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HISTORICAL NOTE
 
In the late ninth century A.D., Europe sank into the depths of the Dark Ages. A hundred years earlier, Charlemagne had through hard fighting wrestled with the gloom. He had fought it with incorruptible court inspectors—the missi, his eyes and ears—and with something known ever since as the Carolingian renaissance. Its chief gift was Carolingian miniscule, writing with lower case letters. Until then scribes had only possessed CAPITAL LETTERS with which to pen their parchments.
Charlemagne named his far-ranging conquests Christendom, and the Pope crowned him Emperor on Christmas Day, 800 A.D. His son Louis the Pious climbed the throne after him, and then the dream began to crumble. Louis cared more for prayers and monasteries than ruling and fighting. Louis’s sons rebelled, and during the latter end of his reign began the bloody civil wars. The Franks of his day—of ancient German origin—divided a man’s inheritance equally among his sons. Thus the empire of Charlemagne handed down to Louis was split into three parts for his three sons. The strife between them was continual, but two battles in particular decimated the Frank hosts: Fontenay in 841 and Andernach in 876.
The charm of Charlemagne’s ruling descendants thereby lost much of their luster. King battled brother and nephew his royal uncle, as the divisions continually shifted depending on fortunes of war, marriage or treachery. The glitter of the Carolingian renaissance faded. Worse, the barons, the lords of the soil, turned their allegiance less to the kings who changed like the wind and more toward the local count or duke. These barons led hard lives, ruling in the backwoods over brutish serfs and coarse pig herders. (In Western Europe then with its truly vast forests, everyplace was distant from everywhere else.)  The baron’s home was a wooden-walled villa, and the grandest city numbered souls in the several thousands. The real fighting men lived with the baron as retainers, eating at his board, or as vassals watching over hardscrabble farms only a few leagues away. They, like him, rode a noble steed—their only claim to nobility in this early medieval age. In a land where every ham or iron-edged hoe was carefully tallied as part of a man’s wealth, the outfitting of a miles—as a knight was known in Carolingian times—proved extraordinarily expensive. In terms of a milk cow (the basic measurement of wealth) a knight’s helmet cost six cows, his mail-coat twelve cows, his sword and scabbard seven, leg greaves six, lance and shield two and his stallion twelve cows. For the price of forty-five cows, an entire village’s output of large animals, one fighting man gained his arms and armament.
In all the fractured empire, there were only several thousand such knights. Nor were they like King Arthur’s legendary cavaliers. The Frank miles didn’t couch a heavy lance or wear plate armor. He wielded the Carolingian spear: a lance used in a cut and thrust style. It was almost a parrying, fencing type of fighting. The lance had a long spearhead with sharp edges for slashing and lugs lower down like those on a boar spear. The lugs acted like the quillons of a sword-hilt, not to stop the spearhead from penetrating too far, but to fence with in their unusual manner.
The civil wars brought misery. The Vikings from the north brought despair. In Charlemagne’s waning days, a few flea-infested longships raided the coasts, but when the Emperor threatened to invade Denmark in retaliation, the Vikings there cut off the head of their king and sought peace with dread Charlemagne. Things changed under Louis the Pious and never got better. Louis’s sons rebelled and no one had time to worry about a few raiders, so the Vikings went unpunished. Success bred courage and courage inspired boldness. By the time Charlemagne’s grandsons woke up to their danger, the Vikings had learned to raid with fleets and marshal into armies. They were able to face all but the largest Frank host.
The worst of these Vikings were the berserks. They were a warrior cult of Odin, the god of Death and Battle. Berserks wore wolf or bearskins and trained themselves to fight in a wild frenzy. These sworn brotherhoods often grouped themselves into companies known as a Twelve. They held the Viking standard for valor and were men of awful brutality.
In the late ninth century and in a space of a few years, one Carolingian king after another died, until the last one standing was Charles the Fat, an epileptic, cowardly great-grandson of Charlemagne. Under an accident of history, the empire came together again in a shadowy imitation of the old glory. In came together with impotent mockery, for a mighty host of Vikings—‘the Great Pagan Army’ as the monkish chroniclers called it—rampaged across Western Europe. Barbarism advanced with the Northmen and ignorance spread in their wake. This was the heyday of the Vikings, of blood eagles carved into captives, of burning monasteries and butchered monks, and of treasures gained and lost by the red-haired reavers of the sea. It was also the day of a new Frankish knight, a son of Count Robert the Strong. Robert had died on a battlefield on September 15, 866 while trying to stem the unbeatable Northmen. The fatherless son grew to manhood in a terror-stricken world, vowing vengeance.
This is the story of what he achieved on the walls of Paris, and how a bishop’s illegitimate daughter, a monk and an ancient Roman book helped the young knight spare civilization.
 
 
“…The Northmen ceased not to take Christian people captive and to kill them, and to destroy churches and houses and burn villages. Through all the streets lay bodies of the clergy, of laymen, nobles, and others, of women, children, and suckling babes. There was no road nor place where the dead did not lie; and all who saw Christian people slaughtered were filled with sorrow and despair.”
 
-- The Annals of Saint Vaast, 884
 



 
1.
 
The moon glittered in the night sky as Peter the Monk slunk along the path. He stopped often, listened as careful as a fox and watched with frightened eyes.
Soon Peter crouched before the abbot’s stone house. He tested the latch. He’d heard others say that after lauds the abbot often forgot to bar his door. The hinges creaked as Peter opened it. He froze, his heart thumped. From within came the abbot’s snores. Peter swallowed and pressed his mouth against the door-jam. He spat at the cursed metal, spat until the creaks stopped. Then he eased open the door, slipped inside and waited for his eyes to adjust.
He ghosted toward the bed and knocked his shins against a low table. He froze again, but the abbot’s lips kept blubbering. By fingertip, Peter discovered the belt of keys on the table. He had fretted all day where they might be. He clutched the keys so they wouldn’t clink. He eased onto his hands and knees. He was a long, bony man. He reached under the bed and touched a pine box. His heart pounded as he slid the treasury-box out. Once clear of the bed, he carried the box across the room and set it down with a soft thump. Sweat stained his eyes as he began testing keys. On the third try, one went all the way in.
A click made the sleeping abbot smack his lips. Peter counted to fifty before he pried off the lock, somehow found spit to lubricate the hinges and opened the lid. He grinned and felt to the right and to the left. He felt at the front and at the rear. He pressed his palm into the box. Finally, he turned the box upside down. Not a coin dropped out.
For several heartbeats, Peter sat numbly. Then he wondered if this was mercy from God, keeping him from theft. In a daze, he closed the lid with a thump. He locked it with a click. He carried the box, knelt and—maybe this was the wrong box. He set it aside and reached under the bed. He blinked in surprise as he touched a leather scabbard. It held a sword.
Abbots weren’t supposed to have swords. Oh, maybe a few bishops commanded armed hosts, but they seldom wielded blades. Clergy used a club or mace and thereby avoided the rule against shedding blood. A good sword took over two hundred hours forging by a skilled swordsmith using three hundredweights of charcoal. Iron and steel rods were twisted and folded—pattern-welded—repeatedly. Then a swordsmith plunged the iron countless times into a furnace. The smith returned it red-hot to an avail and beat it into its proper shape and deadliness. The softer, inner iron gave a sword the ability to withstand the constant clash of battle without shattering like glass. The edges and point of harder steel gave it the sinister keenness, the ferocious ability to cut at a touch. A cutler affixed the hilt. This sword had a short crossbar guard, a straight grip of bone and a small, slightly swelling pommel.
Should he steal the sword and give it to Lupus? Peter recalled copying the Capitulary of Boulogne, first written during Charlemagne’s reign. It has been decreed that no bishop, or abbot, or abbess or rector or custodian of a church whatsoever is to presume to give or to sell a coat of mail or a sword to any outsider without our permission; he may bestow these only on his own vassals.
Peter left the sword, pushed the box back and knit his brow. It was impossible that the abbey had nothing, wasn’t it? He opened cupboards. He slid books off a shelf and checked in back. He opened the books. He had heard of a priest who had hollowed out a Bible and hidden gold crosses there. This was ridiculous. Ah! He had an idea. He crossed the room, and as he did, a horn wailed in the darkness. As the note died, shouts erupted.
“What was that?” the abbot mumbled from his bed.
The horn wailed again. Torchlight flooded through the unlatched door. Outside—
The abbey’s three-legged hound burst out of the apple grove. The mangy dog raced close to the earth, its tail tucked between its legs. An arrow arced lazily out of the grove and seemed to pick up speed. It pierced the hound. The hound bayed wretchedly and tumbled onto the dirt.
The hound’s master, the night watchman, stumbled out of the grove. Blood soaked his side. The night watchman stared white-eyed as he shouted, “Northmen! The Northmen are here!” A horn wailed from the grove. The sound was closer than before. The night watchman twisted back in terror.
Out of the grove lumbered a monstrous pagan. Behind him, torches blazed. Sword-iron scraped from a wooden scabbard. “ODIN!” the giant Northman roared. His face was more bristling beard than flesh. He had massive bones, huge hands and blubbery size like a whale. He lumbered. The iron rings of his mail jangled at each ponderous step.
The night watchman tripped, sprawled and scrambled back onto his feet—but not fast enough. Despite his bulk, the giant Northman moved nimbly. As the night watchman regained his feet, the blade crunched into his back. The watchman screamed, clawed the air.
“Peter?” the abbot said. “What’s happening?”
In the numbness of the moment, as more Northmen spilled out of the grove, Peter noticed that he stood in the path of the torchlight. His thin shoulders slumped. “The Northmen, Father. They’ve found our valley.”
The abbot jumped out of bed. He was a scrawny old man. “Shut the door, Peter! Bar it!”
Outside, the giant pagan wretched free his sword. It dripped with gore. He pointed the sword at Peter. That froze Peter’s guts, made his thighs weak.
Torches crackled in Northmen fists as they filed out of the woods. They had bestial features. A youthful archer raised a bow. He yanked the string to his beardless cheek and squinted down the length of the arrow. The bow twanged. The arrow flashed!
Peter couldn’t move as the arrow streaked toward him. With the feeling of ice, the arrow creased Peter’s cheek, whipped his head that way.
Northmen, fierce pagans with spears, swords and long-handled axes, roared their barbarous speech. In the torchlight, they looked like demons vomited from the pit, their mail ablaze with sulfur.
It’s just reflected torchlight, Peter told himself.
Northmen banged their swords against huge shields. It made a terrible din. The youthful archer grimaced, notched another arrow and drew a second bead.
The sting of pain across his cheek woke Peter from his terror. He leaped with a shout, slammed the door shut, grabbed the lumber piece and slid it into iron brackets. A thwack from the other side told him the youth had shot the second arrow.
“Don’t seek martyrdom,” the abbot said, who shouldered Peter aside.
In the gloom, Peter tried to make out the old man. The abbot held the scabbard and gave Peter a baleful grin. Footsteps thudded outside. A heavy body crashed against the door. Peter sprang rabbit-like across the room. The abbot whipped the scabbard off the sword. Door wood splintered at a second crash.
“Crawl out a rear window, Peter. Go! Run and warn the villagers.”
The third crash brought a yelp out of Peter. He fumbled with the latch and threw open the back shutter. A looming pagan grinned in the moonlight and lifted a huge axe. Peter slammed and latched the shutter as the axe whistled. Wood splinters pierced his palm. Peter staggered into the middle of the room as tears welled in his eyes. A fourth crash at the door and the hinges groaned.
Peter fell at the abbot’s feet. “Please, Father, I don’t want to die.”
The old man patted Peter’s head. “I absolve you of your sins, my son. Now scoot aside and give me room.”
A fifth crash tore the door off its frame. Like a tree, it thumped onto the floor, followed by a stumbling Northman. The abbot shouted. His blade took the Northman in the neck, the sound like that of a butcher hacking pork. The pagan crashed onto his knees. The abbot raised his bloody sword as two huge warriors rushed in. The first, the blubbery giant, used the iron boss in the middle of his shield, swinging it. The abbot stumbled backward at the blow. The second Northman also struck with his shield. The abbot’s sword clattered onto the floor. The giant bashed with his shield again. The abbot crumpled at his feet. Peter expected them to hack the dear old man into gory chunks. Instead, as the abbot raised his torso, the blubbery giant kicked the abbot in the head. The old man slumped onto the floorboards.
Peter’s stomached twisted. Bile rose in his throat. What did a blade feel like shoved into your belly? The Northman on the floor, the one with the cut neck, stirred. Peter trembled in terror. Could pagans raise men from the dead? The neck-cut Northman pushed up and climbed to his feet as bright red blood spurted and soaked into his mail links. Peter’s stomach lurched. Demons, they were demons.
The youth, the tall archer, ran into the room. He wore no mail but had a leathery tunic. A strange amulet of a hammer with painted eyes flopped on his chest. The blubbery giant—he had lines in his skin and broken veins around his nose. Gray colored his shaggy beard. His bloodshot eyes held power. The gory sword rose, the point aimed at the hollow of Peter’s throat. Grunts and slurry sounds spewed past the giant’s lips.
The lean archer blushed. The neck-cut Northman—how could any man survive a slash to the neck that poured such a copious amount of blood? That warrior mumbled angrily. Each pagan eyed Peter so he shivered in fear.
The blubbery old giant raised his hairy eyebrows. Curiosity lit the leathery face. He slurred words, a question by its tone.
Peter scrambled to his feet and bumped against the wall. The Northmen followed. Clink, clink, clink. The giant pointed a massive finger in Peter’s face and spoke his barbarous words again. Despairing, Peter nodded. The terrible giant squinted and examined Peter’s face. The giant Northman tilted his head and that cocked his helmet. He spoke again.
Peter worked his throat. What did this monster ask?
The giant Northman grinned through his vast, sweaty beard. He was missing teeth. He spoke more impatient sounding.
“Help me, sweet Jesus,” Peter whispered. “Save me Mother Mary.”
The giant Northman listened. The neck-bleeder spoke harshly. The youthful archer shook his head. The blubbery giant spoke one word and handed the youth his sword. Then the giant glared at Peter and uttered his question.
“I don’t understand you,” Peter said. “Please, don’t kill me.”
The giant pointed at Peter’s face and roared the barbarous question. From outside came screams, hideous sounds filled with pain. Peter trembled.
The neck-cut reaver spoke. The blubbery giant of a Northman shook his head. The bleeder muttered and wiped his neck. He showed the giant Northman his bloody hand.
Peter edged toward the door. He refused to look at the door. But if he could—
The blubbery old giant struck. For all his size, he was nimble. He sank a massive fist into Peter’s gut. Peter crumpled onto the floor, vomiting. Another reaver pushed him onto his stomach and pressed a knee against his back. The youthful archer took out a length of rope and tied Peter’s wrists behind his back. The giant stepped on Peter’s head, pushed his cheek against the floorboard. The question came again.
“Damn you!” Peter shouted. “I don’t know what you’re saying.”
The giant Northman grunted as he bent onto one knee. He wove huge fingers into Peter’s tonsured hair and jerked up his head. The Northman squinted, wheezing, blowing his reeking breath into Peter’s face. The giant spoke new words, not questions, a pronouncement perhaps. The giant grinned. It spread deep lines across his leathery face.
More screams floated from the dormitory. They were long, agonizing sounds, inhuman. The youthful archer glanced uneasily over his shoulder.
The giant Northman rose with a grunt. He pointed at the abbot and then at Peter. The bleeder grumbled, but they began to ransack the house.
Peter tested his bonds. It was no good, so he waited, sick with dread. What did these terrible pagans plan to do to him?
 



 
2.
 
Flames devoured the abbey. A great red beast of licking fire roared upon the buildings. Piercing screams told of a trapped monk. It seemed impossible the monk could sing such high notes. Soon enough however he gurgled down into a lower range. Then the thunderous roar of fire drowned out his cries.
The Viking archer, the lean youth in the leather tunic—Heming Ivarsson—watched intoxicated from the apple grove as heat flushed his face. He fingered his lucky Hammer of Thor amulet, the one with little painted eyes. He wondered upon the ways of fate. So much had happened since spring, since leaving Jutland in the North and sailing the high seas, the whale’s track, in his father’s dragon ship. The shed blood, the brutality of battle, the thrill of victory awed Heming. Skalds sang songs, but they never captured the oily fear in your belly as you waited in the dark or as you sent shafts hissing at a man staring you in the eye.
Giant flames licked the underbelly of the night, wild, powerful, consuming. With a terrific crack, a giant beam exploded. Other timbers groaned and fell into the fire as sparks blew upward. More lumber screamed in protest. Then all at once, an entire building frame collapsed into the inferno as the fire roared approval.
A Frankish horse neighed from the small herd tied to the apple trees. They were Heming’s responsibility. The stallion jerked his head as his eyeballs rolled wildly.
