvious place was down the southern
dope, draight into the heart of Ubba sforces, and that would be a battle of shield wall against shield
wall, our nine hundred men againg histwelve hundred, and at the beginning we would have the
advantage for many of Ubba s men were posted around the hill and it would take time for those men to
hurry back and join the Danish ranks, and in that time we would drive deep into their camp, but their
numberswould grow and we might well be stopped, outflanked, and then would come the hard
daughter. And in that hard daughter they would have the advantage of numbers and they would wrap
around our ranks and our rearmost men, those with sickles instead of weapons, would begin to die.

But if | went down the hill and began to burn the boats, then the Danes would race down the riverbank to
stop me, and that would put them on the narrow strip of riverside land, and if the hundred men under
Leofric joined me, then we might hold them long enough for Oddato reach their rear and then it would
be the Danes who would die, trapped between Odda, my men, the marsh, and theriver. They would be
trapped like the Northumbrian army had been trapped at Eoferwic.

But at Asc’ s Hill disaster had cometo the Sdethat first split itsforces.
“It could work,” Odda said tentatively.

“Give mefifty men,” | urged him, “young ones.”



“Young?

“They haveto run downthehill,” | said. “They haveto go fast. They have to reach the ships before the
Danes, and they must do it in the dawn.” | spoke with aconfidence | did not fed and | paused for his
agreement, but he said nothing. “Win this, lord,” | said, and | did not call him “lord” because he
outranked me, but because he was older than me, “then you will have saved Wessex. Alfred will reward
you.”

He thought for awhile and maybe it was the thought of areward that persuaded him, for he nodded. “I
will giveyou fifty men,” hesad.

Ravn had given me much advice and dl of it was good, but now, in the night wind, | remembered just
onething he had said to me on the night we first met, something | had never forgotten.

Never, he had said, never fight Ubba.

Thefifty men wereled by the shire reeve, Edor, aman who looked as hard as Leofric and, like Leofric,
had fought in the big shield walls. He carried a cutoff boar spear as his favorite wegpon, though asword
was strapped to his sde. The spear, he said, had the weight and strength to punch through mail and could
even break through ashield.

Edor, like Leofric, had smply accepted my idea. It never occurred to me that they might not accept it,
yet looking back | am astonished that the battle of Cynuit was fought according to theideaof a
twenty-year-old who had never stood in adaughter wall. Yet | wastal, | wasalord, | had grown up
among warriors, and | had the arrogant confidence of aman born to battle. | am Uhtred, son of Uhtred,
son of another Uhtred, and we had not held Bebbanburg and itslands by whimpering at dtars. We are
warriors.

Edor’ s men and mine assembled behind Cynuit’ s eastern rampart where they would wait until the first
ship burned in the dawn. Leofric was on the right with theHeahengel * s crew, and | wanted him there
because that was where the blow would fall when Ubbaled his men to attack us at theriver’ s edge. Edor
and the men of Defnascir were on the left and their chief job, gpart from killing whomever they first met
on theriverbank, was to snatch up flaming timbers from the Danish fires and hurl them into more ships.
“We renot trying to burn al the ships” | said. “ Just get four or five ablaze. That' Il bring the Daneslike a
swarm of bees.”

“Stinging bees,” avoice said from the dark.

“You'refrightened?’ | asked scornfully. “They’ re frightened! Their auguries are bad, they think they're
going to lose, and the last thing they want isto face men of Defnascir in agray dawn. We Il makethem
scream likewomen, we' ll kill them, and we' |l send them to their Danish hell.” That was the extent of my
battle speech. | should have talked more, but | was nervous because | had to go down the hill firgt, first
and done. | had to live my childhood dream of shadow-walking, and L eofric and Edor would not lead
the hundred men down to theriver until they saw the Danes go to rescue their ships, and if | could not
touch fire to the ships then there would be no attack and Odda’ s fears would come back and the Danes
would win and Wessex would die and there would be no more England. “ So rest now,” | finished lamely.
“It will bethree or four hourstill dawn.”

| went back to the rampart and Father Willibald joined me there, holding out his crucifix that had been
carved from an ox’ sthigh bone. “Y ou want God' s blessing?’ he asked me,



“What | want, father,” | said, “isyour cloak.” He had afine woolen cloak, hooded and dyed adark
brown. He gaveit meand | tied the cords around my neck, hiding the sheen of my mail coat. “And inthe
dawn, father,” | said, “I want you to stay up here. The riverbank will be no placefor priests.”

“If men diethere” hesaid, “thenitismy place”
“Y ou want to go to heaven in the morning?’
“No.”

“Then stay here.” | spoke more savagely than | intended, but that was nervousness, and then it wastime
to go for, though the night was till dark and the dawn along way off, | needed timeto dink through the
Danish lines. Leofric saw me off, walking with me to the northern flank of Cynuit, which wasin
moon-cast shadow. It was aso the least guarded side of the hill, for the northern dope led to nothing
except marshes and the Sedern sea. | gave Leofric my shield. “1 don't need it,” | said. “1t will just make
medumsy.”

Hetouched my arm. “Y ou’ re acocky bastard, earding, aren’t you?’
“Isthet afault?’

“No, lord,” he said, and that last word was high praise. “God go with you,” he added, “whichever god it
is”

| touched Thor’s hammer, then tucked it under my mail. “Bring the men fast when you see the Danes go
totheships” | said.