“Easy,” Heming soothed in Danish. “You won’t burn.”
The stallion thumped his hooves. Maybe he didn’t like Heming’s native tongue. Heming didn’t know any Frankish. Maybe he should cut a monk free and have him calm the beast. The captured monks, the two from the stone house, lay trussed nearby like hogs. Both watched the fire. The heat flushed the younger monk’s forehead and highlighted his red hair and arrow-scratched cheek.
Heming scowled, drew his dagger and jabbed the dirt. He kept jabbing as burning wood exploded. Each resounding crack tightened his lean face. The monk had just stood there, the bastard, daring him to strike. Heming had slain the hound. His father had clapped him on the back for it, even though he had felt regret at the deed. Slaying a three-legged dog was bad luck. Heming was certain of it. He thrust the dagger into the earth. The trouble was he had never killed a man. His father said it changed you. His father said some men turned mean after their first kill, while some became queasy. Some shrugged it off. Some vomited. Some learned to love it. Some men forever after shied from gore and some become berserk. His father said it was different killing afar with a bow than close in with a sword or if you rammed a knife into a man’s belly.
His father Ivar Hammerhand had killed by sword, axe, dagger, rock, rope, fist… not by poison, though. Ivar said poison was beneath a warrior. It was a coward’s way to drip hemlock into a drink or to smear a pin with nightshade. His father had sailed with legends, with Ragnar Hairy-Breeches and Mad Hastein (over twenty-five years ago). Silver and gold had laden their dragons, not like the paltry trash and trinkets from this stinking abbey, but then, for his father, nothing was as it used to be. In those days men ran faster, swung their axes harder, raped more women in a night and guzzled not just horns of beer but entire barrels! Nor had Vikings been so frightened in those days that they needed to marshal themselves into a giant host. In those days any group of dragons sailed where they dared. A fleet of three or thirty, it was all the same. This massing of hundreds of longships under Sigfred the Sea King— it didn’t impress his father the Hammerhand.
A crash of timbers pulled Heming’s attention back to the fire. Until he slew a man with arrows—Ivar said first kill from a distance. Watch a man crumple from your shot. See the life leak out of him. Then if he wanted to pick up a spear and shield and march in the swine array, the shield wall… then by Odin that’s what would happen.
Heming grew thoughtful, until his musings turned toward… it. His stomach coiled and his mouth grew dry. None of the crew had spoken about it since setting forth from Jutland. Most of the crew believed it was cursed, a thing of evil. His father’s boasts and mocking to the contrary hadn’t persuaded anyone. Why had his father buried it when they had camped before the Frankish fortified bridge? Ivar Hammerhand mocked magic, mocked the gods. He even mocked Heming’s charmed amulet, saying a warrior made his own luck.
Heming pulled his dagger out of the earth and wiped the blade on his breeches, leaving a smear of dirt like a cut. He watched the fire. The roar, heat, blaze, there was something sinister and majestic about the conflagration, something awful and lovely. If there was ever a moment to test it, to weigh the possibilities himself—Heming spun around as he found himself short of breath. He strode among the unsaddled horses. None of the crew had ridden here. The horses carried sealskin bags, axes, cheeses, silver plate and pans. He had earlier watched his father whistling, acting nonchalant as he’d secreted it—
Heming unlaced binding and wriggled his arm into a sealskin bag. He twisted his neck, searching for a sign of Ivar Hammerhand, his giant father. Heming’s lips drew back as he pulled it out, holding it against his chest as he moved deeper into the grove. In the glow of the terrible fire, he unwound cloth to reveal a heavy golden chalice shaped like a human skull. Rubies were cunningly set in the eye-sockets. They winked with evil so goosebumps prickled his arms.
It was the fabled cup of Attila the Hun. Long ago, the terrible Hun had ordered his goldsmith to fashion a cup out the skull of Gundicarius, the defeated King of the Burgundians. Grisly legend said that Attila drank the blood of his foes. Such fiery swill had turned the Scourge of God mad for glory, like a wolf licking the blood of a sheepdog. Attila had grown swollen with vanity, puffed-up with arrogance and greedy for the souls of men. From a tribe of prostrate Germans he had demanded the girl-child Ildico. In his drunkenness, the great Attila had staggered to his wedding chambers. There he had fallen back onto his bed, snoring, and in a violent fit blood had poured from his nose. It had filled his mouth, and the terrible Hun who had thought to rule the world had drowned on his own black blood!
Heming peered where ale or mead would slosh, where men kept their brains. Had the Scourge of God truly put his lips onto the rim and quaffed such a brew? He shuddered in awe. The cup was like the fire: terrible and wonderful, sinister and majestic. Heming held the chalice up to the stars.
He knew the story of its gaining. In his youth, Ivar Hammerhand had sailed with Mad Hastein. The maddest voyage of all was a three-year raid that began with sixty-two dragon ships. A Christian priest-thrall had once calculated the beginning date as 859 A.D. First, the reaver fleet had struck southern Aquitaine. Then they pillaged Muslim Spain and afterward ports in Mediterranean North Africa. They sailed up the Rhone River and then went east to Lombardy. Hastein had figured to spy out the great city of Rome, and by trickery, they sacked it. Only it had turned out to be just a city called Luna. Rome was farther inland. There in Luna a trembling priest, begging to buy his freedom, took Ivar and others deep into a church crypt. Only Ivar Hammerhand had returned out of the earth, white-faced, speechless and clutching the cup of Attila. By 861 A.D., twenty dragon ships had limped back onto Noirmoutier Isle at the mouth of the Lorie River, and the maddest Viking raid of them all had entered into legend. Since then, Ivar had kept the cup hidden in Jutland at his settlement where he ruled as jarl or chieftain. Many people said Ivar’s good fortune began when he laid hold of Attila’s cup, but that a curse was upon it, a secret doom that brought bloody death as Attila had died.
Heming heard brutal laughter. With a fearful start, he ran to the packhorses and repacked the cup.
From out of the fire Ivar Hammerhand lumbered into sight, a barrel perched on a massive shoulder and with his sword prodding three naked monks. Their hands were tied behind their backs and they staggered and stumbled. Heming could tell they were monks by the tonsure, the shaved ring of hair with the bald spot on top. The naked monks bore horrible, blistering burns on their bodies like wounds. Other Vikings rolled their barrels.
They brought the loot to the stone house. Ivar smashed a barrel open with an axe. Wine spurted and laughing Vikings held their helmets under the flow. They guzzled and roared. One gray-haired veteran, a one-eyed archer, slammed captured chickens against the ground. Then he took a head between his fingers, stretched the neck and neatly sliced it with his knife. The dead chicken kicked its legs and madly flapped, leaped up and ran with its blood spurting onto the grass. With his gory knife, the gray-haired archer knelt behind a trembling, naked monk and cut his bonds. He kicked the monk in the arse, shouted and pointed at the chickens and shoved wooden stakes into the monk’s hands and pointed at the fire.
The shamelessly naked monk nodded and set out for the farthest chicken. The gray-haired archer winked at Ivar and notched an arrow. Suddenly the monk darted for freedom, his flabby arse shaking. An arrow whirled into the naked man’s back, knocked him down. The monk screamed and tried yanking out the arrow he couldn’t reach. The other two pale-skinned monks, also cut free, dashed across the yard, gathering dead fowl. They plucked feathers with a will, and glanced now and again at the poor wounded fool who slithered toward the woods. The archer finally strode out and with the blunt end of his axe bashed the keening monk on the head.
The other two monks skewered the plucked chickens and approached the flames. The fire was agony upon their horribly reddened skin, but they remained at their post and began to cook.
The warriors shed their armor and padding and feasted, boasted and jested about what they had done. When the Frankish fortified bridge fell four nights ago, when the Great Army burst through, it had been a race. A hundred various bands made up the Great Army, most small like Ivar’s company, a few big like Sigfred the Sea King’s host. Ivar’s men had rowed harder up the Seine than most. They had captured horses at a stormed villa. A quarter of the men remained with the dragon. The rest had hurried through the night to be first.
“You mark my words,” Ivar had told them. “This land will look as if locusts have descended. That’s why we’re going to plod along these trails in the dark and take the first choice of loot rather than the last. We’ll rest when we’ve won and not before!”
The old reavers now roared, shouted and clashed wine-sloshing cups together. When the chickens were ready, they tore into the hot fowls with their teeth. Heming sat in the apple grove watching as he fingered his Hammer of Thor amulet. Ivar Hammerhand was lucky, always had been after gaining Attila’s cup. Heming shook his head. He feared that his luck was bad. The Norns, the three old spinsters, wove a man’s fate at his birth.
Heming knew that not even the gods defeated fate. In the world’s last battle, terrible Ragnarok, when the Giants stormed across the Rainbow Bridge and hammered at the gates of Asgard, then the Gods would march to their doom. According to the prophecies, the Fenris wolf devoured Odin. The Midgard Serpent bit Thor and nine steps back the Thunder God staggered before he died of poison. It was fated. It would happen. A hero didn’t weep over it and no doubt neither did a god. He laughed at the end. Gripped his sword, swung with gusto and bellowed high humor as a spear bit into his lungs. He showed that he had courage and died well.
Heming bit his lip. He didn’t want to die with or without courage. He wanted luck. He had his amulet, but so did many men have. Who else had the cup of Attila?
The two naked monks hurried with the last cooked chickens. They looked ridiculous. One had a humped shoulder, skinny legs and a potbelly. The other bore a twisted foot. Their manhood was shriveled and small, ridiculous.
Heming shook his head.
Ivar Hammerhand, with his great beard stained with chicken grease, with his wine-reddened eyes, grabbed a fistful of slimy bones and hurled them at the monks. The two Christians flinched. It sent the Vikings howling with drunken mirth. Others hurled chicken bones. Then a warrior picked up a charred piece of wood and threw it, hitting the hump-shouldered monk in the head. The monk fell, and the roar of laughter made Heming turn away, disgusted with the brute treatment of these defenseless Franks and at himself because he was different. Take a man’s treasure, but why torment him for no good reason? Heming wondered if his squeamish nature was the origin of his bad luck. He wondered if his father knew. If that’s why he had to kill with a bow before he could heft a spear in the shield wall.
A monk screamed as swords hacked into his flesh. Heming waited for the next scream, and glanced over when it didn’t come. His eyebrows rose. The second monk, the hump-shouldered Christian, was on his knees, with his arms stretched up into the darkness. He chanted, and there was something grand about him.
Vikings gazed star-ward. So did Heming. He didn’t know what to expect.
Ivar grunted as he rose unsteadily. “You have courage, monk. That’s the best way to die.” The monk kept chanting, with his sweaty face aimed at the heavens. Ivar thrust. The hump-shouldered monk toppled dead onto the bloody grass.
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Peter bit back a scream as Einhard toppled dead onto the grass. The giant Northman yanked out his sword and spoke solemnly to the others.
Peter squeezed his eyes shut as he began to tremble. He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want a sword thrust into his back so it sprouted like some obscene flower out of his chest. Why, why had this happened to them? They were monks, beloved of God. The holy relic of Saint Martin lay in their abbey. This was a hidden valley. The Northmen had never found it before.
Peter swallowed bile and squeezed his eyes shut more tightly. Was this his fault? Had he brought down God’s wrath on all of them for his sin?
Sins, for my sins. They keep multiplying.
Peter panted, sucked down air, and he opened his eyes. He lay on his belly at the edge of the apple grove. His wrists were cruelly tied behind his back so his hands had gone numb. They had tied his ankles, too. The blaze of the abbey sickened him. Watching his fellow monks slaughtered like the chickens…
Oh, he had known before he had committed the grave offense that it was wrong. Yet for months, he had secretly lusted and plotted on his cot in the dormitory. He couldn’t forget the sway of Willelda’s hips or forget how she had smiled at him the last time he had been in the village. She had asked him once about his writing. He had noted her curiosity and it had sent him wondering. Yes, how he had plotted to sin as he had lain on his cot in the dark. His long-sought chance had finally come yesterday. The abbot had sent him to the village…
Peter stared at the flames. He listened to the horrible cackle of fire. The horror of those singing Northmen, their drunken roars, it terrified him. Would they haul him up next? Would they taunt him with chicken bones? Would they shove a sword through his back?
He stared at the orange flames that leaped toward the heavens. They writhed like insatiable harlots. His terror, his guilt and shame, the pain in his wrenched-back shoulders… he fell into a daze watching that fire, his thoughts in turmoil.
I brought Satan’s minions among us. My sins took away God’s protection.
What shocked him, what ate at him deep into his core, was that he still wanted Willelda. He couldn’t stop thinking about her and about… about what had happened yesterday. Half of yesterday had been the greatest moment of his life. The other half… oh why couldn’t he forget? He needed to forget her and forget what had happened yesterday…
***
…Peter trembled as he took hold of Willelda’s hand. That she was an imp of Satan he had no doubt. The problem was that he didn’t care, not now as she led him into an abandoned hut. Oh, for countless months he had dreamed of this. As he had lain on his cot in the monastery, he had envisioned such a sinful encounter in excruciating detail.
His stomach knotted. The penance for such secret lusts was twenty lashes on the bare back: hissing strokes administered with coiled whips of bull-hide. He shuddered, and his hand convulsively tightened around Willelda’s soft palm.
She glanced back—oh so artfully—and gave him a teasing smile. She had all her teeth, had long dark hair, while something in her eyes caught his breath.
“Amo puellam,” he whispered in Latin.
“Don’t be frightened,” she said, her dark eyes slashing into his soul.
“What?” he said. “I’m not!”
“You’re a poor liar, Peter. You just muttered a prayer.”
He had skinny shanks, long bony fingers and bitten-down, ink-stained fingernails. In his black monk’s habit with its single corded rope, he was like a stork and she a beautiful robin.
He bit his lip. He was all too aware of those full breasts straining against her woolens. Despite the gauntness of her cheeks and the hollowness of her eyes, her ripe bosom was like autumn apples, like honey to a bear, like—
“Are you sure we’re safe?” he whispered. If they caught him alone with the village beauty… his scrotum shriveled at the thought.
She gave him an odd look. “The pestilence slew Wulfrud and his wife, their entire family. This was their home.”
“What?”
“Don’t worry, Peter. The pigs have been rooting here. I had to chase them out with a switch. None of them have died. If they had, perhaps the abbot would have let us flesh the bacon.” Her belly growled. She frowned at it before shaking his sleeve. “Hurry, show me like you promised.”
He sniffed, searching for an evil taint. He dreaded the plague, had seen this year far too many bloated bodies.
“Peter!” she said, stamping her bare foot.
“Shhh,” he said. “Someone might hear you.”
“And I might change my mind.”
He stared at her bosom. He hadn’t meant to. He had been warring with his soul not to.
She laughed and dug a finger into his ribs.
He almost recoiled at the contact, and he almost fell upon her to shower her with kisses. His cheeks burned as he fumbled at his cord, unknotting the wooden kit dangling from it.
“Over here,” she said, brushing aside cobwebs.
He glanced at the leather curtain hanging in the doorway. A tear in the leather admitted a ray of sunlight. Tiny particles swirled in the sunbeam. Deeper in the hut Willelda kicked away old rushes, rubbish and knelt where the ray shined. He scowled at the dirt floor, looked about and picked up a ragged cloth. Onto that, he set his wooden kit. He took out parchment, an inkbottle, a quill and a knife.
She picked up the knife. “It’s so small.” She wrinkled her nose. “Do all monks have such small ones?”
“It’s a quill-knife,” he said peevishly.
“A what?” she said.
He held out his hand.
She deposited the tiny knife onto it.
“It’s for sharpening the quill.” To show her he clipped a shred.
“What kind of feather is it?”
“Goose, but swan is better.” He noted her interest, the intelligence in her amazing eyes. “You pluck the five outer wing-feathers in spring. That time of year makes the strongest quills. And you pluck from the left wing.”
“Why the left?” she asked.
“Because I write with my right hand and this quill curves away from my fingers, making it easier to ink the letters.”
She nodded. All teasing and laughter had fled. A touch of fear, or awe perhaps, showed on her beautiful face. She gave him a nervous smile. “Show me. Write words.”
He pried out the stopper, dipped the quill into ink and touched the tip to parchment. With quick, practiced strokes he wrote, his bony fingers alive with skill, with the scratch of sharpened goose quill. He never looked up, but concentrated with what his Benedictine brothers considered terrible intensity. Thus he hardly noticed as her gaze darted from his skilled hand, to his face and then to what he wrote.
“What does it say?” she whispered.
With a flourish, he wrote the last letter and then wiped the quill on the rag and bottled the ink.
“Peter?”
He lifted the parchment and gently blew upon the letters. If he had been in the scriptorium, he might have dried this by sprinkling sand upon it.
“What does it say?”
Only now did he look at her, and the professional twist to his lips changed into a frown. Her dark hair swept forward, half hiding her features. His heart thudded. Oh, to brush aside her hair and shower her with kisses—his breath quickened.
“What’s wrong?” she said. “Did you cast a spell upon me?”
“What?”
“That’s what Lupus says writing is.”
Confusion made him abrupt. “Who is this Lupus?”
She flicked a strand of hair from her eyes as her small chin lifted. “Lupus fled from Lotharingia, from the Northmen. He said they’re blood drunk. Some wizard of theirs dug up the cup of—” she frowned “—of some ancient Hunnish warlord.”
“Attila?”
She shrugged. “Lupus says the Northmen have summoned evil powers. Beasts fight with them, and they call down thunder from the clouds. Lupus fled because the Northmen destroyed his village. My father he said could stay here with us.”
“I see.”
Mischief lit her eyes. “He wants to marry me.”
Peter’s lips pushed outward. They were thin and chapped, with a small red bug-bite at the corner. “Does your father agree to the marriage?”
She flicked another hair. “I told him you could write.”
“What?” Peter’s voice climbed the octaves. “You talked to your father about me?”
“No—Lupus. He says writing is how priests cast spells.”
“That’s foolish. And I’m not a priest.”
“You’re a monk,” she said in a tone that implied it was the same thing.
“Only because when I was a wee lad my mother gave me to the Church. It wasn’t because I decided it.”
“Lupus says that Northmen carve runes onto rocks. That’s how they call down aid from their gods.”
“They’re not gods, but devils.”
Willelda shrugged.
“You can’t think that—”
She touched his hand.
Peter’s chest tightened, strangling his words.
“What does it say?” she whispered.
He wet his lips as he gazed at the parchment. He should run away from her as Joseph had when tempted by Potiphar’s wife. Why didn’t he run away? He looked up into her dark eyes, bewitching eyes, and knew the answer.
“What do the words say?” she whispered.
In a shaky voice he read, “Ecce tu pulchra es amica mea ecce tu pulchra oculi tui columbarum.”
“Say it so I can understand.”
He hesitated. This was against all his vows, but… the moistness of her lips and how they parted for a kiss… he leaned closer and whispered, “Behold thou art fair, O my love, behold thou art fair, thy eyes are as those of doves.”
Her lips trembled.
“It-It isn’t a spell,” he stammered. “It’s from Solomon’s Canticle of Canticles.” He saw her confusion. “From the Bible, Willelda, I wrote it from a passage I transcribed for the abbot.”
“Truly?” she whispered.
He laid the parchment onto the rag and dared touch her hand. It thrilled him. He twined his fingers with hers, and said thickly, “Truly.”
“Oh, Peter.” She came into his arms. “It’s like angels speaking.”
He shook with passion, with urgent need.
“Say it again,” she whispered.
He did.
She nibbled his ear, whispering, “Love me.”
He lay down with her.
***
Afterward guilt ambushed him. With his shield of passion departed guilt pounced upon him like a cat. Like the devil, it shouted accusations and showed him the penalties that awaited his fornication. As he lay naked with Willelda in his arms, with gnawing guilt, he heard footsteps. In the gloom of the hut, he raised his head.
“Peter?” Willelda whispered.
There came a grunt from the entrance. The leather curtain shifted. Hot sunlight poured in. Peter pushed Willelda aside and heaved onto his knees. His heart thudded and his breath stuck in his throat. From within the doorway, with horribly red-rimmed eyes, little, mean, greedy eyes, a boar regarded him.
“Git!” said Willelda. “Shoo.”
The boar snorted and snot flew from its bristly nostrils.
Peter sagged with relief. It was only a pig.
Then a high-pitched, little girl’s voice shouted: “Stay out of there!”
Peter moaned.
“Lay down,” whispered Willelda, her warm hands pressing against his skin. “She won’t see us in the dark.”
He could no longer look upon Willelda. He had broken his vows and, and—
“Stay out of there!” shouted the unseen little girl. A switch smacked the boar’s hindquarters. The boar grunted, spun around and ruffled the curtain.
Peter glimpsed the little girl with her pigtails. Terror knotted his gut. He leaped up, and his feet tangled with Willelda’s feet. He yelled, sprawled onto the dirt and pain stabbed his knee as something wooden cracked.
The boar shuffled aside. The young girl poked in her blond-haired head.
“What are you doing?” Willelda shouted.
The little girl’s eyes widened as Peter—quite naked—flung himself at his habit lying in the dirt.
“Don’t you dare say a word, Liutgard,” Willelda shouted.
The little girl darted out of sight.
Tears leaked from Peter’s eyes as he jammed himself into his habit. It was all the clothing he owned, an unwashed black robe. He picked up his broken writing kit. With a groan, he knotted it to his rope belt.
“Peter,” Willelda said, rising, clutching his wrists.
He squeezed his eyes shut, refused to look at her.
“Don’t worry. Liutgard won’t tell.”
He shook his head and tried to pull away.
Willelda had a strong grip. “We must agree on what to say.”
“To say?” he whispered.
“Listen to me, Peter.” She shook him.
He opened his eyes. There was a red mark on her throat. He well remembered making it. His gaze eased down her throat and to her cleavage and—with a guilty sob, he wrenched himself free and staggered for the door.
“Peter!”
He stumbled through the curtain, squinting at the sunlight. He had been a fool. He rubbed his eyes, striding from the hut of iniquity. If the abbot heard about this—his foot squished into something warm and smelly. His eyes popped wide. Fresh dung squeezed up between his toes. Disgust bit into his terror. He glanced about.
Clay and wooden huts roofed with thatch stood in a village maze. Most of the huts had fenced-off gardens. The nearest had a mound of manure with a chicken at the pinnacle pecking a beetle. Willelda’s little sister switched the offending boar around a corner. Up the lane in the opposite direction, a stout woman scolded a cringing hound. The village men, thankfully, swung their hoes and mattocks out in the fields.
Peter wiped his foot, refusing to think about the sweetness of Willelda’s kisses. He refused thinking about her father, and he refusing thinking about this Lupus and what the serf might do if he learned what Peter had done. With his gut in turmoil and as he kneaded his fingers, Peter hurried down the lane.
Then he took a better look at the stout woman with the stick. His footsteps faltered. It was Ermentrude, known hereabouts as the storm-maker’s wife. She was huge, with a blazing yellow kerchief around her doughy head. She had a wart on her chin. She held a vast basket, the handle pressing against her fleshy forearm. Peter knew that Ermentrude hated him, and she looked up, staring at him. 
***
A foot crashed into Peter’s ribs. It abruptly woke him from his daze and tore him out of his memories. He groaned, twisted like a worm.
A huge Northman laughed down at him before stumbling deeper into the grove.
Peter’s side throbbed, but he was grateful the Northman hadn’t chopped off his head or speared his torso. Beasts, these marauders from the North were beasts.
Peter tried moving his hands. Agony flared in his shoulders. He deserved the pain. He understood that. Yet he wanted to escape. He wanted to live.
What about Willelda? Is she safe? Has anyone warned the villagers about the Northmen?
Lupus must see them. He was out there in the woods. At least Lupus had been out there waiting for his coins. Lupus would know what to do. Lupus… the cunning Lotharingian with his unholy greed and thick neck… he was surely clever enough to keep free of the Northmen.
Yesterday, Ermentrude had watched him, Peter, hurry from the hut. Ermentrude had seen Willelda flee from it. Ermentrude had grinned at him with horrible malice. She was the storm-maker’s wife and hated Peter because Peter had convinced the abbot that storm making was gross superstition. The abbot had preached against it and Ermentrude’s husband had lost favor with the serfs. Ermentrude had blocked his path yesterday and had demanded to know what he had been doing in the same hut alone with Willelda.
Of course, Peter had lied.
Ermentrude hadn’t believed him and had kept shouting until a crowd circled him. The village elder, Willelda’s father, had soon asked Peter the same question, so had Lupus with his black teeth and thick neck. In the end, Willelda had saved him.
Willelda had shouldered through the crowd until she stood beside her father. She had lofted the scrap of parchment and turned it in her thin fingers so all could see the inked words. She had told them it was prayer to Saint Genevieve so the saint would protect the village from pestilence. She told the crowd that she had shown Peter the evil of pestilence, and in his mercy, the monk had penned the prayer.
It had been a clever lie, especially as none of the serfs could read. Peter had breathed relief. He had also been careful not to look over at Willelda and show the relief.
That’s when Lupus had spoken up. The Lotharingian serf had offered to take the scrap of parchment to the abbot and have him confirm the words.
It was as if the Lotharingian had punched Peter in the stomach. Yet on the trek back to the abbey, Lupus had told Peter that for five silver coins he would crumple the parchment. Lupus feared the coming Northmen and wanted coins—a traveling man like him could always use good silver. Peter had agreed, but as he owned no silver himself… well, that’s why Peter had been crawling in the abbot’s house when the Northmen appeared. He had planned to steal the silver out of the abbey’s treasury box.
Now… now Peter stared at the raging fire. His life was over. He was as good as dead. He struggled with his bonds even as agony bit his shoulders. He had to win free and help Willelda keep out of the clutches of the Northmen. He had to absolve himself of his sins. He had to do something.
 



 
4.
 
Heming slithered out of his sealskin bag. The stars blazed overhead and a cool breeze blew through the embers of the monastery. He rubbed bleary eyes. His arms and back ached from the hard rowing a day ago. The night trek through the woods had been easy. Heming hunted at home, but the rowing… he flexed sore hands. His palms weren’t hard and horny like his father’s palms. He sighed. His were half the size of his father’s hands, but then his father was nicknamed Hammerhand for a reason.
Heming stretched his back. His body ached for sleep. He should crawl back into the bag and just shut his eyes. He sighed again. Why did he have to think so much? The dog, he thought. He shouldn’t have shot the three-legged hound. There had been no need for that. He had been showing off.
A branch creaked from the apple orchard. Then it snapped in two. Heming’s heart went cold. The warriors of his father’s band snored all around him. Bunch of drunken louts, old men like his father, but cunning old men, dangerous reavers who had faced and defeated Franks, Saxons and Irish in their time. They knew the tricks of raiding. They had guile, but have them night-march, slaughter, loot, gorge their gullets and quaff vast quantities of wine and they were like hibernating bears. Mouths hung open. Half sputtered in their snores, quit breathing and then made blubbering noises once again. Right now, a child could walk among them and slit their throats.
Heming grabbed his bow. It was fashioned out of wild elm and was shorter than most Danish bows. It wasn’t polished, but rough and lumpy. The bowyer who had made it, the gray-haired archer of their band, had followed the grain of the wood and left the knots proud. It was a good bow but had been better. Every bow lost strength over time. Heming figured his ought to last him another six months.
He strung it and selected three, iron-headed arrows. He scanned the darkness. Who kept watch? These hard-hearted reavers had laughed and jeered earlier, telling each other that the Franks with balls had been at the fortified bridge, and they had been defeated. Now the Frankish barons and their knights were on the run or holed up in their stonewalled towns or wooden villas.
But what if they’re wrong? What if that’s the enemy in the apple grove?
Heming squinted. Maybe the two monks captured in the stone house had slipped their bonds. If he woke these grumpy old men and it proved to be nothing, however, he would be weeks living it down. He touched his Hammer of Thor amulet and wet his lips. Then he eased toward the grove, hating the greasy taste of fear. Should he call out, and take an arrow in the throat?
Curse this fear. He wished he were strong and brave. He wished he owned a spear and shield and not this far-shooting bow. He notched an arrow, drew the hemp string and hurried, every sense alert, eyes scanning. He avoided glancing at the three naked corpses near the embers. He squinted at the horses. Wouldn’t they neigh if a large body of men slid through the grove? Yet… the horses hadn’t stepped on the branch. What about the watchman? The man didn’t whistle or call out that all was well, and here he crept about armed.
Heming eased against an apple tree, his breath short. He peered around the trunk. It was so dark! He slipped around the tree. The two living monks lay on their bellies, tied, their eyes shut. But what if they faked sleep? He debated toeing the younger one and see what happened. Then Heming noticed a dark blot of movement up ahead. He couldn’t tell if it was man or beast or if the creature had his back to him or faced him. Heming drew the string, and the bending bow creaked.
“Halt,” he croaked, “or I’ll feather you.”
For a tense moment, there was silence. He felt a fierce scrutiny. Then a familiar chuckle drained the fear in his gut.
“Nay, Heming, you won’t.”
“Father?” he said, easing tension on the bowstring.
The blackness tramped out of the murk until a giant loomed before him. Bearded, fat and dangerous like a bull walrus and reeking of wine, his father used a blunt finger and tapped him on the forehead. “You’re sharp-eared, lad, but you don’t think. You should have circled the grove and used the embers to see who I was instead of shadowing yourself against the fire. What if I’d been an enemy?”
Heming nodded. His father knew all the tricks.
Huge fingers wrapped around his arm. “Come,” Ivar said. “It’s just as good you’re here.” Heming stumbled along until they were in the center of the grove. His father let go and drank in the night air. “I couldn’t sleep, lad.”
Heming frowned. There was an uncertain note in his father’s voice. Normally Ivar Hammerhand was the most bluff of men.
“The monk died brave,” Ivar said in a slur. “He chanted to his god and died without fear. Did you see?”
Was his father telling him to be braver?
Ivar laid a heavy hand on his shoulder and leaned his weight onto him. “Listen to me, lad.” His father’s breath reeked of wine. “You’re the last of my sons. Oh, I’ve bedded wenches from Jutland to Lombardy and sired two-dozen bastards, maybe more. Those I know of… they’re all dead. All died hard. It’s what the priest said would happen. I laughed in his face when he told me. No god rules my life. No fate but what I make it guides my path. That’s what I thought twenty-five years ago and tonight… tonight watching that monk—he died brave. He didn’t cry out, didn’t whimper and complain. Ah! A curse on monk’s wine. I needed ale or mead, not wine. Wine always makes me somber. Listen, lad,” there was urgency in the Hammerhand’s voice. “You must swear to me. What god do you hold too, eh?”
“I’m Thor’s man,” Heming said.
The Hammerhand grunted. “You trust that amulet, but you would be wiser trusting your wits. Make your own luck, Heming.”
“Yes, father.”
“Bah!” the Hammerhand said, shaking him. “You think I’m drunk, and I am! But don’t think to fool me. You must swear by Thor—and by Odin, too, he loves blood. And this is an oath of blood.” His father shoved something at him. “Do you know what that is?”
Heming grasped the cup of Attila.
“You know what that is?”
“Yes,” Heming said.
“Grip it, lad. Grip it tight and listen to me. You must swear to avenge my death. Whoever kills me you must hunt them to Niflheim and back. Nothing must stop you. Swear it by Thor, swear it by Odin and then swear by the cup of Attila the Hun, the Great Slayer. Do it, lad, if you’re my son.”
“That’s a warrior’s oath,” Heming said.
“It is!”
“It makes me one of your sworn men, a true member of the warband.”
“Will you swear it or not?” the Hammerhand growled.
“Gift me a spear, father. The leader is supposed to give the oath-taker a gift. I want to stand in the shield wall and fight like a true warrior. I want a shield and spear.”
The Hammerhand measured him. His drunken eyes seemed troubled. “Yes,” he said hoarsely, “done. Now swear.”
“May Thor’s hammer strike me dead and Odin’s spear lick my guts if I do not slay every man who bloodies Ivar Hammerhand with sword, spear or knife. And may I choke on my own blood like Attila the Hun if my words are false.”
Ivar Hammerhand expelled his breath. “Good lad, yes, a worthy oath. Remember, you are the last of my sons. You should have become a skald. The warrior’s path is hard and filled with blood. Ah, I curse all priests. I believe in no gods or luck, or fates seen in the stars. I am Ivar Hammerhand, and by the might of my own right arm, my sword and my cunning, I have won my place in the world. Do you deny that?”
“No,” Heming said, realizing that his father was quite drunk.
“Go to sleep, lad. Get.”
“Shouldn’t you sleep, too?”
“When I’m dead I’ll sleep, for there is no Valhalla! I don’t believe in curses nor in prophesies from priests wearing women’s robes. I spit on them, even if that worthless, hump-shouldered monk knew how to die. It doesn’t mean anything and I shit on him. Go!” the Hammerhand roared. “Get to sleep.”
Heming stumbled away, troubled by his father’s strange mood, wondering what it foretold and if his father’s luck had finally run out.
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Peter lay on his belly as dawn approached. Smoke rose in greasy curls.
“Peter.”
He dragged his chin through the dirt. The abbot was awake. The left side of the old man’s face was frozen. The left eye seeped blood and stared lifelessly.
“Peter,” the abbot whispered. Only the right side of his mouth moved. “Listen to me, my son. They burned our relic.”