“We Il comefast,” he promised me, “if the marsh letsus.”

| had seen Danes cross the marsh in the daylight and had noted that it was soft ground, but not rank
bogland. “You can crossit fagt,” | said, then pulled the cloak’ s hood over my helmet. “Timeto go,” |
sad.

Leofric said nothing and | dropped down from the rampart into the shalow ditch. So now | would
become what | had always wanted to be, a shadow-walker. Childhood’ s dream had becomelife and
death, and touching Serpent-Breath’ s hilt for luck, | crossed the ditch’slip. | went at a crouch, and
hafway down the hill | dropped to my belly and dithered like a serpent, black against the grass, inching
my way toward a space between two dying fires.

The Danes were deeping, or closeto deep. | could see them sitting by the dying fires, and once | was
out of the hill’ s shadow there was enough moonlight to reved me and there was no cover for the
meadow had been cropped by sheep, but | moved like aghost, a bdly-crawling ghost, inching my way,
making no noise, a shadow on the grass, and al they had to do was ook, or walk between the fires, but
they heard nothing, suspected nothing, and so saw nothing. It took an age, but | dipped through them,
never going closer to an enemy than twenty paces, and once past them | was in the marsh and there the
tussocks offered shadow and | could move faster, wriggling through dime and shallow water, and the
only scare camewhen | sartled abird from itsnest and it legpt into the air with acry of alarm and a swift
whirr of wings. | sensed the Danes staring toward the marsh, but | was motionless, black, and unmoving
in the broken shadow, and after awhile therewas only silence. | waited, water seeping through my mail,
and | prayed to Hoder, blind son of Odin and god of the night. Look after me, | prayed, and | wished |
had made a sacrifice to Hoder, but | had not, and | thought that Ealdwulf would be looking down at me
and | vowed to make him proud. | was doing what he had dways wanted me to do, carrying
Serpent-Bregth against the Danes.



| worked my way eastward, behind the sentries, going to where the ships were beached. No gray
showed in the eastern sky. | till went dowly, staying on my belly, going dowly enough for the fearsto
work on me. | was aware of amuscle quivering in my right thigh, of athirst that could not be quenched,
of asournessin the bowels. | kept touching Serpent-Breath’ s hilt, remembering the charms that Eal dwulf
and Brida had worked on the blade. Never, Ravn had said, never fight Ubba.

The east was il dark. | crept on, close to the seanow so | could gaze up the wide Sedern and see
nothing except the shimmer of the sinking moon on the rippled water that looked like asheet of
hammered silver. The tide was flooding, the muddy shore narrowing asthe searose. There would be
salmon in the Pedredan, | thought, sdlmon swimming with the tide, going back to the sea, and | touched
the sword hilt for | was closeto the strip of firm land where the hovel s tood and the ship guards waited.
My thigh shivered. | fdt Sick.

But blind Hoder was watching over me. The ship guards were no more dert than their comrades at the
hill’ sfoot, and why should they be? They were farther from Odda s forces, and they expected no
trouble; indeed they were there only because the Danes never |eft their ships unguarded, and these ship
guards had mostly goneinto the fishermen’s hovelsto deep, leaving just ahandful of men sitting by the
small fires. Those men were motionless, probably half adeep, though one was pacing up and down
benegth the high prows of the beached ships.

| stood.

| had shadow-walked, but now | was on Danish ground, behind their sentries, and | undid the cloak’s
cords, took it off, and wiped the mud from my mail, and then walked openly toward the ships, my boots
squelching in the last yards of marshland, and then | just stood by the northernmost boat, threw my
helmet down in the shadow of the ship, and waited for the one Dane who was on hisfeet to discover me.

And what would he see? A man in mail, alord, ashipmaster, a Dane, and | leaned on the ship’s prow
and stared up at the stars. My heart thumped, my thigh quivered, and | thought that if | died thismorning
at least | would be with Ragnar again. | would be with himin Vahala shal of the dead, except some
men believed that those who did not diein battle went instead to Niflheim, that dreadful cold hell of the
Norsemen where the corpse goddess Hel stalks through the mists and the serpent Corpse-Ripper dithers
acrossthe frost to gnaw the dead, but surdly, | thought, aman who died in a hall-burning would go to
Vahdla, not to gray Niflheim. Surely Ragnar was with Odin, and then | heard the Dane’ sfootstepsand |
glanced & himwith asmile. “A chilly morning,” | sad.

“Itis” Hewas an older man with agrizzled beard and he was plainly puzzled by my sudden appearance,
but he was not suspicious.

“All quiet,” | said, jerking my head to the north to suggest | had been visiting the sentries on the Sedern’s
sdeof thehill.

“They' refrightened of us,” he said.

“So they should be.” | faked a huge yawn, then pushed mysdlf away from the ship and walked a couple
of paces north asthough | was stretching tired limbs, then pretended to notice my helmet at the water’s
edge. “What' sthat?’