Peter didn’t know whether to weep or laugh.
“The abbey is destroyed,” the abbot whispered. “We’ve been punished for our sins. But you must rebuild it.”
“What?”
“You’re obviously beloved of God. Bodo, Martin, Einhard, they lie butchered before us. The others are nothing but ashes. But you live, Peter. Mercy begets mercy. You wished mercy on Ermentrude and now God has been merciful to you.”
The abbot’s earnestness was too much. “Father,” he whispered.
“We don’t have much time left together, Peter. You must find a new relic. It must be powerful and holy. You must bring it back to Aliquis. Then you must build a new abbey. That is why God has spared you.”
“Father.” Peter blinked away sweat. “I’m not the one to do such a thing.” 
“Humility is Christ-like, Peter. You are indeed the one.”
“Father… I-I lied about the parchment.”
The abbot stared with his good eye.
“I-I slept with the elder’s daughter. I wrote Willelda a note from Solomon’s Canticle of Canticles. I was in your house to steal deniers to bribe the serf who brings the note. Father, I’m a sinner: a fraud, a liar and a fornicator.”
The transformation on the abbot’s face was awful. Half never moved. Half broke into a strange and almost sinister smile. “Oh, Peter, my son, you are a true child of Christ’s. You confess your sins. You say that you’re a liar, a thief and a fornicator, but you have brought it to God’s attention. You’ve confessed rather than have me think you a holy man. Bless you, my son. I now lay your penance upon you. You must go to Rome and find a holy relic and return with it here, to Saint Martin of Aliquis, and rebuild the abbey.”
“Father, please… I’m a coward, too. Absolve me of my sins, for I know that today you and I shall die.”
“The future lies in God’s hands, Peter. I will pray for you. I will pray that you escape these beasts of Satan.”
A Northman strode up and kicked the abbot in the side and Peter in the gut. Peter dragged his chin through the dirt, looking at the last flickers of the guttered abbey as he squirmed in agony. Nothing had gone right since he had slept with Willelda.
Was she safe? He had to help her. He had to warn the villagers.
Use your wits, he told himself. Be clever. If you don’t, you’re dead.
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The squawk of ravens woke Heming several hours later. The big black birds squabbled over charred monk-flesh, pecking and striking one another with their wings. Smoke drifted from the blackened ruins. White ashes swirled in the breeze.
Heming crawled out of his bag and splashed water onto his face. One old reaver nibbled on cold chicken, another frowned at a notch in his axe-blade. Most still snored, Ivar Hammerhand among them.
Heming couldn’t think with all this noise. He liked it quiet in the morning. He grabbed his bow, pinned on a cloak and strode toward the grove. A swarm of ravens lofted from the three naked corpses. Heming’s features twisted. Flies crawled into the gory eye-sockets, out the nostrils and mouths. He rushed to the brook in the middle of the grove, dropped onto his hands and knees and plunged his head into the stream. He came up gasping, shook his head and wrung out his hair. Then he drank his fill and wondered about the two living monks Ivar had spared, had trussed up like hogs. Father had spoken about the likeness of Turgeis, some Viking hero-king of the past, in the face of the red-haired monk.
Maybe because all the death made him ill, maybe because he lacked a marauder’s savagery Heming told the man on watch to go and lay down. Then Heming went to the two monks and untied their hands.
“If you have to piss now’s the time,” he said.
Heming didn’t cut their ankle ropes and they just stared at him. By motions, he finally made them understand. The younger monk helped the older deeper into the grove. The old one had trouble moving the left side of his body. They pulled up their habits and squatted behind a tree, and later the younger monk hopped and drew the half-stricken monk where Heming indicated. He set out wine, half-gnawed chicken bones and a lump of cheese. The older monk shook his head. The younger one bolted it all down.
Heming pondered their fates. Then he heard a distant clink of metal. Scowling, he barked at the monks. The arrow-scratched, red-haired man crammed down a last bite of cheese before he put the older man’s wrists together. Then the monk put his own wrists in his lap. Heming caught the cunning. If your wrists were tied in front, you could use your teeth later and chew your way free. But unease made him hurry. He looped rope and tied each pair of wrists tight. Then Heming grabbed his bow and slunk through the grove. This was too much like last night, but at least he could see. He hurried, eyes peeled, not so worried in the sunlight as he had been in the dark. Maybe that’s what made him careless.
Another metallic clink sounded from ahead. It wasn’t that of mail brushing together. It was more a sword pommel striking a shield-rim. Heming’s lips drew back. This was his strength: slinking in the woods, hunting. Probably it was just one of the crew, but only a fool or an unlucky fellow didn’t check. Heming hurried past a tree and at the last moment saw the foot. He hit it with his ankle, stumbled and a furry man pounced upon him, bearing him down. Heming shouted, or tried too. The man shoved his face into the leafy loam and drove a knee into his back. Cold iron touched his throat.
“Say a word and you’re a dead man,” hissed a Viking with a Trondelag accent. “Do you understand?”
Heming made muffled sounds.
The Viking curled his fingers in Heming’s damp hair and yanked his face out of the loam. The knife remained as his throat. “Stand up slow if you want to live. You want to live, eh?”
“Yes,” Heming whispered.
“Sure you do,” the Viking said in a cruel voice.
As Heming rose the fingers gripped his hair tighter and kept his head pulled back, hurting his neck.
“Walk.”
“Where to?” Heming whispered.
The lips moved just behind his ear. The breath was hot and prickled Heming’s scalp. “What if I shove my blade in your belly? What if pull out your intestines, tie you to a tree? You like that?”
“No,” Heming whispered.
The Viking pushed him. It was difficult seeing where he was going with his head yanked back. Then the Viking shoved him hard. As he staggered, Heming figured he had one chance for freedom. Before he could take it, huge hands clamped upon his biceps and he found himself staring up at a beast, a monster of a man, the worst berserk of the Great Army.
The berserk had a low sloping forehead with a horizontal crease, a heavy line running across it. He had small beady eyes filled with fanatical fire and a wide, flattish nose. His lower jaw was massive and he had big square teeth. Unkempt, oily hair spilled around him and he wore shaggy furs. He was Bjorn the Berserk, chief of the Sea King’s Twelve. He was of a size of Ivar Hammerhand but without the fat. Ivar was huge. Bjorn was like some primordial beastman, as much animal as human, hairy, primitive and with apelike arms.
Vikings named such men trollblooded, believing that in the past trolls had mated with women to sire tall, ugly men such as Bjorn.
“You’re Ivar’s whelp,” the berserk said.
Heming nodded.
Bjorn tore the Hammer of Thor amulet from Heming’s neck.
Heming noticed Bjorn’s amulet hidden among his matted furs. The crudely molded silver showed a galloping horse. Upon its back rode a horned-helmed hag grasping a spear. She was a Valkyrie: a fierce female spirit, a servant of Odin the Slayer that delighted in blood and carnage and devoured battlefield corpses.
“I’ll… I’ll tell my father you’re here,” Heming said.
Bjorn shook his ugly head. “I’ll greet the Hammerhand myself.”
“But… but they’re getting ready to leave,” Heming said, his mouth bone dry. “I must stop my father before he leaves.”
“You lie,” the hidden Viking whispered. “They’re bloated on monk-meat. They’re asleep like the dead.”
Heming tried to squirm free. “We’re all part of the Great Army. We’ve all swore oaths of brotherhood.”
Bjorn lowered his features into Heming’s face. “I also swore an oath on my brother’s corpse. It was long ago, Ivarsson, long ago in Lombardy, in a city called Luna.”
The blood drained from Heming’s face.
Those terrible eyes narrowed. “I see you know the tale, or whatever lies that your father has told you.”
Heming shook his head.
Bjorn cruelly dug his fingers into Heming’s arms. Those eyes become flat and glassy.
He’s mad, Heming realized, insane with years of bloodlust. Heming squirmed, was afraid piss would dribble out of him.
“Your father once marched into a crypt with companions,” Bjorn said. His glassy stare became distant. “Aye,” he whispered, “I scampered behind them unseen. I was a whelp then, a dog of a lad jeered at by the reavers of Hastein’s band. I endured blows and kicks. Only my brother treated me fair. I waited for him to come up from the crypt. I hid behind a tombstone and watched Ivar Hammerhand stride out the church, staring at a golden cup. Etched on Ivar’s face were greed and hatred. After he left, I hurried down those dank stairs. I felt spirits all around me. Do you know what I found?”
Heming shook his head.
“We waste time,” the hidden Viking said. “The day lengthens and soon they will arise.”
The flat, glassy stare changed as facial muscles hardened. Bjorn glanced at the other and slowly nodded.
Heming drew his breath to shout. Bjorn hurled him down. Nevertheless, Heming managed a strangled yell as a lean man with a wolf-headed cap (the hidden Viking) pounced upon him and wrestled a rag over his mouth.
Then death tramped from behind the apple trees, more shaggy cutthroats in wolf-coats, the rest of the Twelve. They were the feared bodyguard of Sigfred the Sea King. Most had long greasy hair and coarse brutal faces. A few wore mail. Each carried a chosen weapon: spear, axe or sword. Only three had shields. They were not defensive fighters, but rather the living embodiment of the attack. Like aftergangers, live corpses, they filed between the apple trees. They moved as one, quiet, efficient, a killing team. Then the horses gave warning. The Frankish mares neighed wildly, their nostrils wide and blowing as if they scented wolf. Maybe those fur coats gave off the dreaded lupine stink.
“For Odin!” Bjorn shouted.
The twelve berserks burst out of the apple orchard. In great, leaping bounds, they rushed the startled reavers.
The veteran sea rovers should have been ready. They had raided for many a year and had good arms and armor and more than three times the berserks’ numbers. Unfortunately, for Ivar’s band, the fight was swift, savage and brutal. The Twelve were the chosen of Sigfred, the select of the Great Host. Although they hadn’t gained the fury of Odin, they fell upon the older, mostly sleeping warriors like wolves, and slew all but Ivar and his son.
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The Twelve slaughtered the horses, buried one of theirs and left the Viking slain where they lay. Most of Ivar’s band hadn’t even made it out of the sleep bags. Berserks hauled the old monk to his feet, slashed his bonds and shoved him stumbling into the forest. Of the second monk, there was no sign. When the old monk fell, the berserks kicked him or dragged him by his gimp leg.
Ivar Hammerhand, with his huge hands bound behind his back and a noose digging into his fleshy neck, grunted and spewed profanities. Blood tricked from his blubbery back and the back of his thighs. The blood seeped because berserks jabbed him whenever he became too stubborn. Heming trotted beside his father, equally bound and noosed but not as mulish. In a deepening daze, he staggered through the forest. He blamed himself. He hadn’t given warning. Doom curdled his gut. Bad luck perched on his shoulders. He should have—
“Step quickly,” a berserk said, with a tug on the rope.
They marched through the damp, dense forest. They had jogged down a deer run and then stepped off the path. Now they avoided all trails. They snapped branches, brushed aside ancient spider-webs and kicked old brittle leaves. They wandered deep into the gloomy-green labyrinth, into its darkest, pathless recesses. The berserks spoke little. Those in pain from wounds grinned with sweat on their faces. Bjorn and the wolf-capped berserk broke trail. With axes, they hacked through the branch-laden maze.
Heming stumbled over uneven ground. Twigs and spider-silk twined in his hair and sweat soaked his tunic. The forest air was thick and oppressive. In the silence (except for snapped branches and the grunt or oath of a berserk) the forest seemed eerily haunted. In this shadowy world, mossy boulders loomed upon them suddenly. Some of the rocky formations seemed like seats or thrones for Elves. The slanted rays of the sun glowed with a leafy-green taint. One time a lighting blasted tree lay athwart their route and later they kicked through a sea of mushrooms as high as their knees.
The quiet oaths, the grunts, grew in number. They had trekked now for many a weary hour. Likely few Franks had ever been in this trackless section of forest. Perhaps a lost charcoal-burner or a hermit longing for solitude had trod this ground, but surely no others.
Bjorn swiveled his head and said, “Soon, soon now.”
Heming trembled as much from dread as exhaustion. The man’s voice was impossibly deep. Beside him, his father stumbled as his foot sank into a pit. The Hammerhand crashed against a tree and left a swath of his skin on the bark. Blood welled on that shoulder. Ivar swayed, and he said in a husky pant, “No more. Slay me and be done with your damned deeds.”
Sweat and blood had mingled on the Hammerhand’s white skin. It made it greasy-slick and cool. He had aged. His facial skin hung lank and loose. His damp beard had tangled with the flotsam of the forest.
Bjorn loomed before them, thudded his axe into a tree and held out his hand. A berserk put a clothbound object into it. Bjorn unwound the cloth and revealed the golden chalice shaped as a human skull.
Ivar glared from under bushy eyebrows. His nostrils flared as he hunched his head.
“Do you remember, Hammerhand? Do you remember my brother who you slew, cutting him down from behind? Do you remember his companions who trusted you?”
Pain lurked in Ivar’s eyes. He shook his head and flung blood-sweaty droplets. “It was not I who slew them. Your brother went mad, inflamed by that cursed priest and his lies.”
“Lies?” Bjorn said.
Ivar blew sweat from his mustache. “The priest lied about the cup and gave us false prophecies.”
“It is cup of Attila,” Bjorn said.
Ivar laughed harshly.
“I know you doubt the gods, Hammerhand,” Bjorn said. “I know you speak of your courage, your luck, as if these things come from the iron of your own will and not the touch of Odin.”
“Men make their own luck,” Ivar said. “So damn you and your Odin.”
Bjorn’s small eyes burned with fanaticism. “You are afraid, Ivar Hammerhand.”
Ivar drew himself up and barked laughter, spewing more drops of blood and sweat.
Bjorn motioned his men. Two berserks shoved forth Heming and held him fast. The wolf-capped berserk glided near. He held a hooked dagger and touched the blade against Heming’s cheek. Heming pressed his lips together as his knees threatened to buckle.
“Your whelp fears,” Bjorn said.
Ivar barked another harsh laugh. “I do not hear him beg for mercy. Give him a sword and—”
Bjorn gripped Ivar’s face. The fingertips dug into slick flesh. “His will be the hard path, Hammerhand, the grim road to Valhalla. He is my sacrifice to Odin and birthed by your treachery. Tonight he will face the Valkyries.”
Ivar shook his head with a roar and snapped his teeth, barely missing Bjorn’s fingers.
Berserks shouted with rage. The noose tightened, throttled the Hammerhand. He turned red, purple and his eyes bugged outward. With a crash, he fell to his fat knees.
Bjorn towered over him. “You might have been a berserk, Hammerhand. You have the fury. Despite your unbelief, you are worthy of Odin. And that old crippled monk yonder... the wizened Churchman…” Bjorn grinned. “I heard he lifted a sword against impossible odds. He, too, I deem worthy of Odin.”
Ivar’s eyes glazed as the rope dug into his fat neck.
Bjorn waved his hand. Berserks wrestled Ivar onto his feet. The one holding the leash loosened the throttle. Bjorn wrenched his axe from the tree and returned to the head of the Twelve.
***
Late in the afternoon, they stumbled upon a glade. Towering oaks surrounded a carpet of grass. The most seriously hurting sank against the mighty trees, wrapped themselves in cloaks and nodded off. Other berserks took out axes and reentered the forest. Their thuds and thumps produced a heap of mossy branches, which they piled in the center of the glade.
Fear consumed Heming. It ate at his soul. The knot in his gut had long ago turned sour and then vile. The back of his throat burned. He yearned for life. He dreaded the knife or… He tried to moisten his lips. He felt half in his body and half out, dazed, unable to collect his thoughts.
“F-F-Father,” he whispered, “will they burn us?”
Ivar Hammerhand sat like a statue. His cheeks sagged and his staring eyes had become hollow. His color was corpse-like and flies crawled across his bloody back.
Berserks used flint and tinder, lit torches and then the logs. The crackle of them woke Ivar from his stupor. He frowned, moved his lips. Then he whispered, “Laugh when they kill you. Spit in their face.”
Bjorn loomed before them. Heming flinched at the sight of him. The berserk squatted beside them, full of life, vigor and expansive confidence. “Yes, that is well spoken, Hammerhand. Mock death as it mocks you.” The crease in his low sloping forehead, the heavy horizontal line, deepened. “You, however, have also mocked Odin. You think to play King Vikar.”
Heming feared to look up into those small, eerie eyes.
“They say King Vikar prayed to Odin for a favorable wind,” began Bjorn, speaking earnestly. “The wind came, they sailed, and upon landing the King and his men drew lots to see who among them should pay the sacrifice for the aid. The lot fell upon the King. He, a doubter like you, Ivar, persuaded his men to make a mock sacrifice. They set King Vikar on a tree stump and looped calf intestines around his neck. The men bent down a young tree and tied the intestines to it. A berserk among them, a true man of Odin, stepped up to the King and touched his chest with a rod. The berserk said, ‘Now I give you to Odin.’  At that moment, the Lord of Asgard showed them what he thought of such mockery. The soft calf intestine turned into tough rope. The rod turned into a spear and pierced the King in the chest. The tree shot upward. So indeed did King Vikar hang dead from the Odin Tree and the sacrifice was completed, the bargain kept.” Bjorn breathed deeply. “He who calls upon Odin must pay the price. You have lived with courage, Ivar Hammerhand. You have borne much luck and have taken great booty. Now it is your time to hang upon the Odin Tree.”
Bjorn leaned nearer, with his eerie eyes alight. “Long ago you slew my brother from behind, Hammerhand. Know then that your death seals your son’s fate. The cup of Attila speaks to me his punishment. You loathe berserks. I will make your son fiercely berserk. I will shape him in my image, Hammerhand. He will howl at the moon. He will gnash his teeth and rave, and on the day of battle, he will take up the axe and dash naked upon his foes. No more will he draw a bow. He will become berserk, a beast, one of the chosen of Odin the Slayer.”
Ivar bellowed and his great shoulders strained. A vein rose on his forehead. He twisted within his bonds. Berserks piled on him, raining blows and kicks, subduing him into a panting, gasping heap of quivering flesh.
Heming leaped up. With a shout, he lowered his head and charged. Laughing, the brutally strong berserks caught him. Though he twisted, squirmed and tried to bite their hands, they held him fast. The lean berserk, he with a wolf-headed cap, the one who had first tripped him in the apple orchard, held his head and made him watch what transpired.
They looped a heavy rope around Ivar Hammerhand’s neck, the free end thrown up and over a thick branch in a giant oak tree. Four berserks took that end and hauled on the rope. At the last moment, Ivar awoke to his plight and tried to run at them. They heaved, and up Ivar went into the air. His massive legs kicked. The rope dug into his neck and the oak branch creaked ominously.
“Higher!” Bjorn shouted.
The four berserks hauled again, and Ivar Hammerhand jerked higher up into the tree, awful wheezes and croaks coming out of him. He thrashed. His eyes bugged horribly outward.
“I give you to Odin!” Bjorn hurled a spear into the mass of flesh.
Ivar grunted like a pig.
“No!” Heming screamed.
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A bonfire roared. Crickets chirped and night-bugs spiraled around the fire, diving in with a sizzle. In a stupor, Heming blinked at the flames. Five times, with a dagger at his throat, he had sipped a black and syrupy draught. Each time it had gone down like fire and numbed his thoughts. The berserks had cut his bonds and he sat now before the flames, hypnotized by them. Then he stirred. On the other side of the fire rose a beast haired like a bear. A human face peered out of the beast’s jaws. The head in the jaws spoke in a deep and rhythmic voice:
“He has left his old life. He is stripped of his former ranks.”
All around Heming men leaped to their feet. They reached for him. He shrank back. Strong hands tore off his tunic and breeches until he stood naked before the fire.
“You are Odin’s by right and by curse.”
A man buckled a leather sword-belt around his waist, cinching it tight. Heming blinked in his stupor. The fire, the trees, they swirled and canted at odd angles.
“Odin will be Wod unto you. He will give you blinding and freeing fury.”
A man pressed a spear into his right hand. Heming’s fingers curled around the ash haft even as he peered at it dumbly.
“One of his secret names is Ofnir. By your shout you will entangle men in fetters of panic and fear.”
They thrust a spear into his left hand.
“You may call him Drauga Drottin, for he is the Lord of the Dead.”
Someone dropped a fine silver chain over his head. A lump of silver, an amulet of a hag riding a horse, dangled from the end and felt cool on his chest.
“To you Odin may send his Choosers of the Slain, the Valkyries of the white breasts. If you are brave and die in battle, one of them will be your wife on the other side of the grave.”
They pushed him and made him stagger. Then a man leaped over the flames, landing before him. The man threw back his head and howled. In another bound, the man jumped back across and crouched hidden from view. Others leaped over the fire, staring silently at him, and then they, too, leaped away and rolled out of sight.
Heming grew weary of it. He looked away, and his eyes chanced to fall upon the Odin Tree. His father dangled from its branches. Ivar Hammerhand wore a spear in his side. Beside him dangled a white-haired abbot with arrows.
“No, I’m not… Not like any of you. You are beasts, monsters.”
“Odin!” the bear shouted. It stood across the fire. “Odin! I give you Heming Ivarsson. He has drunk your mead. We tore his old life from him. He holds the twin spears and on his chest is his luck. Give us a sign, Drauga Drottin.”
Heming’s vision swirled; his thoughts were a jumble. He shook his head and thereby lost his balance and staggered into the fire. He leapt back with a shout. For that instant, the stupor left him. He saw Bjorn in his bear garment and wearing an old furry head. He saw the berserks. They grinned like fiends, like monsters. These monsters had hung Ivar Hammerhand in a tree. Now they sported with him. They treated him like a fool.
He noticed the spears in his hands. “I will slay you all!”
“Odin be praised!” Bjorn roared.
“A sign, a sign!” the berserks shouted. “We have been given a sign.”
Heming leaped across the flames. He stabbed at the monster man, but Bjorn wasn’t there. The bear ran around the fire.
“Chase the bear!” the men shouted. “Kill it, slay it.”
Heming shook the spears. He leaped over the flames. Around and around the bear ran. Louder and louder the chant rose. Heming panted as he tracked the beast. Sweat slicked his naked body. He gnashed his teeth. He howled in growing rage. A grim desire to slay the furry beast filled him. Then something occurred to him that he didn’t understand. Spit and foam bubbled from his mouth. The fire and night turned hazy red. A strange and delightful ecstasy filled his being. He shook the spears and it felt as if he could slay the world.
“Odin!” he howled.
Around him in the darkness, man-beasts took up the cry.
He repeatedly leaped across the fire. He stabbed, slashed and slobbered in fury. Then the tide of beasts fell upon him. They tore away his spears and bore him onto the Earth. Heming raved. He threw off several. They pinned him. A knee crushed his left wrist against the ground. A bony projection in the knee (it must have been broken before) dug like a spur in his flesh. Heming struggled and screamed and he chewed on hot flesh. With his teeth, he tore off hunks of bloody meat. He ate like a beast. When they shoved a nozzle into his face, he gulped cool ale.
Then, with a shudder throughout his entire body, the fit passed. It left him shivery, cold and weak. He felt terribly tired. He saw now that it wasn’t a berserk he had feasted upon, but a haunch of pork that a man had held before him.
Bjorn loomed above. “Odin has accepted you.”
Heming spit the bloody meat out of his mouth.
“You have sworn to kill me,” Bjorn said.
Heming spoke no threats as hatred poured out his eyes.
Bjorn’s grin widened. There were spaces between his thick square teeth. “Ivar Hammerhand failed to slay me, whelp. How is it that you think to succeed?”
Secret cunning stole upon Heming. They thought to use him; he would use them. He said slyly, “Will you teach me how to become a warrior of fury?”
“Yes,” Bjorn said, “I will teach you.”
“And I will learn,” Heming said.
“So that you may slay me?” Bjorn said.
Heming said no more, but he thought, so someday I may hang you in the Odin Tree.
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Stiff, sore and terrorized, Peter waited until twilight before he dropped out of the ancient apple tree where he had hidden. The guttered monastery reeked of soot, while dangerous, gray shapes slunk around the corpses. They feasted on the dead flesh.
Despite a terrible dread that Northmen hid nearby, Peter crept to a corpse. A long, gray shape rose up and bared bloody fangs. Peter snatched the corpse’s dagger and held it in his trembling hands. The wolf growled and slunk into the gloom.
That gave Peter guts enough to prowl the fleshly wreckage. He unscrewed a canteen, gurgled water and bolted down coarse bread. He had witnessed the horrible fight: the axes, the maddened bellows… How did men become so barbaric? He dunked the canteen into the cold brook and listened to bubbles rise. He stuffed a sack with cheeses, smoked herring… and buckled on the Northman’s dagger belt. He also found an axe. The ash haft was four feet long, the sharpened head like a razor. It was a Northman’s weapon and utterly against his vows to swing it at another man. He was a monk; and the butchery he had seen, the blood and the screams…  If the wolves lost their fear of him, at least he could defend himself.
He laid the haft upon his least hurt shoulder and with looted Danish sandals on his feet set out for Willelda’s village.
***
Every wise and learned man knew that the world ended with the great Day of Wrath. That calculated date was one thousand years after the birth of Christ, a little more than one hundred years hence. Peter was thus all too aware that Time wound down. Mankind shrunk in ability as wickedness vomited itself onto the Earth. Evil spirits roamed the night and hunted for souls to possess. It was pitch black in the forest and Peter kept considering these things as he blundered into trees or tripped over roots. He finally crouched beside a mossy boulder and pulled out his cross, kissing the smooth wood as he stared about wide-eyed.
Daylight found him groggy and his hair jutting in disorder. He hurried through the forest, although at every strange sound he stopped and listened intensely. When he passed a birch with planted crosses, he stepped off the path and winced at every leaf crackle. He wasn’t a woodsman, but he knew pigs should have been rooting nearby. He tested the air. There was no familiar wood smoke, but… his stomach tightened. He smelled burned hay, thatch.
He crawled over rotting leaves, and with great care and at the edge of the forest he bent back a branch and peered at the village below. The empty fields circled the dwellings, each patch cultivated by one family or another. Some fields were fallow and weedy, others stubble and clod-filled. Chirping sparrows flittered about. In the village below an outer hut smoked. The sooty thatch crinkled with red-glowing embers. A dead hound lay in the hut’s doorway. Peter scanned back and forth. He saw no people and, blessed Savior, no corpses.
He pressed his cross against his dry lips, muttering, “Grant me courage, Saint Martin.” Then he straightened and headed down slope. The Northmen must have passed through, but somebody might be in trouble, in need of aid. After ten steps, he halted, horrified.
A reaver swaggered out a hut. He wore a blue cloak. Rust stained it. No, that’s blood, Peter realized, his gore rising. A taller, shirtless Northman staggered out next. His skin was sunburned and peeling.
Like a stone, Peter dropped to the ground. He lay quivering, wondering how he could have been such a fool. He pushed up his torso and let himself drop back down as three braying Northmen rounded a corner. They passed a clay jug, each taking swigs. One spoke. Then all three roared as they walked out of sight around a different corner. Peter scrambled up, dashed bent-over and plunged into the forest. He trampled old brittle leaves. He huffed, puffed, fell onto his knees and clawed out his small wooden cross. He kissed it repeatedly. “Hail Mary, full of grace. Hail Mary, full of grace.” He vomited onto his hands.
A branch snapped.
Peter whirled around. His terrified gaze went from beech to bush, to birch, to— a stocky man leaned against an oak. The man grinned, and exposed a mouthful of black teeth.
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“You’re the luckiest, stupidest bastard I know,” Lupus whispered. “Follow me.”
The barefoot Lotharingian glided soundlessly. Peter hurried to catch up. After forty paces, Lupus halted, eyed the big axe and met Peter’s eyes. “Got my deniers?”
“What?”
“My coins, Irish, you promised me five deniers.”
Peter could only gape.
Lupus dug out the parchment scrap. “Don’t think you can weasel out of this just because some Northmen showed up.”
“The abbey’s destroyed. All the monks are dead.”
“All I need is a Churchman who can read. Then you’re in trouble.”
Peter was bewildered. “No. You need someone who knows I wrote it.”
“You plan to lie about this?”
Peter sagged against a tree. “Why are you here?”
Lupus took in that big axe again as he tucked the parchment into his pouch. “I’m here because I was duped. I ought to have marched into your abbey first thing. Instead, I waited; figured a bumbling idiot needed time to steal a few deniers.” Lupus shook his head. “Where did you get that axe?”
“Same place you picked up your hatchet.”
The eyebrows rose. “You slew a sea rover?”
“What happened here? Did you warn the villagers?”
“Me?” Lupus asked.
“They took you in. Willelda’s father trusted you.”
Lupus scratched his jaw. He had rugged good looks if he kept his mouth closed. “You’re a lucky Irish devil, you know that?” Those mean eyes turned suspicious. “Maybe it’s more than just luck, eh. Maybe you’re more a sorcerer than I realized.” Lupus took in the axe. “Maybe it’s not bumbling. What it is—you’re an apprentice. Don’t know how to use all your spells, so you’re always making mistakes, but in the end, you mumble magic. Is that why the abbey burned down? You didn’t want anyone powerful knowing what you’d done to the girl. So you slew your sorcerer lord and spelled forth the fires of hell to cover your tracks.”
The Lotharingian’s logic sickened Peter.
“If I could burn down an abbey with spells,” Peter said, “why wouldn’t I have conjured five deniers for you?”
“Why wouldn’t you have hexed me is more like?” The thought seemed troubling, until a sly smile stole over Lupus. “Ah… this here note is why. You gave the girl power over you with some secret magic, and she in turn gave you what you wanted. Well, well… this is finally starting to make sense. You can’t hex me as long as I have the note.”
“What happened to the villagers?”
“They fled. They’re not witless like a bunch of monks.”
“So why are you here?”
“Why not here?” Lupus said. “The countryside is thick with Northmen.”
“Is Willelda alive?”
Lupus shrugged.
“Do the Northmen have any women in the village?”
Lupus shook his head.
“What are your plans?” asked Peter.
Lupus gave a low laugh. “Surviving, making it through another few days.”
Peter wrung his hands. “I have to find Willelda.”
“Good luck. I doubt even a pack of hunting hounds could find her. The elder was no fool. He knew raiders were coming. So he and others scouted around and picked themselves a good hidey-hole.”
That made sense. “What do you suggest?” Peter asked.
“Now you’re thinking. Trust the serf who has more lives than a cat. Usually I run alone, but you obviously have powers. You’re an idiot—or you act like an idiot—one moment and then the next you use your magic to weasel out of trouble. I say we make a pact. One man sleeps and he’s vulnerable. With two, one man sleeps and the other guards.”
“Where would we go?” Peter said.
“You’re a thinker, and that’s the question. A walled city is one choice and far, faraway from here is the other. Let’s say either place. We head for a walled city first and then if we can we try and get far away from here.”
“Would Rome be far enough?”
“Rome?” Lupus said.
“It’s a joke. Yes, a pact, I agree, with the proviso that we help Willelda if we find her.”
Lupus grew wary. “One thing at a time is how you survive, Irish. Forget the girl. If you have an itch, you find another hussy to scratch it. The world’s full of eager women.”
Peter regarded Lupus with his muscles, his thick neck and confident air. The serf had a filthy mind, but perhaps the very coarseness was his strength. Peter slipped a hand behind his back and gently crossed his fingers; the bottom nail was tender.
“Yes, I fully agree.” With the proviso that I help Willelda if I can, Peter added silently. “Let’s shake on it.”
Lupus did so, grinning.
Peter couldn’t help but return it.
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Peter knew the histories and that once this country had thrived under the Romans. There had been good roads, cities and cultivated land. It was not so anymore. Over the centuries—with the barbarian invasions and the breakdown of civilization—humanity had become scarcer and coarser. The roads were ruined and the cities shrunken so the largest only held a few thousand people. Even there, the fields, pastures and gardens crept upon the houses like overgrown vines. The wild lands, the forests, scrub and dunes grew larger each year, advancing over the once cultivated areas. Thus, even in the heart of Neustria it was easy to hide.
For two days, they crept through the woods. Lupus set snares, skinned squirrels and charred the meat over small fires. They cracked acorns from the sack-full Lupus had gathered to bring as a present to the abbot. Far too often, they heard the barbarous tongue of Northmen. The armored reavers drove cattle, sheep, pigs and village beauties south toward the Seine. They were a plague, a pestilence and a devouring curse.
On the third morning, Peter’s nose ran and his throat itched. Toward evening, they hiked up a wooded hill. Lupus claimed he smelled water and a hint of cooking fires.
“We must be near the Seine,” Lupus said.
Peter had no idea where they were.
Lupus patted a tall maple tree. Higher up a hollow knot held a spider web; the eight-legged arachnid patiently hung in a corner with a fly in its grip. “Why don’t you climb it and have a look?”
“I’m too tired,” Peter said, sorry he had told Lupus how he had escaped the Northmen by climbing an ancient apple tree. “You do it.”
Lupus shook his head. “Never was much good at climbing. Don’t like heights much either.”
Peter raised his eyebrows. It was the first time this Lotharingian had admitted something frightened him. Peter tucked the lower part of his habit into his rope belt and began to climb. Twigs snapped and old bark flaked off. He slid his palm through sticky sap, branches scratched his legs and he almost knocked over a hidden nest. Feathery tufts lined it.