Hetook the bait, going into the ship’ s shadow to bend over the helmet, and | drew my knife, stepped
closeto him, and drove the blade up into histhroat. | did not dit histhroat, but stabbed it, plunging the
blade sraight in and twigting it and a the sametime | pushed him forward, driving hisfaceinto the water
and | held him there so that if he did not bleed to desth he would drown, and it took along time, longer
than | expected, but men are hard to kill. He struggled for atime and | thought the noise he made might



bring the men from the nearest fire, but that fire wasforty or fifty paces down the beach and the small
waves of the river were loud enough to cover the Dane' s death throes, and so | killed him and no one
knew of it, none but the gods saw it, and when his soul was gone | pulled the knife from histhroat,
retrieved my helmet, and went back to the ship’s prow.

And waited there until dawn lightened the eastern horizon. Waited till there wasarim of gray at the edge
of England.

And it wastime.

| strolled toward the nearest fire. Two men sat there, “Kill one,” | sang softly, “and two then three, kil
four and five, and then some more.” It was a Danish rowing chant, onethat | had heard so often on
theWind-Viper. “You'll berdieved soon,” | greeted them cheerfully.

They just stared at me. They did not know who | was, but just like the man | had killed, they were not
suspicious even though | spoke their tongue with an English twist. There were plenty of Englishinthe
Danishamies.

“A quiet night,” | said, and leaned down and took the unburned end of a piece of flaming wood from the
fire. “Egil left aknife on hisship,” | explained, and Egil was acommon enough name among the Danesto
arouse no suspicion, and they just watched as | walked north, presuming | needed the flameto light my
way onto the ships. | passed the hovels, nodded to three men resting beside another fire, and kept
walking until | had reached the center of the line of beached ships. There, whistling softly asthough | did
not have acareintheworld, | climbed the short ladder |eft leaning on the ship’ s prow and jumped down
into the hull and made my way between the rowers benches. | had half expected to find men adegp in
the ships, but the boat was deserted except for the scrabble of rats' feet in the bilge.

| crouched in the ship’ s bdlly where | thrust the burning wood beneath the stacked oars, but | doubted it
would be sufficient to set those oars aflame and so | used my knife to shave kindling off arower’ s bench.
When | had enough scraps of wood, | piled them over the flame and saw the fire spring up. | cut more,
then hacked at the oar shafts to give the flames purchase, and no one shouted at me from the bank.
Anyone watching must have thought | merely searched the bilge and the flames were till not high enough
to cause darm, but they were spreading and | knew | had very little time and so | sheathed the knife and
did over the boat’sside. | lowered mysdlf into the Pedredan, carel ess what the water would do to my
mail and weapons, and once in theriver | waded northward from ship’s stern to ship’s stern, until at last |
had cleared the last boat and had come to where the gray-bearded corpse was thumping softly in the
river’ ssmall waves, and there | waited.

And waited. Thefire, | thought, must have gone out. | was cold.

And ill | waited. The gray on theworld’ srim lightened, and then, suddenly, there was an angry shout
and | moved out of the shadow and saw the Danes running toward the flames that were bright and high
ontheship | had fired, and so | went to their abandoned fire and took another burning brand and hurled
that into a second ship, and the Danes were scrambling onto the burning boat that was sixty paces awvay
and none saw me. Then a horn sounded, sounded again and again, sounding thedarm, and | knew
Ubba s men would be coming from their camp at Cantucton, and | carried alast piece of fiery wood to
the ships, burning my hand as| thrugt it under apile of oars. Then | waded back into the river to hide
benesth the shadowed belly of aboat.

The horn gill sounded. Men were scrambling from the fishermen’ shovels, going to save therr fleet, and
more men were running from their camp to the south, and so Ubba s Danes fell into our trap. They saw



their ships burning and went to save them. They streamed from the camp in disorder, many without
weagpons, intent only on quenching the flames that flickered up the rigging and threw lurid shadows on the
bank. | was hidden, but knew L eofric would be coming, and now it wasdl timing. Timing and the
blessing of the spinners, the blessing of the gods, and the Danes were using their shields to scoop water
into thefirst burning ship, but then another shout sounded and | knew they had seen Leofric, and he had
surdly burst past thefirgt line of sentries, daughtering them as he went, and was now in the marsh. |
waded out of the shadow, out from beneath the ship’s overhanging hull, and saw Leofric's men coming,
saw thirty or forty Danes running north to meet his charge, but then those Danes saw the new firesin the
northernmost ships and they were assailed by panic because there wasfire behind them and warriorsin
front of them, and most of the other Danes were still ahundred paces away and | knew that so far the
godswerefighting for us.

| waded from the water. Leofric’'s men were coming from the marsh and the first swords and spears
clashed, but L eofric had the advantage of numbers andHeahenge ’ s crew overran the handful of Danes,
chopping them with ax and sword, and one crewman turned fast, panic in hisface when he saw me
coming, and | shouted my name, stooped to pick up a Danish shield, and Edor’s men were behind us
and | cdled to them to feed the ship fires while the men of Heahengel formed ashield wall acrossthe strip
of firm land. Then wewalked forward. Waked toward Ubba s army that was only just realizing that they
were being attacked.

We marched forward. A woman scrambled from a hovel, screamed when she saw us, and fled up the
bank toward the Danes where aman was roaring a men to form ashield wall. “Edor!” | shouted,
knowing we would need his men now, and he brought them to thicken our line so that we made a solid
shield wall acrossthe gtrip of firm land, and we were a hundred strong and in front of us was the whole
Danish army, though it was an army in panicked disorder, and | glanced up at Cynuit and saw no sign of
Odda’ s men. They would come, | thought, they would surely come, and then L eofric bellowed that we
were to touch shieds, and the limewood rattled on limewood and | sheathed Serpent-Breath and drew

Wasp-Sting.