Lupus called up. “What do you see?”
Peter hoisted himself upward until he tucked a branch under his armpit and craned his head. The Seine was far away, a great ribbon of blue in a broad valley. Narrow ships sailed it with red-and-white striped sails. Beside the river was a grassy area with a horde of white tents and campfires threading smoke, and corrals filled with a thousand milling animals. There was a mass of longboats pulled onto shore. It awed Peter, and for the first time he had a sense of the Sea King’s power.
He began his descent.
With compressed lips, Lupus listened to his report. “Did you see a stockade?”
“I saw fences and herds of cattle and horses,” Peter said.
“That’s not what I mean. A stockade, a fortress: the Northmen build them out of timber. I heard a horse lord say once that it’s one of the Northman’s tricks. It’s what allows them to march unmolested deep into our territory.”
“When did you hear a baron say that?”
Lupus peeled bark off the tree, crumpled it in his hands and threw the crumbs onto the loam. “Our horse-lords are such piss poor fighters that one of them once thought to gather all his serfs together. That happened to be my old master. He gave us spears and sent some of his retainers to teach us how to shove the iron into someone’s guts when the time came. The time came sooner than my master expected. He summoned us and we followed him and his pretty knights onto the battlefield, least that’s what he called it. He led us toward a band of Northmen.” Lupus shook his head. “They wore iron and their weapons glittered like silver. I knew then it was going to be bad, but I was too trusting back then to slip away and get a head start. I was a proud fool. Thought I’d be a hero. Anyway, my master lined us up and he tried giving us a speech from high up on his horse, except he kept glancing over his shoulder at the Northmen. Every one of us could see he was ready to wet his breeches. The Northmen began hooting and hollering, jeering us, calling us cowards and worse. They also began to march.” Lupus snorted. “I’ll give my old master this. He wheeled his horse and faced the enemy and shouted for his boys, and all reluctant like they rode to him. He waved his sword over his head, shouting encouragement no one could understand, and they charged. It was a brave sight. I cheered. So did those beside me. You could feel the pound of their hooves in your feet. I didn’t think anyone could face them, certainly not dirty old Danes. I knew none of me and my cousins could have. Those Northmen quit advancing, so that was something, but they locked their big shields together and poked out heavy spears. It was like a wall. I laughed, waiting to see our horsemen smash through them—except they didn’t do any such thing. No. Our riders slowed, as they got close. Horses neighed wildly and a few of them bucked. By the time our lord and his retainers reached the shield wall, they had all but stopped. My master swung down a time or two, so did some of his men. They clouted the upraised shields. Sounded like a bunch of carpenters building a church. Then Northmen began shouting and roaring. Several jumped out of their crowd. Those spit and slobbered like a mad dog and swung giant axes. They murdered horses and knights fell onto the earth.” Lupus laughed. “You should have seen those axes. Thud, thud, and our fallen men were crow meat. One of them madmen chopped off a knight’s head. Well, you can imagine that my master had seen enough of that. He threw down his sword, yanked his reins and spurred his stallion. Those of his bullyboys who could did likewise. They left the battlefield to us poor bloody sods standing stunned. We blinked at each other. I remember how pale my cousins were, how some began to shake. Then the Northmen laughed again. I’d never heard a sound like that. It was a laugh full of confidence, full of the power of Odin and Thor. In a great clatter and clank they charged across the field.” Lupus shook his head; he had a distant look in his eyes. “I was scared, but I gripped my spear even though my knees knocked—except my cousins and uncles starting pitching aside theirs. They lit to their heels and tried to follow our master. He was out of sight by then. He had a fast horse. I kept my spear, and I didn’t run with them. I’ve always been my own man, my own thinker. I knew those Northmen would run down the main group. I shot off to the side. I sprinted into the brush and they never found me. My cousins and uncles and all the other fools who my brave horse lord had trained, you can guess what happened to them.”
“They died,” Peter whispered.
“Now there’s a nice word for you. No, they got their brains bashed out. They got their stomachs ripped open, their backs sliced apart and arms and legs hacked off. Those Northmen are murderous with their giant axes. Let me tell you something, monk. Northmen know how to fight. They been taught since they were runts. They know how to fight together. That’s what really counts. You can’t just shove a spear into a serf’s hands and call him a soldier. It doesn’t work like that. But you can’t tell a horse lord that, and you can’t expect them to stand up to these Northmen either.” Lupus spat at the ground. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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They ate Peter’s herring and cheese because the squirrels grew wise and avoided Lupus’s snares. Peter was used to hunger: the gnawing in his belly, but he had never been so filthy. His habit was torn; the worst was a hole over his left buttock where a pimple had grown. The habit scratched like a hair shirt. His skin itched, and a rash on his neck and one just above his groin made him miserable. He had scratched himself one night until blood oozed.
“Chew on this,” Lupus said. They threaded between trees in the gloom of the forest, searching for a path.
Peter frowned at the bark Lupus put in his hands. “You want me to eat this?”
“You’ve never been through a famine?”
“We never ate bark,” Peter said.
“I have, boiled first, of course. Chew it thoroughly and then swallow fast. Just gulp it down like you would ale.”
Peter broke off a piece and began to grind it between his teeth. It tasted awful, and even worse, it made his stomach growl.
“See,” Lupus said. “Your body knows you’re hungry.”
“The body always tries to betray us,” Peter said. “That’s why we must pray and gain God’s help.”
Lupus peered through a bush and into a large glade where a stream trickled. “Keep quiet, eh.”
At Lupus’s tone, Peter dropped onto his belly and slithered under the bush. His heart quickened. On the other side of the glade, Northmen marched into sight, three dozen, maybe a few more. They wore soft leather caps, tunics and breeches, big, bearded men with linden-wood shields on their backs. The colorful shields had brass hoops on the rims and bronze bosses in the middle. Each marauder carried a spear, axe or kept a long sword on a leather belt. Cattle lowed, rope-led by younger raiders. Sacks clattered metallically on those poor beasts. Women staggered into view. Each had a rope wound around her neck knotted to a heavier rope that kept them single-file.
Peter’s eyes bugged. He recognized one of the stumbling women. He recognized her long dark hair, the haunted, black-circled eyes and the jut to her chin. She had a torn shrift that exposed one of her lovely hips.
“Willelda,” he whispered, her name catching in his throat.
“Forget her,” Lupus whispered.
Peter frowned. He had never heard crueler words. He gripped his Danish axe as his heart thudded painfully. The Northmen had twisted a coarse rope around her neck. The skin there was red and raw. Peter clenched his teeth. He ground his molars against each other.
“What?” Lupus hissed into his ear. “Are you going to charge them with your axe?”
Peter glared at his heartless companion. “You’re the tough one. You’ve killed a Northman before. How can we save her?”
“We can’t.”
The finality of the words struck Peter like a blow. Tears leaked into his eyes. “Then we have to follow them.”
“We do and we’ll be dead before morning.”
“We can’t leave her a captive,” Peter whispered.
“Look at them, Irish. Those are Northmen. They’re killers, murderers. They won’t kill her, though, if that’s any help to you. Willelda’s in no danger of losing her life.”
Peter’s face burned. If felt as if ants bit all over his body. “You’re talking about them raping her.”
“I’m taking about life,” Lupus said, and he spoke earnestly now, no longer with his brutal indifference. “She’ll live, mostly on her back, but that’s better than a sword sticking in her guts, which is what will happen to us if we don’t slip away from here.”
Dizziness swarmed onto Peter. He found it hard to think, to concentrate. “What if we tracked them? Slipped into their camp at night and freed her?”
Lupus gripped his arm and blew hot breath as he whispered, “See that tall Dane over there with the forked beard? He has a silver scabbard. Bet his weapon is some stolen knight’s sword. He’s the jarl among them, the chieftain. He’s the one giving orders. You go ask him for Willelda. That’s a better idea than your stupid plan.”
A horrible emptiness made Peter’s stomach ache. Leave Willelda? He would never see her again. He would slip away like a coward while she entered hideous captivity.
Lupus tugged him. “Let’s go.”
“Wait…”  Peter wiped sweat out of his eyes. “They’re stopping.”
Lupus poked Peter hard in the ribs. “Listen. They might have scouts or tracking hounds. You had a roll with Willelda and figure there will never be a girl like her again. Well, you’re wrong. The world’s full of women, even women for monks.”
Agony stole Peter’s words, stole his wits.
Lupus dragged him to his feet. “Are you an oath breaker?”
“No, no. I was thinking… maybe if we followed them and found their stockade, then we could tell—”
“Haven’t you learned anything? Armies are deathtraps for us. I’m leaving, and so are you.”
Peter nodded slowly. It knotted his gut. He peered one last time through the bush. Cattle slurped at the stream. The captured girls sat down, Willelda on an old fallen log. A Northman stood among them and threw crusts out a sack. Willelda crammed the bread into her mouth. The forty or so warriors sat on the ground. Two had splashed across the stream and studied the woods.
Then a horn shattered Peter’s thoughts and caused Lupus to run back and slide down beside him.
A Northman farther away blew the horn, a low, flat note. His hairy cheeks were puffy and spotted with dots of red. The warriors jumped up and swiveled the big shields off their backs. They thrust their left arms through the bindings. Some drew shiny swords. None had time to don armor, for bursting out of the trees charged iron men on stallions. There were less of them, maybe thirty, but they towered on those big steeds. The iron-linked shirts gleamed with oil. The knights hefted round shields, held wicked lances with crossbars jutting just below the foot of razor-sharp steel. Franks! These were Frankish knights. A bright red flag flapped in their midst.
The fork-bearded jarl roared orders. His warriors didn’t scream in terror or act bewildered. They jostled together and raised their big round shields into a wooden wall. Then they lifted spears and long-handled axes and shouted at the Franks.
The horsemen thundered at the forming Northmen. Thirty feet before reaching the shield wall, the cavalry split in halves. One half went right and the other left. They galloped past the Danes and toward several who hadn’t been fast enough to make it into the shield wall. The Franks slaughtered those unlucky few. They did it with neat thrusts from their lances. A Northman parried with his shield, deflecting the spear points, but they were too many lances, too many galloping horsemen. One knight slashed with his lance and punched a lug, a sharp metal crossbar, into a Dane’s cheek.
The jarl bellowed orders. His warriors swiveled around and once again slapped the edges of their shields together, facing the new direction of the Franks. Well past the Danes, the thundering knights wheeled. Peter had never realized they could do it so quickly and with such precision. Two raiders roared barbarous oaths and charged out of the shield wall. The jarl bellowed at them. The Franks spurred their steeds. Stallions dug their hooves into the sward and charged anew. The knights yelled as the red banner fluttered and snapped. The knights swept around the two, rash Northmen. When the last rider passed, the two raiders twitched on the grass, prey to the tricky lance tactics. This time the knights didn’t split apart, nor did they charge directly at the opposing shield wall. They circled the Danish formation and jabbed down with their long lances. The shields held, but sometimes a lance snaked past, and the knights were unerring with their jabs. The Danes lacked body armor and took a multitude of wounds. After two complete circuits, a trumpet pealed. The knights broke off, galloping back for the tree line where they had first emerged. The trumpet blew again and the knights wheeled once more. Their stallions heaved. Necks glistened with sweat. The Franks cheered, waving bloodied weapons.
The fork-bearded jarl had been barking orders throughout. The Northmen retreated as a group, dragging their wounded. A few dead or dying marauders littered the glade.
“Let’s go,” Lupus said.
“The Northmen aren’t headed at us,” Peter said.
Lupus dug his fingers into Peter’s shoulder. “Are you putting the Evil Eye on the Northmen? You’re staring so hard. Are you giving them bad luck?”
The Frank captain shouted and spurred his stallion. It was a big white horse, proud and strong. The steed broke into a gallop, with the others thundering beside him.
Through the soles of his sandals, Peter felt the ground shake. The charge was a terrifying sight. This time the knights headed straight at the Northmen, and unlike Lupus’s story earlier, these horsemen didn’t slow down. All at once, Northmen shouted in fear. They faced the horsemen, but they didn’t face it as an army. There wasn’t a horde of them. It was just a small band of forty or less caught in a meadow in the forests of Neustria. Peter shivered at the sight of these fearsome Franks. They looked crazed, as if they wanted nothing more but to ride down Northmen. A few sea rovers turned and sprinted for the woods. The jarl shouted after them. Many of those facing the knights looked over their shoulders at their fleeing comrades. Several of them also turned and ran. Then all at once, the fork-bearded jarl shouted at those left beside him and together they turned for the woods.
Peter jumped up. “Look, Lupus! They’re not invincible.”
“Quiet,” hissed the Lotharingian.
Peter’s eyes riveted onto Willelda. A big Northman had thrown her over his shoulder. Her small fists beat against his back. Something snapped. Peter burst out of the woods as he screamed, “Willelda!”
Their eyes met. Hers widened. She paled and then her face grew bright red. Peter shouted as something pounded crazy-like in his ears. She beat the Dane’s back harder than ever.
Several wild-eyed Northmen veered away from him. Peter shouted in glee. The dreaded Northmen were afraid of him, him, the monk they had kicked and beaten and tied up. He laughed, and at the sight of their backs, he raced harder with his axe raised.
Knights thundered past. It startled Peter. He tripped and sprawled onto the ground. The lead Northmen reached the trees and scampered into the woods like deer. The Franks drew reign.
“No!” Peter shouted. “Save the women. Save Willelda.”
Several knights wheeled and pointed. With swords drawn, the cavalrymen cantered their hard-breathing stallions directly for where Peter lay.
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Towering, stony-eyed killers surrounded him. They stank of horse-sweat, and their muscled mounts nickered and shook their heads. One stallion edged near and Peter barely flinched in time as the horse clicked his teeth. The steed kept after him, but the knight drew rein, jingling tiny silver bells sewn onto the leather.
“Th-They took Willelda,” Peter said. “They took the women. You must free them.”
From high on their steeds, two knights glanced at one another. They had thick, sweaty faces. A third laughed crudely. “Ride into the woods after Northmen? Are you daft?”
“Who are you, monk?” a huge knight said. “Speak up.”
Before Peter could answer, a new horse shouldered through, a big white beast with a black mark on his forehead. That knight slipped off his iron spangenhelm and rested it on the saddle horn. He shucked off a gauntlet and ran thin fingers through long, sweaty hair. He was young and gaunt. He lifted a flagon, guzzling until the wine ran down his chin. He gasped and wiped his lips with his forearm. If not as big as the brawny knights around him, he wore the finest brunia, the oiled shirt of interlocking mail. If his cheeks were smooth, he still bore a bloodied lance.
“Count Odo,” the huge horseman said, “we must ride before the Danes recover, before they gather more men and snipe at us from the woods.”
The young rider nodded.
“What about the cattle?” a different knight asked.
Count Odo raised his eyebrows.
“We should round them up, milord. Get them moving before the Northmen return.”
The young Count nodded again.
Several knights turned their mounts and galloped where the cattle grazed.
“What about him?” the huge knight asked. He had a scarlet cloak and brutal features. One cheek had melted, twisted flesh and above it was a glaring, parboiled eye all milky white and blind.
Count Odo mussed up his long, damp hair and avoided looking at the huge knight. “Who are you, fellow?” The Count had a cultured voice, not anything like his earlier shouts. There was also a slur in his voice, the wine maybe.
He reminded Peter of a bishop. “I’m Peter of Aliquis Abbey of Saint Martin, milord. The Northmen burned out our abbey.”
The hulking, scarlet-cloaked knight with the burned face twitched his shoulders at that.
“I believe I detect an accent,” the Count said.
“I was born in Ireland, milord.”
The eyebrows rose again. “You can read?” the Count asked sharply.
Peter bobbed his head.
“And write?”
“I was the abbey’s scribbler, milord.”
“Are you alone?”
“No, milord, I have a companion.”
Count Odo waited.
Peter turned toward the bush. “It’s all right, Lupus. You can come out.”
Several knights shifted their mounts as Lupus appeared. The Lotharingian gave Peter a dark look.
“I’ve seen their camp, milord. It’s… Well, I’m not very good at directions. Lupus will know how far their camp is from here.”
“Do you expect me to ride there?” asked the Count, amused.
“They took the women,” Peter said. “You have to ride after them.”
One of the iron men snorted.
The huge knight growled, “We’re wasting time.”
“What do you suggest we do with these two?” asked Count Odo.
The huge knight scowled. “How do we know they aren’t spies for the Northmen?”
Lupus overheard and shot Peter another look of reproach.
“Milord,” Peter said, “I don’t understand. We’re not Northmen. I watched them burn my abbey. I heard them butcher my Benedictine brothers. They kidnapped my abbot.”
Count Odo leaned an elbow on his saddle horn. “I’d like to know why you charged out of the woods, brother monk. I believe it is against Church law for a man of God to shed blood, but you carry an axe, a Northman’s weapon. That is passing odd.”