Shiddwall. Itisan awful place, my father had said, and he had fought in seven shield walls and was
killed in thelast one. Never fight Ubba, Ravn had said.

Behind us the northernmost ships burned and in front of us arush of maddened Danes came for revenge
and that was their undoing, for they did not form aproper shield wall, but came at uslike mad dogs,
intent only on killing us, surethey could beat us for they were Danes and we were West Saxons, and we
braced and | watched a scar-faced man, spittle flying from his mouth as he screamed, charge at me and it
was then that the battle calm came. Suddenly there was no more sournessin my bowels, no dry mouth,
no shaking muscles, but only the magica battle calm. | was happy.

| wastired, too. | had not dept. | was soaking wet. | was cold, yet suddenly | fet invincible. Itisa
wondrous thing, that battle calm. The nerves go, the fear wings off into thevoid, and dl isclear as
precious crystal and the enemy has no chance because heis so dow, and | swept the shield | €ft, taking
the scar-faced man’ s spear thrust, lunged Wasp-Sting forward, and the Dane ran onto her point. | felt the
impact run up my arm as her tip punctured his belly muscles, and | was aready twisting her, ripping her
up and free, sawing through leather, skin, muscle, and guts, and his blood was warm on my cold hand,
and he screamed, de breath in my face, and | punched him down with the shield' s heavy boss, slamped
on hisgroin, killed him with Wasp-Sting' stip in histhroat, and a second man was on my right, beating at
my neighbor’ s shiddd with an ax, and he was easy to kill, point into the throat, and then we were going
forward. A woman, hair unbound, came at me with a spear and | kicked her brutally hard, then smashed
her face with the shidd’ siron rim so that she fell screaming into adying fire and her unbound hair flared
up bright as burning kindling, andHeahengd ’ s crew was with me, and L eofric was bellowing a them to



kill and to kill fast. Thiswas our chance to daughter Danes who had made afoolish attack on us, who
had not formed a proper shield wall, and it was ax work and sword work, butchers' work with good
iron, and dready there were thirty or more Danish dead and seven ships were burning, their flames
spreading with astonishing speed.

“Shidd wadl!” | heard the cry from the Danes. The world was light now, the sun just benesth the horizon.
The northernmost ships had become afurnace. A dragon’s head reared in the smoke, its gold eyes
bright. Gulls screamed above the beach. A dog chased aong the ships, yeping. A mast fell, spewing
gparks high into the silver air, and then | saw the Danes make their shield wall, saw them organize
themselvesfor our deaths, and saw the raven banner, the triangle of cloth that proclaimed that Ubbawas
here and coming to give us daughter.

“Shidd wal!” | shouted, and that wasthefirgt timel ever gavethat order. “ Shield wall!” We had grown
ragged, but now it wastimeto betight. To be shied to shield. There were hundreds of Danesin front of
us and they came to overwhelm us, and | banged Wasp-Sting against the metd rim of my shield.
“They'recoming to die!” | shouted. “They’ re coming to bleed! They’ re coming to our blades!”

My men cheered. We had started a hundred strong but had lost haf adozen men in the early fighting.
The remaining men cheered even though five or Sx timestheir number cameto kill them, and Leofric
began the battle chant of Hegga, an English rower’ s chant, rhythmic and harsh, telling of a battle fought
by our ancestors against the men who had held Britain before we came, and now we fought for our land
again, and behind me alone voice uttered a prayer and | turned to see Father Willibald holding a spesr. |
laughed at his disobedience.

Laughter in battle. That was what Ragnar had taught me, to take joy from the fight. Joy in the morning,
for the sun was touching the east now, filling the sky with light, driving darkness beyond theworld's
western rim, and | hammered Wasp-Sting againgt my shield, making a noise to drown the shouts of the
Danes, and | knew we would be hard hit and that we must hold until Odda came, but | was relying on
Leofric to be the bastion on our right flank where the Danes were sureto try to lap around us by going
through the marsh. Our |left was safe, for that was by the ships, and the right was where we would be
broken if we could not hold.

“Shields!” | bellowed, and we touched shields again for the Daneswere coming and | knew they would
not hesitate in their attack. We were too few to frighten them, they would not need to work up courage
for this battle, they would just come.

And comethey did. A thick line of men, shield to shield, new morning light touching ax heads and spear
heads and swords.

The spears and throwing axes camefirgt, but in the front rank we crouched behind shields and the
second rank held their shields above ours and the missiles thumped home, banging hard, but doing no
injury, and then | heard the wild war shout of the Danes, felt alast flutter of fear, and then they were
there.

The thunder of shidd hitting shield, my shield knocked back against my chest, shouts of rage, a pear
between my ankles, Wasp-Sting lunging forward and blocked by a shield, a scream to my |eft, an ax
flailing overhead. | ducked, lunged again, hit shield again, pushed back with my own shidld, twisted the
saxe free, ssamped on the spear, stabbed Wasp-Sting over my shield into a bearded face and he twisted
away, blood filling his mouth from historn cheek. | took ahalf pace forward, stabbed again, and asword
glanced off my helmet and thumped my shoulder. A man pulled me hard backward because | was ahead
of our line and the Danes were shouting, pushing, stabbing, and thefirst shield wall to break would be the
shiedd wall to die. | knew L eofric was hard-pressed on the right, but | had no timeto look or help



because the man with the torn cheek was thrashing at my shield with ashort ax, trying to splinter it. |
lowered the shield suddenly, spailing his stroke, and dashed Wasp-Sting at his face a second time. She
grated on skull bone, drew blood, and | hammered his shield with my own. He staggered back, but was
pushed forward by the men behind him. Thistime Wasp-Sting took his throat and he was bubbling blood
and air from adit gullet. Hefdl to his knees, and the man behind him dammed a spear forward that
broke through my shield, but stuck there, and the Danes were till heaving, but their own dying man
obstructed them and the spearman tripped on him. The man to my right chopped his shield edge onto his
head and | kicked him in the face, then dashed Wasp-Sting down. A Dane pulled the spear from my
shield, stabbed with it, and was cut down by the man on my left. More Danes came and we were
stepping back, bending back, because there were Danes in the marshland who were turning our right
flank, but Leofric brought the men steadily around till our backs were to the burning ships. | could fed the
heet of their burning and | thought we must die here. We would die with swordsin our hands and flames
at our backs and | hacked frantically at ared-bearded Dane, trying to shatter his shield. Ida, the man to
my right, was on the ground, guts spilling through torn lesther, and a Dane came at me from that side and
| flicked Wasp-Sting at hisface, ducked, took his ax blow on my breaking shield, shouted at the men
behind to fill the gap, and stabbed Wasp-Sting at the axman’ sfeet, dicing into an ankle. A spear took
him in the side of the head and | gave agreat shout and heaved at the oncoming Danes, but there was no
gpaceto fight, no space to see, just agrunting mass of men hacking and stabbing and dying and bleeding,
and then Odda came.

The eldorman had waited till the Danes were crowded on the riverbank, waited till they were pushing
one another in their eagerness to reach and to kill us, and then he launched his men across Cynuit’ s brow
and they came like thunder with swords and axes and sickles and spears. The Danes saw them and there
were shouts of warning and dmost immediately | felt the pressure lessen to my front as the rearward
Danes turned to meet the new threat. | rammed Wasp-Sting out to pierce aman’s shoulder, and she
went deep in, grating against bone, but the man twisted away, snatching the blade out of my hand, so |
drew Serpent-Breath and shouted at my men to kill the bastards. Thiswas our day, | shouted, and Odin
wasgiving usvictory.

Forward now. Forward to battle daughter. Beware the man who loves battle. Ravn had told me that only
one man in three or perhaps one man in four isared warrior and the rest are reluctant fighters, but | was
to learn that only one man in twenty isalover of battle. Such men were the most dangerous, the most
skillful, the ones who resped the souls, and the onesto fear. | was such aone, and that day, beside the
river where the blood flowed into the rising tide, and beside the burning boats, | et Serpent-Breath sing
her song of degth. | remember little except arage, an exultation, amassacre. Thiswas the moment the
skalds celebrate, the heart of the battle that |eads to victory, and the courage had gone from those Danes
in a heartbeat. They had thought they were winning, thought they had trapped us by the burning ships,
and thought to send our miserable soulsto the afterworld, and instead the fyrd of Defnascir came on
them likeastorm.

“Forward!” | shouted.

“Wessex!” Leofric bellowed. “Wessex!” He was hacking with his ax, chopping men to the ground,
leading theHeahengd ' s crew away from thefiery ships.

The Danes were going backward, trying to escape us, and we could choose our victims, Serpent-Breath
was lethd that day. Hammer a shield forward, strike aman off balance, thrust the blade forward, push
him down, stab into the throat, find the next man. | pushed a Dane into the smoldering remnants of a
campfire, killed him while he screamed, and some Danes were now fleaing to their unburned ships,
pushing them into the flooding tide, but Ubbawas till fighting. Ubbawas shouting a hismento forma
new shield wall, to protect the boats, and such was Ubba s hard will, such his searing anger, that the new



shield wal held. We hit it hard, hammered it with sword and ax and spear, but again there was no space,
just the heaving, grunting, bresth-gtinking struggle, only thistime it was the Danes who stepped back,
pace by pace, as Odda’ s men joined mine to wrap around the Danes and hammer them with iron.

But Ubbawas holding. Holding hisrearguard firm, holding them under the raven banner. In every
moment that he held us off another ship was pushed away from theriver’ sbank. All he wanted to
achieve now was to save men and ships, to let apart of hisarmy escape, to let them get away from this
press of shield and blade. Six Danish shipswere aready rowing out to the Sedfern sea, and more were
filling with men. | screamed at my troopsto break through, to kill them, but there was no spaceto kill,
only blood-dicked ground and blades stabbing under shields, and men heaving at the opposing wall, and
the wounded crawling away from the back of our line.