Lupus growled, “You want to know why?”
“He’s a surly tongue in him,” the huge knight said.
“He speaks like a Lotharingian,” said another, as if that was a mark against Lupus.
“Pray tell us why this monk charges about with an axe,” the Count said.
Lupus pulled out the parchment scrap. “Can any of you read?”
The huge, burned knight scowled anew. “He’s calling us priests! Course we can’t read. Do you need a beating?”
“You may be right about the beating,” said Count Odo, as if discussing the weather. “Or perhaps we’re seeing why we found a serf on his feet instead of dead on his back.” He eyed Lupus. “I can read. Why do you ask?”
“I don’t mean any disrespect, milord,” Lupus told the huge knight. Then he bowed to Count Odo. “This monk wrote a note for one of them girls the Northmen just took.”
Peter blushed as several knights guffawed.
Count Odo cocked an eyebrow. “Let me see it.”
Lupus handed up the parchment.
The Count held the note as one used to reading. He didn’t clutch the scrap, crumple it or hold it as if it was something unnatural. His bleary eyes flickered across the words and he laughed.
“What’s it say?” grumbled the one-eyed knight.
Count Odo chewed his lip and then let the parchment flutter from his fingers.
That surprised Peter.
“Pick it up,” the Count said. “What’s your name?”
“It’s Peter, milord.”
“Pick it up, Brother Peter. Please, read it to us.”
Peter made no move for the parchment. Instead, he quoted, “Ecce tu pulchra es amica mea ecce tu pulchra oculi tui columbarum.”
“He gave her a prayer?” asked the huge, one-eyed knight.
Count Odo ignored the huge knight as he asked Peter, “You took up arms. Surely you are not a trained fighting man, Brother Peter.”
“I’m not, milord.”
“And yet you charged Northmen. That was an act of courage. We have sore need of courage. Is that not so, Sir Arnulf?”
“The Danes were already running,” the one-eyed knight said.
“He’s a warrior monk,” said someone else.
Peter stammered. “I-I could do no other than charge, milord. M-m-my heart compelled me. Can we not now chase these Northmen and free the hostages?”
Count Odo picked up his spangenhelm, weighing it in his slender hands. He set the helmet on his head. “We are horsemen and fight best in open spaces, not ducking under branches or tripping over tree roots. Shall we commit such folly in order to free a few women? We shall not when the kingdom is so uncertain. Now listen here, Brother Peter. I have need of a scribbler and a reader of Latin. My own talents are meager in this regard, as of course befits a fighting man.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” a horseman said.
“Reading is for priests,” Sir Arnulf said.
Count Odo gave Peter a brittle smile. “Since you’re handy with an axe, have such a courageous spirit, I will make you an offer. Join me, or go in quest after the women, if your heart bids you do so. But I tell you frankly that if you enter those woods you will die, most likely hideously.”
Peter didn’t want to die hideously. “You would have to take both of us, milord. Lupus and I have made a pact before God on that regard.”
“Are we dogs that you command us?” shouted Sir Arnulf. “Whip these two,” he told Odo.
The brittle smile returned. “Thank you for your suggestion, Sir Arnulf.” The Count fingered his chin. “Yes, bring your serf.” He spoke to his men. “We could use a few more surly fellows, provided each saves his bad temper for the Northmen.”
Peter glanced at Lupus, who muttered under his breath, “I’m waiting for the day you run out of luck, Irish, or when one of your spells finally fizzles out.”
“What’s your fellow saying?” asked the Count.
“He thanks you for your mercy, milord. Yes, we would be delighted to join you. Are you perhaps headed to a walled town?”
“Indeed. I am the Count of Paris. Now we must dally no longer. It is time to ride.”
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“Milady, wait! You must wait for us.”
Judith ignored her escort and plunged into the dingy streets of Paris. She thrust herself past serfs with smelly sacks of cabbage slung over their shoulders. She bumped against a thick-shouldered mason explaining the nuances of setting stone to a younger journeyman.
“Pardon,” she said.
The square-faced mason lost his scowl in the act of turning and lifted heavy eyebrows as he stared at Judith. She was used to men gawking at her beauty and didn’t stay to talk. She slithered past three spinsters chatting in the street, and sucked in her thin stomach to squeeze around a peasant’s cart. On either side of the crowded lane towered wooden buildings three and even four stories high. The dwellings blocked the direct sunlight and kept any breezes at bay. Buckets of urine tossed out of the houses at early light still left damp splotches on the packed dirt. Night soil lay scattered where men had kicked it. Judith pinched her nose and hurried toward the sound of snarling dogs. Children cheered them on. The urchins waved sticks, and every once in awhile the bravest kicked one of the three battling beasts in the side or in the rump. That increased the frenzy of the dogfight and the delight of the children. Near the hounds lay an oily piece of gristle, no doubt the prize of battle.
Judith’s eyes narrowed. She suspected the urchins had taunted the hounds with the gristle. The skeletal beasts looked ghastly and savagely determined. This might be a fight to the death. It was something the children surely sensed and why they egged the dogs on. She judged which stick was stoutest and snatched it out of an urchin’s hand.
“Hey!”
With her left hand, she lifted the hem of her full-length dress and with her right smacked the toughest cur. It yipped. She whacked it again, knowing hounds from a lifetime of taking care of the nunnery’s dogs. These were bigger and beastlier, but they were still hounds. At the third strike the death-fight dissolved. One cur dashed up the lane with its tail tucked between its scabby legs. The other headed down-lane and the third, its ears bleeding, snatched the gristle and wriggled through a hole in the wall and out of sight.
The dirty-faced children angrily regarded her. Their sullen eyes smoldered, but each had wit enough to recognize the richness of her pelisson and that vair edged it, prized squirrel-fur. It marked her as nobility and therefore dangerous. Then a girl of nine or ten flinched and an evil grin spread across her face. She shouted, “I know her! She’s the Count’s whore! Don’t you remember? The Bishop put a curse on her until she repents!”
A small boy scooped up a handful of mud, the source of its dampness of dubious origin. He grinned maliciously and took aim at Judith just as her winded escort caught up.
They were two knights, beefy swordsmen wearing stylish hunting caps. They lacked mail, but wore their blades in gilt scabbards. The foremost knight cuffed the mud-armed boy, knocking him onto the lane.
“Off with you vermin,” growled the knight.
“It’s the Count’s men!” shouted the girl. “Run away!”
They scattered, most fleeing down the murky lane. Older heads turned toward Judith and her escort and then wisely turned away.
“You should be gentler with children,” Judith said.
“Like you with the hounds?” the knight asked.
“That was different. The beasts know nothing better.”
“Exactly,” the knight said with a smirk.
Judith ignored his reply. Whore. The girl called me ‘the Count’s whore’. She shuddered. Had it really come to that? She lifted her chin, and said, “Come. I’m not done walking.”
The foremost knight shrugged good-naturedly to the other and shouted, “Make way for the Count’s men! Make way!”
Judith hugged herself. His whore, they think I’m his whore.
Not so long ago her father Bishop Engelwin had ruled Paris and she had remained locked in the nunnery. All her life behind walls, and now she was still behind walls, a stouter and more important wall but a wall nonetheless. She sighed. Everything had seemed so different just six short months ago. The future had been bright and full of promise then. Her father had gone blind, fallen ill and had finally summoned her out of the nunnery. It had taken two holy writs and a company of armed soldiers before the Prioress had obeyed. Of course, there had been hints along the way that she wouldn’t spend her entire life locked away in a convent. At fifteen, she should have taken holy vows and forever entered the sisterhood, but her father had sent word to wait, there was time enough for eternal vows. Time had passed and eventually he had sent for her. Oh, she had been so certain that God had finally answered her prayers. For six months, she had cared for her father, spooned him soup, listened to his plans for Paris and slowly needled him into giving her a proper life among the nobility of Neustria, as was her birthright. She needled him into finding a husband for her, and then his illness had worsened. That’s when dreadful Abbot Gozlin had pounced and poisoned her father’s mind against her. Gozlin had wielded hellfire like a lash, speaking about adultery and atonement for youthful sins and that her father had vowed to keep the sin-child in a nunnery for perpetuity. Oh, she knew why terrible Abbot Gozlin had wanted her back in the nunnery. It was so simple. He wanted the wealth that her father intended as her dowry. Gozlin desired this wealth for Paris and its wretched wall. It was always about walls!
Judith hugged herself and turned a corner into another narrow lane, the maze of which made up the island town of Paris. Merchant quarters had crossed the river and sprouted like mushrooms after a rain, and now needed walling, too, but the town heart was this small, midstream isle. It shoved everything together and pushed buildings up and up because of the premium of land. Paris’s ruler was its bishop. Normally Count Odo lived at his villa several miles away, but in light of the Northmen he had taken up residence here as the best fortress in the County. Oh, she had learned so much from her father. He had ruled not just Church lands but also farmlands and secular lords and commanded armed retainers: knights and their shield-men.
Vile Gozlin, dreadful Gozlin… his visit had killed her father. She had rushed into his bedroom after the abbot left and pleaded on her knees for her father to remember his vow to her! He must find her a husband. He was old, weak and blind. She was young, vital and clutched his stick of an arm. They had argued and he had coughed his last and died. Then, finally, she had panicked. She knew it had been her last chance for freedom. She hid the most portable portion of her father’s wealth, gems, jewels, silver coins and golden cups, and saddled a donkey and fled to Count Odo’s villa. There… there through tears and guile she had gained the Count’s protection. Abbot Gozlin soon became Bishop of Paris Gozlin and a contest of wills began between the Count and the Bishop. She urged Odo to act forcefully. He hesitated, fearful of making a decision he could not reverse. That left her exposed, so while he was away on his foray (while he went and played commander out in the wilds and left her behind these walls) he had ordered her to remain within the safety of his house lest the Bishop order his men to grab her. She had been going mad confined indoors and had finally blustered her way with Gerold, the Count’s Keeper of the House, and told him she was taking a stroll with or without an escort.
Her heart quickened now as she stepped around a steaming pile of manure. The two knights guarding her acted nonchalant, but she noted how their rough hands strayed near their sword hilts. She noted how they swiveled their thick necks and how they occasionally glanced at each other as if sharing a private thought. She adjusted her fur-lined hat, the broad brim shielding her from the sun. Her skin was purest white. She dreaded coloration from the sun. Such indicated serfdom, yearlong labor in the fields, or it indicated a young girl in a nunnery weeding in the herb garden. Her heart quickened and under her hat and despite her whiteness she paled.
Workers swarmed upon her father’s old stone house. With bars, they pried off the imported lead roof.
“What are they doing?” she whispered.
The stocky young knight who had cuffed the boy shaded his eyes. “Ah. You mean the Bishop’s house?”
“Yes!”
“Gozlin is shrewd,” the knight said. “He scotches all grumbling against him by tearing down his own palace. The stones will go into the wall. They will melt the lead and reshape it into maces for his priests and monks. The lumber, good wood even after all these years, will fashion wall-walks in the Merchant Quarter’s wall.”
She stared several seconds longer. Then she became aware of her two escorts whispering together and studying her. The stocky young knight was quick as a cat and keen-witted. To divert him she laughed and continued the stroll. Later, she clapped her hands at the antics of various town beasts. She ignored the priests who whispered when she passed and she ignored gossiping townsfolk.
“I think we should return,” she said finally.
“As you wish, milady,” said the stocky knight, Wulf by name. He preened a blond, almost nonexistent mustache and grinned at his friend before asking her, “Do you wish perhaps to go past the Bishop’s house again?”
She fluttered a hand. “Let Gozlin play his games. I care not a wit—” a bald lie. She had decided that in the Count’s Keeper of the House lay her best hope.
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Judith considered it carefully. The Keeper of the House was a brute, an old ox of a serf. He had once served Odo’s father as a cart driver, a carrier of hams and flour for his ducal host. The day Odo’s father died in a battle against Northmen, the present Keeper of the House—Gerold—tore the ducal sword out the dying Duke’s grasp and raced with it back to Odo’s mother. She had blessed the brutish serf. Then she had made him swear an oath to serve her son as faithfully as he had the father.
Judith knew herself a keen student of human nature. The Keeper of the House was huge, slow moving and shrewd. She devised a plan to play upon his strengths.
The Count’s house in Paris was large, patterned off the old Roman homes of long ago. The front was the atrium, a long and lofty hall. At the opposite end of the house was the peristyle. Around it were the bedrooms, kitchen and dining area and the reception hall. A small, walled garden with an oak tree stood at the very end of the house. There she found Gerold. The brute sat on a boulder, whistling to a starling perched on his thick finger. It was uncanny. Gerold was such a lumbering creature. The only man in Paris who approached his size was the horribly scarred knight Sir Arnulf. Yet there the little starling sat, whistling in tune with Gerold’s sweet melody.
She halted, with a little wooden birdhouse in her hands. The starling noticed her and in an instant took flight.
Gerold turned with a scowl. Then his hairy eyebrows rose. “What’s that?”
She rotated the birdhouse so he saw the little hole and perch.
“I thought you didn’t want any birdhouses out here,” he said.
“I’ve changed my mind,” she said.
“So what do you want in return from me?”
She laughed with perfect delight. “Oh, Gerold, am I that obvious?”
He sighed.
Shrewd people liked being shrewd. It made them feel superior and put them off their guard, so she didn’t walk toward him demurely as she might have to Wulf or even Odo in certain moods. She would let Gerold see her trying to be honest, when they both knew she was pretending. She strode up and handed him the birdhouse.
“May I be candid?” she asked.
He shrugged.
Therein lay his weakness. He saw through her, but didn’t realize that she wanted him to see through her, wished him to feel superior to what he surely considered as ‘this scheming ex-nun.’
She told him about the workers, how Gozlin knocked down the Bishop’s house.
“So?” Gerold said.
“You know that Gozlin never handed over my inheritance,” she said. “I had lands, coins and treasures that were supposed to come to me from my father.”
“Your dowry,” Gerold said. “Yes, I know. Odo will get it for you when you’re married.”
“Perhaps, or perhaps it won’t be prudent then,” she said, letting bitterness tinge her voice.
“You have the Count,” Gerold said. “What more do you need?”
“My inheritance,” she said. “What my father gave me. It belongs to me.”
Gerold eyed her.
“Have you ever heard of the demon Tittivillus?” she asked.
The Keeper of the House frowned, shook his head.
“He haunts monasteries and nunneries,” she said. “Every day and night we sing psalms to God and recite creeds and litanies. You must understand that Saint Benedict long ago constructed and ordained the services. We follow a prescribed sequence and pay no heed to human frailty. Sometimes we’re tired or bored and have no wish to repeat everything we must. So we gabble.”
“What’s that mean?” Gerold said.
“In our rush to be done we sing too fast or leave out syllables at the beginning or the end of words. We skip pauses or entire sentences or mumble and slur what we should say solemnly and slowly. There’s even a witty poem about it, naming the various offenders. All those missed syllables, words and left-off sentences are gathered by the demon Tittivillus and put into his poke.”
“What do you call it?”
“Poke, sack,” Judith said. “Tittivillus is a robber, but instead of stuffing his sack with coins he shoves in all the missing recitals. According to legend, Tittivillus must bring the Devil a thousand such sacks every day. There the sacks are stored in Hell like lost treasure.” She let her eyes narrow. “Just like Tittivillus steals syllables, so Gozlin and his ilk have stolen the hours of my life. Days have piled into months and months into years. My father tried to give me compensation for that: an inheritance. But Gozlin is Tittivillus in the flesh and keeps my lost years in his sack, never wishing me to regain what was stolen from me.”
Gerold scratched his side. “That’s a sad story,” he said.
She pressed her fingers into his meaty forearm and let her scented breath waft up into his square face. “I knew I might be cheated. Oh, I knew it even as terror wilted my heart. Do you remember the day I rode to Odo?”
He grunted.
“I brought my father’s seal with me, but that wasn’t the only thing I took. My father had coins, precious books and treasures. I didn’t take them all, but I took enough. Those I hid in a secret place in the wall of my father’s house. My father showed me his hidden vault. Not even Gozlin knew or knows about it. If Gozlin had given me my inheritance, I would have told him about the vault. I haven’t been able to get to it yet—and now I might never have a chance.”
Gerold whistled. “They’re tearing down the Bishop’s house; the one that used to be your father’s but is now Gozlin’s.”
“Yes!” Her fingers squeezed his arm. “So you and I and whoever you think we need must go there at once and take what is mine.”
Gerold knit his broad forehead. “No. It can’t be done,” he said. “They’ll think we’re stealing from the Bishop.”
“But that treasure’s mine!”
“We all lose things,” rumbled Gerold. “It’s part of life.”