And then, with aroar of fury, Ubbahacked into our linewith his great war ax. | remembered how he had
done that in the fight beside the Gewaesc, how he had seemed to disappear into the ranks of the enemy
only to kill them, and his huge blade was whirling again, making space, and our line went back and the
Danesfollowed Ubba who seemed determined to win this battle on his own and to make a name that
would never be forgotten among the annas of the Northmen. The battle madness was on him, the
runesticks were forgotten, and Ubba L othbrokson was making his legend. Another man went down,
crushed by the ax, and Ubba bellowed defiance, the Danes stepped forward behind him, and now Ubba
threatened to pierce our line clean through. | shoved backward, going through my men, and went to
where Ubba fought. There| shouted his name, called him the son of agoat, aturd of men, and he turned,
eyeswild, and saw me.

“Y ou bastard whelp,” he snarled, and the men in front of me ducked aside as he came forward, mail coat
drenched in blood, apart of his shield missing, his helmet dented and his ax blade red.

“Yedterday,” | said, ‘1 saw aravenfal.”

“You bastard liar,” he said, and the ax came around and | caught it on the shield and it waslike being
struck by acharging bull. He wrenched the ax free and a great diver of wood wastorn away to let the
new daylight through the broken shield.

“Araven,” | sad, “fel fromaclear sky.”

“Y ou whore s pup,” he said and the ax came again, and again the shield took it and | staggered back, the
rent in the shield widening.

“It cdled your name asit fell,” | said.

“English filth,” he shouted and swung athird time, but thistime | stepped back and flicked
Serpent-Breath out in an attempt to cut off hisax hand, but he was fast, snake fast, and he pulled back
jugintime.

“Ravntold mel would kill you,” | said. “Heforetold it. In adream by Odin’s pit, anong the blood, he
saw the raven banner fall.”

“Liar!” he screamed and came at me, trying to throw me down with weight and brute force. | met him,
shield bossto shield boss, and | held him, swinging Serpent-Breath at his head. But the blow glanced off
hishelmet and | legped back a heartbeat before the ax swung where my legs had been, lunged forward,
and took him clean on the chest with Serpent-Breath’ s point. But | did not have any force in the blow
and hismail took the lunge and stopped it, and he swung the ax up, trying to gut me from crotch to che<t,
but my ragged shield stopped his blow, and we both stepped back.



“Threebrothers” | said, “and you aone of them live. Give my regardsto Ivar and to Halfdan. Say that
Uhtred Ragnarson sent you to join them.”

“Bagtard,” he said, and he stepped forward, swinging the ax in amassive sdeways blow that was
intended to crush my chest, but the battle calm had come on me, and the fear had flown and the joy was
there and | rammed the shield Sdeways to take his ax strike, felt the heavy blade plunge into what was
left of thewood, and | let go of the shield's handle so that the half-broken tangle of metal and wood
dangled from hisblade, and then | struck at him. Once, twice, both of them huge blows using both hands
on Serpent-Breath’ shilt and using al the strength | had taken from the long days atHeahengd s oar. |
drove him back, cracked his shield, and helifted hisax, my shield till cumbering it, and then dipped. He
had stepped on the spilled guts of a corpse, and hisleft food did sideways. While he was unbaanced, |
stabbed Serpent-Breath forward and the blade pierced the mail above the hollow of hisebow and his ax
arm dropped, al strength stolen from it. Serpent-Bresath flicked back to dash across his mouth, and |
was shouting. There was blood in his beard and he knew then, knew he would die, knew he would see
his brothersin the corpse hdl. He did not give up. He saw death coming and fought it by trying to
hammer mewith his shield again, but | wastoo quick, too exultant, and the next stroke wasin his neck
and he staggered, blood pouring onto his shoulder, more blood trickling between the links of hischain
mail, and he looked at me as he tried to stay upright.

“Wait for meinVvahdla lord,” | sad.

He dropped to his knees, gtill staring at me. He tried to speak, but nothing came and | gave him thekilling
stroke.

“Now finish them!” Edldorman Odda shouted, and the men who had been watching the duel screamed in
triumph and rushed at the enemy and there was panic now as the Danestried to reach their boats. Some
were throwing down weagpons and the cleverest were lying flat, pretending to be dead, and men with
gckleswere killing men with swords. The women from Cynuit’ s summit werein the Danish camp now,
killing and plundering.

| knelt by Ubbaand closed his nervelessright fist about the handle of hiswar ax. “Goto Vdhala, lord,” |
said. He was not dead yet, but he was dying for my last stroke had pierced deep into his neck, and then
he gave agreat shudder and there was a croaking noisein histhroat and | kept on holding his hand tight
totheax ashedied.

A dozen more boats escaped, all crowded with Danes, but the rest of Ubba s fleet was ours, and whilea
handful of the enemy fled into the woods where they were hunted down, the remaining Danes were either
dead or prisoners, and the Raven banner fell into Odda’ s hands, and we had the victory that day, and
Willibald, spear point reddened, was dancing with delight.

Wetook horses, gold, silver, prisoners, women, ships, wegpons, and malil. | had fought in the shield wall.

Ealdorman Odda had been wounded, struck on the head by an ax that had pierced his helmet and driven
into hisskull. Helived, but his eyes were white, his skin pae, his breath shalow, and his head matted
with blood. Priests prayed over him in one of the small village houses and | saw him there, but he could
not see me, could not speak, perhaps could not hear, but | shoved two of the priests aside, knelt by his
bed, and thanked him for taking the fight to the Danes. His son, unwounded, his armor apparently
unscratched in the battle, watched me from the darkness of the room’sfar corner.

| straightened from hisfather’ slow bed. My back ached and my armswere burning with weariness. “|
am going to Cridianton,” 1 told young Odda.

He shrugged asiif he did not care where | went. | ducked under the low door where Leofric waited for



me. “Don’'t go to Cridianton,” hetold me.

“My wifeisthere” | said. “My child isthere.”

“Alfred isat Exanceaster,” he said.

gy

“So the man who takes news of this battle to Exanceaster getsthe credit for it,” he said.
“Thenyougo,” | sad.

The Danish prisoners wanted to bury Ubba, but Oddathe Y ounger had ordered the body to be
dismembered and its pieces given to the beasts and birds. That had not been done yet, though the great
battle-ax that | had put in Ubba’ s dying hand was gone, and | regretted that, for | had wanted it, but |
wanted Ubba treated decently aswell and so | let the prisoners dig their grave. Oddathe Y ounger did
not confront me, but et the Danes bury their leader and make amound over his corpse and thus send
Ubbato hisbrothersin the corpse hall.

And when it was done | rode south with a score of my men, al of us mounted on horses we had taken
from the Danes.

| went to my family.

These days, so long after that battle at Cynuit, | employ aharpist. Heisan old Welshman, blind, but very
skillful, and he often singstales of his ancestors. He likesto sing of Arthur and Guinevere, of how Arthur
daughtered the English, but he takes care not to let me hear those songs, instead praising me and my
battles with outrageous flattery by singing the words of my poets who describe me as Uhtred
Strong-Sword or Uhtred Desth-Giver or Uhtred the Beneficent. | sometimes see the old blind man
amiling to himsdlf as his hands pluck the stringsand | have more sympathy with his skepticismthan | do
with the poets who are a pack of sniveling sycophants.

But in the year 877 | employed no poets and had no harpist. | was ayoung man who had come dazed
and dazzled from the shield wall, and who stank of blood as | rode south. Y et, for some reason, aswe
threaded the hills and woods of Defnascir, | thought of aharp.

Every lord hasaharp inthe hal. Asachild, before | went to Ragnar, | would sometimes sit by the harp
in Bebbanburg’' shal and | wasintrigued by how the strings would play themsalves. Pluck one string and
the otherswould shiver to give off atiny music. “Wasting your time, boy?’ my father had snarled as|
crouched by the harp one day, and | suppose | had been wasting it, but on that spring day in 877 1
remembered my childhood’ s harp and how its strings would quiver if just one was touched. It was not
music, of course, just hoise, and scarcely audible noise at that, but after the battle in Pedredan’ svalley it
seemed to me that my life was made of stringsand if | touched one then the others, though separate,
would make their sound. | thought of Ragnar the Y ounger and wondered if he lived, and whether his
father’ skiller, Kjartan, till lived, and how hewould dieif he did, and thinking of Ragnar made me
remember Brida, and her memory did on to an image of Mildrith, and that brought to mind Alfred and his
bitter wife, AHswith, and dl those separate people were apart of my life, strings strung on the frame of
Uhtred, and though they were separate they affected one another and together they would make the
music of my life.

Daft thoughts, | told mysdlf. Lifeisjust life. Welive, we die, we go to the corpse hdl. Thereisno music,



just chance. Fateisrelentless.
“What are you thinking?" Leofric asked me. We wereriding through avaley that was pink with flowers.
“| thought you were going to Exanceaster,” | said.

“I'am, but I’m going to Cridianton firgt, then taking you on to Exanceaster. So what are you thinking?
Y ou look gloomy asapriest.”

“I'm thinking about aharp.”
“A harp!” Helaughed. “Y our heed’ sfull of rubbish.”
“Touchaharp,” | said, “and it just makes noise, but play it and it makes music.”

“Sweet Christ!” He looked at me with aworried expression. “Y ou' re as bad as Alfred. Y ou think too

Hewasright. Alfred was obsessed by order, obsessed by the task of marshaing life’ s chaosinto
something that could be controlled. He would do it by the church and by the law, which are much the
samething, but | wanted to see a pattern in the strands of life. Inthe end | found one, and it had nothing
to do with any god, but with people. With the people we love. My harpist isright to smile when he chants
that | am Uhtred the Gift-Giver or Uhtred the Avenger or Uhtred the Widow-Maker, for heisold and he
has |learned what | have learned, that | am realy Uhtred the Lonely. We aredl lonely and al seek ahand
to hold in the darkness. It is not the harp, but the hand that playsit.

“It will giveyou aheadache,” Leofric said, “thinking too much.”
“Earding,” | saidto him.

Mildrith was well. She was safe. She had not been raped. She wept when she saw me, and | took her in
my arms and wondered that | was so fond of her, and she said she had thought | was dead and told me
she had prayed to her god to spare me, and she took me to the room where our son wasiin his swaddling
clothesand, for thefirst time, | looked at Uhtred, son of Uhtred, and | prayed that one day he would be
the lawful and sole owner of landsthat are carefully marked by stones and by dykes, by oaks and by

ash, by marsh and by sea. | am ill the owner of those lands that were purchased with our family’s
blood, and | will take those lands back from the man who stole them from me and | will give them to my
sons. For | am Uhtred, Earl Uhtred, Uhtred of Bebbanburg, and destiny is everything.

HISTORICAL NOTE

Alfred, famoudy, isthe only monarch in English history to be accorded the honor of being called “the
Gresat,” and this nove, with the onesthat follow, will try to show why he gained that title. I do not want to
anticipate those other noves, but broadly, Alfred was responsible for saving Wessex and, ultimately,
English society from the Danish assaults, and his son Edward, daughter Agthelflaad, and grandson
Athdstan finished what he began to creste, which was, for thefirst time, apolitical entity they caled
Englaand. | intend Uhtred to be involved in the whole story.

But the tale begins with Alfred, who was, indeed, a very pious man and frequently sick. A recent theory
suggeststhat he suffered from Crohn’ s disease, which causes acute abdomina pains, and from chronic
piles, detailswe can glean from abook written by aman who knew him very well, Bishop Asser, who
cameinto Alfred slife after the events described in thisnove . Currently there is a debate whether Bishop
Asser did writethat life, or whether it was forged ahundred years after Alfred’ s desth, and | am utterly
unquaified to judge the arguments of the contending academics, but even if it isaforgery, it contains



much that has the smack of truth, suggesting that whoever wrote it knew agreat dedl about Alfred. The
author, to be sure, wanted to present Alfred in aglowing light, aswarrior, scholar, and Christian, but he
does not shy away from his hero’ syouthful sins. Alfred, hetdls us, “was unable to abstain from carna
desire’ until God generoudly made him sick enough to resst temptation. Whether Alfred did have an
illegitimate son, Osferth, is debatable, but it seemsvery possible.

The biggest challenge Alfred faced was an invasion of England by the Danes. Some readers may be
disappointed that those Danes are called Northmen or pagansin the novel, but are rarely described as
Vikings. Inthis| follow the early English writers who suffered from the Danes, and who rarely used the
wordViking, which, anyway, describes an activity rather than a people or atribe. To go viking meant to
go raiding, and the Danes who fought against England in the ninth century, though undoubtedly raiders,
were preeminently invaders and occupiers. Much fanciful imagery has been attached to them, chief of
which are the horned helmet, the berserker, and the ghastly execution called the spread-eagle, by which a
victim’ sribs were splayed gpart to expose the lungs and heart. That seemsto have been alater invention,
as doesthe existence of the berserker, the crazed naked warrior who attacked in amad frenzy.
Doubtlessthere were insanely frenzied warriors, but there is no evidence that lunatic nudists made regular
appearances on the battlefield. The sameistrue of the horned helmet for which there is not a scrap of
contemporary evidence. Viking warriors were much too sensible to place apair of protuberances on
their hdmets so ideally positioned asto enable an enemy to knock the helmet off. It isa pity to abandon
theiconic horned helmets, but das, they did not exi<t.

The assault on the church by the Danesiswell recorded. The invaders were not Christians and saw no
reason to spare churches, monasteries, and nunneries from their attacks, especially asthose places often
contained considerable treasures. Whether the concerted attack on the northern monastic houses
happened is debatable. The sourceis extremdly late, a thirteenth-century chronicle written by Roger of
Wendover, but whet is certain is that many bishoprics and monasteries did disappear during the Danish
assault, and that assault was not agreat raid, but a ddliberate attempt to eradicate English society and
replaceit with aDanish Sate.

Ivar the Boneless, Ubba, Halfdan, Guthrum, the various kings, Alfred’ s nephew Athelwold, Edldorman
Odda, and the ealdormen whose names begin with A (avanished letter, caled the ash) al existed. Alfred
should properly be spelled Afred, but | preferred the usage by which heisknown today. It isnot certain
how King Edmund of East Angliadied, though he was certainly killed by the Danes and in one ancient
verson the future saint wasindeed riddled with arrows like Saint Sebastian. Ragnar and Uhtred are
fictiond, though afamily with Uhtred’ sname did hold Bebbanburg (now Bamburgh Cadtle) later inthe
Anglo-Saxon period, and asthat family are my ancestors, | decided to give them that magica placea
little earlier than the records suggest. Most of the mgjor events happened; the assault on Y ork, the Sege
of Nottingham, the attacks on the four kingdoms, al are recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle or in
Asser’slife of King Alfred, which together are the major sources for the period.

| used both those sources and aso consulted ahost of secondary works. Alfred slifeisremarkably well
documented for the period, some of that documentation written by Alfred himself, but even so, as
Professor James Campbell wrote in an essay on the king, “ Arrows of insight have to be winged by the
feathers of speculation.” | have feathered lavishly, as historica novelists mugt, yet as much of the novel as
possibleisbased on red events. Guthrum’ s occupation of Wareham, the exchange of hostages and his
breaking of the truce, his murder of the hostages and occupation of Exeter al happened, as did the loss
of most of hisfleet in agreat storm off Durlston Head near Swanage. The one large change | have made
was to bring Ubba s death forward by ayear, so that, in the next book, Uhtred can be elsewhere, and,
persuaded by the argumentsin John Peddi€' s book,Alfred, Warrior King, | placed that action at
Cannington in Somerset rather than at the more traditiona site of Countisbury Head in north Devon.



Alfred was the king who preserved the idea of England, which his son, daughter, and grandson made
explicit. At atime of great danger, when the English kingdoms were periloudy near to extinction, he
provided abulwark that allowed the Anglo-Saxon culture to survive. His achievements were greater than
that, but hisstory isfar from over, so Uhtred will campaign again.
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