Her features hardened. “I thought you might say something like that, but I wanted to give you a chance. Believe me, Keeper of the House, I’ll get my inheritance one way or another. If you won’t help me, I know who will.”
He raised heavy brows.
“I’ll offer Wulf half if he’ll help me. You know how quick Wulf is to draw his sword. He might cut a few of Gozlin’s men if they try to get in the way. Once he gains his booty do you think he’ll be content to stay here as a retainer? Won’t he take his sword elsewhere?”
“Don’t you have a soul? The Count needs knights like Wulf now more than ever.”
She flew onto her knees and clutched one of his thick paws. She knew Gerold thought of this as acting, but even knowing that men were often susceptible to beauty and plays upon their vanity. “I’ve watched you, Gerold. You know how to get things, how to threaten without actually causing bloodshed. That’s why I’ve come to you first.”
“And so you don’t have to share any of your treasure with anyone else,” he mumbled.
“My life has been stolen from me hour by hour. My mother was an adulterous nun and they thought to lock me away forever in a nunnery. I deserve my inheritance. Why is that so hard to understand?”
He sighed and after a time nodded. “Tell me where it is and I’ll go get it.”
“No. I’m coming along.”
“That wouldn’t be wise.”
“Maybe not, but I want to make sure I get what’s mine.”
***
It was a disaster. They marched to the house. She and Gerold went inside to the secret place. To shouts of amazement from the workers, Gerold pulled out bricks and lifted a hidden sack. One man had sense enough to run and get the Bishop. The others followed Gerold outside to waiting retainers and a curious crowd.
Shouting occurred. A shield-man belonging to the Count almost drew his sword. Gerold told him “Don’t be a fool.” Men jostled one another. A priest yelled for them to halt and told them that the Bishop was coming.
Judith yelled back. “This is mine! Bishop Engelwin bequeathed it to me in his last will and testament!”
“A nun cannot inherit anything!” shouted a priest. “She is dead to the world as Christ said.”
“I’m not a nun!” yelled Judith.
A rotten turnip sailed out of the crowd. The word ‘whore’ rang out. Another turnip flew and smacked Judith in the face. The rotten vegetable smeared her chin red and dripped onto her blue pelisson. She screamed outrage and tried to dash at the offender to rake out his eyes, but a shield-man grabbed her. The others drew swords and at Gerold’s word marched Judith home.
She collected her inheritance at the price of no more quiet walks through Paris. It was to prove a bitter trade.
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Peter winced as he sat down at a bonfire. His inner thighs ached and his arse had become tender from riding a sommier, a packhorse. He yearned for Paris as much to end the eternal bounce as to gain safety from the Northmen. Count Odo set a good clip each day, scouring the countryside for attackable bands of Danes.
“Thank you,” Peter said, accepting a leather jack of ale from a groom. He drank heartily. So did the grooms around the campfire. The young lads had taken a shine to him, or to Lupus’s lies about him. It was the Danish axe, of course. It lay beside him, the edges oiled and sharp. Peter was uncomfortable with the deception. He needed God’s help regaining Willelda. He felt… what… like a warrior because others thought him a warrior?
He finished the ale as the grooms fell silent. Peter looked up. A scowling knight with a golden-hilted sword told him to come along. Peter rose slowly, as much because of his aches as to show his displeasure at the knight’s gruff manner. He debated taking the axe and decided against it. Then, despite the shooting pains in his thighs, he matched the knight’s stride. They passed cavalrymen around their fires, a squire sharpening a sword and a minstrel piping a song. To Peter’s surprise, they halted at the only tent.
The knight rapped on a tent pole and drew back the flap. There was an oil lamp on a table, a bottle, some cups, parchment and ink. Another lamp flickered on a small chest. Count Odo turned, raised his eyes and nodded. The knight departed, giving Peter an amused glance.
“Please, sit,” Odo said. The Count poured wine, pushed across a cup. “I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to talk before this.” It was days since the fight. “I’ve pondered your axe-wielding charge. If only all monks were as bloodthirsty.”
“I don’t know what came over me, milord. I saw the Northmen fleeing, and then I saw…”
“Your woman?” the Count said.
Peter toyed with his cup, dipped a finger into wetness. “I am not the person you think I am, milord.”
Count Odo nodded. “Tell me, brother. Did you truly pen the note?”
“Milord, I will not lie. I have penance to do because of it.”
The Count’s smile hardened. “I’ve pondered your tale, and the more I’ve done so the more unlikely I find it. Now perhaps it isn’t my concern, but I gave you succor. Do you agree?”
“Or course, milord, and I’m most grateful.”
Count Odo pushed across a parchment. A quill lay on it. “I wish you to write.”
Peter examined the tip.
“Is it too dull?”
“The tip is fine, milord.”
“Good. Now write word for word ‘Am I not thy beast, on which thou hast been always accustomed to ride until this present day? Tell me if I ever did the like thing to thee.’”
Peter blinked. “That is from Balaam’s donkey, milord.”
“I’m not interested in your knowledge of Holy Writ, brother. Simply write the words.”
Peter dipped the quill and crunched his brow in concentration. Letters took on shape and then beauty. Words soaked into the parchment. Peter wiped the tip on his sleeve. It was an automatic gesture. He was about to pick up the sheepskin to blow upon the letters—Count Odo snatched the parchment, scanned it and looked up in astonishment.
“You can write.”
Peter nodded.
“But…” Count Odo glanced at the lines. “Your penmanship is flawless. No. It is gifted.” He rose and turned away. He turned back. “Will you give me the truth? Are you a monk?”
“I am, milord.”
“And you wrote that girl a love note?”
“I am a sinner, milord.”
Odo waved that aside. “I’m not here to judge you. I have neither the time nor the inclination. I want the truth.”
Peter’s hesitation was minute. “The truth is that her name is Willelda. She is the daughter of a village elder. The village belonged to Aliquis Abbey of Saint Martin.”
“Did your abbot know about your… interest?”
“I confessed, yes, milord.”
Count Odo sat down. “Did you love her?”
Peter could no longer meet that inquisitive gaze.
“I apologize, brother. I do not mean to pry.”
Peter frowned. Lords didn’t apologize to monks, certainly not monks who had gravely offended the Church. “Milord… I have sinned. It is wrong of me to love a girl.”
“Did not Jesus love?”
Peter looked up in horror. “Not as I have loved, milord.”
“Ah…” Odo said. He nodded somberly. “Even monks may pick up the war-axe when their love has been captured. I grieve for you, brother.”
“Milord, I am to be despised. I have vowed before God to remain chaste. I am a great sinner.”
“Do you mean that you are great and that you also have sinned? Or do you say that your sin is very great?”
The mockery hurt, even though Peter knew he deserved it.
“Ah, forgive me again,” Odo said. He reached across the table and touched Peter’s hand.
Peter drew back, baffled.
“It has long been my way to banter, brother. But there are certain matters about which one should not jest.” Count Odo sipped from his cup. “I, too, shall speak truth. For you have paid me the compliment of giving a truth that burns. Later, I’m sure, you will wonder to whom I will reveal your truth. The answer is no one. For you to be certain of that I will also give a fiery truth, one that has the ability to burn me. You shall hold it in surety. If I betray you, you may betray me. Agreed?”
Peter was more than puzzled.
“Perhaps I can sympathize with you, brother, because I, too, am at odds with the Church in a matter much like your own.”
Peter’s dismay must have shown.
“I see,” the Count said. “You have heard stories about me.”
“I-I didn’t believe the stories, milord.”
Odo laughed. “You should have, if they’re the stories I think they were. Duke Hugh almost made me a monk and sent me away to the mountains. There I would have whiled away my days reading, most likely dusty old commentaries on the Book of Deuteronomy. The Duke would have given my younger more warlike brother my present post. Did you hear perhaps that I was a drunkard, a gambler and a wastrel? Keep speaking truly, Brother Peter. Lies now will only anger me.”
“So I heard, milord.”
The muscles around Odo’s eyes tightened even as the corners of his lips lifted upward. It gave him a sinister cast. “Why should these tales anger me?” Odo said. “I was a drunkard, a gambler and a wastrel. Those are truths, or they were. Do you believe a man can change?” He asked the question suddenly, forcefully.
“Oh, yes, milord. Christ came to turn sinners into saints.”
“No! I do not mean like that. I am no saint.”
“Well, I think men can change without the Lord’s help. But it is difficult.”
“Yes! To that, I agree. However, when great events occur, like a flood, say, cannot that event sweep a man away in its current? Now he must swim or drown, and in time, with his weary arms, drag himself ashore. He must use limp hands to grasp roots and pull himself to safety. The struggle however uncovers something in him or shows him a truth so he makes solemn vows that change him. Do you think such a thing can happen?”
“I suppose so, milord. But what is to keep this man from becoming what he was, at least once the flood has passed?”
“The vow will hold him, brother, and the use of muscles and thoughts that had never occurred to him before.”
“This happened to you, milord?”
“Once I was a fool. Oh, I drank because my foot ached. I was only fourteen when a palfrey crushed it. A barber set it, but to this day, it aches in damp weather or if I walk upon it too much. I came to hate the pain just I as I hated my earliest years. I’m sure you heard that I was a sickly lad.”
Peter nodded.
“It was true. A barber once told me that drinking only aggravated these foot pains. However, few of them agree on anything, and now that I am a man, my childhood fevers have less often come to me. As I drank, I also learned to love the roll of dice, their rattle and clatter and their coming up snake eyes. What is more delightful than scooping up silver and gold? I lived the life of a wastrel even after escaping Duke Hugh. It did not win me friends in Paris. Paris! It is a muddy isle besieged by some of Frankland’s most famous abbeys: Saint Denis, Saint-Germain-des-Pres, Saint Genevieve and Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois. The city crawls with pious monks, priests and priest’s men. Bishop Gozlin is no friend of mine and I am not his friend. They preached. I laughed. They quoted Scripture. I quoted Virgil and Suetonius. I think it galled them I could read as well as they, better than many of them! But what most stuck in their throat was that I took to myself the daughter of old Bishop Engelwin.”
“I have heard of him,” Peter said. “I didn’t know he had a daughter.”
Odo poured himself more wine. “In his youth Engelwin was as fiery as you. Only he gave a child to a nun of Saint Genevieve. He attempted to hide this poor daughter in the nunnery, but he failed because he found that he loved her. In his last year, he took Judith out of the nunnery and let her live in his household in Paris. She, who had never known anything but the cloister’s four walls, grew intoxicated by secular life. Engelwin wished her to take holy vows. But then he died, and before Gozlin could have her dragged into the convent, she ran to me.”
“You, milord?” Peter said.
“I took her in.” The smile slipped. “She is beautiful beyond words, brother. I gave her my protection. In my household, she is safe, no matter how much Gozlin storms against it. Never will I give her up!”
“Is this the great change, milord?”
Odo laughed. “No. The old Odo thumbed his nose at Gozlin, at all the abbots and their so-called pious horror. The new Count came to life because of the Emperor. This spring—at his assumption of the throne of West Frankland—the Emperor ordered the Western Barons to march into Lotharingia. We were to defeat the Danes encamped at Louvain. We were to do this before the Great Pagan Army could reunite and assault the empire once again. As I’m certain you know, they have attacked various and different portions of Frankland for the last seven years.”
“What happened, milord?”
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Count Odo spread his hands on the table. He had thin fingers and narrow wrists. They matched his lean face. Peter had the impression of a fox, a cunning, quick-witted creature, alert and fast to laugh. Only the Count didn’t laugh now. He rose, and his nimble fingers adjusted the fine linen of his tunic. The garment hung limply, as if there was not enough meat underneath.
The Count began to speak, softly at first:
“We gathered at Compiegne and were slow in arriving. There was no real leader, for the Emperor had taken himself east and had left no single baron or count in charge. He had believed that Duke Hugh would take the affair in hand. Had not the Duke directed late King Carloman’s army? Had not the Duke been the West Kingdom’s premier solder? He and Louis III had won the great victory of Saucourt. The Duke had been war-captain under Louis’ father, the Stammerer, and even under the grandfather, Charles the Bald. Unfortunately, Hugh never showed himself at Compiegne and finally confirmed the rumors. The Lord Protector of Neustria was sick with the red cough. I might have told them that.”
Odo smiled sadly.
“I might have saved us time with my knowledge, but I doubt many would have listened. I was in my element, you see. I feasted nightly. I didn’t feast on roast venison or on platters of sizzling pork. No! I swilled the finest wines. I guzzled like the drunkard I was. Ah, and the games we had!”
The smile sharpened.
“The barons of West Frankland united as we had not under King Carloman. An Emperor summoned us, not just a petty king. Did that not portent great victory for the resurrected empire? Charlemagne had conquered the world. That empire now stood united, as it had not for almost a hundred years. We envisioned mighty deeds, and so, in fine raiment the nobles arrived at Compiegne. Their oxcarts brimmed with hams, flour and barrels upon barrels of wine. They brought their best brunia and swords and most restive chargers. Each decked himself with rings and some with silks and costly furs. For too many years, each miserly baron had kept his men at home in his castles. They had not cared if Northmen despoiled their neighbors, as long as they had swordsmen enough to beat off the rapacious sea rovers. The barons have grown independent and surly toward their lords, but that wondrous moment in Compiegne revived old ways and beliefs. The empire was reformed and everything would become as it once had been under Charlemagne.
“With such wealth to win through wager I went berserk, as the Danes say. I plotted and planned with drunken deliberation. Then I diced with apparent recklessness. You must understand that I was not quite the same youth who the Duke had bearded in Tours. He had neatly trapped me, brought me skinned, as it were, into his chambers and there decided my fate. What I had learned was that a noble, a count especially, needed armed men behind him. I knew even then that I was not a man to inspire confidence, not one whom the fighters of the world flock too. However, I knew one whom they did adore: my brother. Duke Hugh himself had given me the insight. Now Robert and I—they named my brother after my immortal father—have always gotten along. He is big and burly and loves to fight. Donning armor to hunt or to war, it is alike to him. Where he is strong I am weak, where I am strong he is weak. Though Robert is a doughty sword-swinger, in things of the mind he is apt to be simplistic. Notice that I didn’t say simple. He is not daft. Just as I am not completely bereft of strength, so he is not utterly barren of wit. Now I had reasoned it thusly: if the Duke wanted to use my brother to usurp my birthright, why not others to do likewise? I summoned Robert to Paris, and I told him to bring his friends. They were like him: hot-blooded, noble-born and brave to a fault. Each brought his chargers, his brunia of mail and a sword. In Paris I used the wealth my mother had willed me to gift them silver cups and golden spurs. I made them my men and Robert my Master-of-Horse. They protected me in Compiegne, and I was in need of their blades but more of their arrogant boldness. For I wagered great sums and I won even greater. The rattle of dice and shocked amazement as I scooped in the piles of winnings turned me reckless. Do you know why I won?”
Peter shook his head.
“I used clever dice. They jumped to my will.” Count Odo laughed. “In two words: I cheated. I think some of the nobles began to suspect my larceny. Now I’ve said before that I read. Most delightful of all to me has been Suetonius, a historian of Ancient Rome. I have read of twelve Caesars, great rulers of the old world. Most noble of them was Caesar Augustus. He, too, I had learned, loved to dice. He had won from his friends heaps and piles of gold. Often, when they were about to leave in dismay, the olden Emperor had shoved back to them their losses. He wished them to keep playing. Now, I considered this as the barons of Frankland began to murmur in their cups against me. I thereby took half of what I had cheated from them and gave it back to each. Their surprise turned into happy delight. They praised me as the most generous of men, and they realized that such a good fellow certainly couldn’t be using crooked dice. And that, is what I wanted them to think. I tell you this to let you know that I grew rich in Compiegne and to give you an idea of the wealth that freely flowed into the city.
“Unfortunately, Duke Hugh was not coming, so in council, the older counts and barons decided it was time to march. We departed Compiegne and headed north to Lotharingia. Because we lacked a leader, it was as a disorganized mob that we journeyed. By the Emperor’s leave, we collected the customary water, firewood, fodder and straw in this friendly territory. Because we lacked a stern leader, we took more that we should. We pillaged, I’m afraid. Each of us by law brought wine and flour, and grain and spelt for the warhorses, and of course all our arms, armor and tools for our carpenters and blacksmiths. We had clothes, much excess equipment and big tents such as you and I now sit in. We carted all this in our oxcarts, enough to last us three glorious months. Many brought cattle on the hoof and that added herders and their dogs. Perhaps fully half our host was composed of servants: the wagon-drivers, herdsmen, cooks, carpenters and blacksmiths. There was a nightly racket at the anvil and then groomsmen tacked horseshoes onto our steeds. In such a great herd of horse, many shoes wear out everyday. This baggage train trailed off into the distance, some days over four or five miles long. Like a worm, our host crawled, roughly ten miles a day, the pace of our oxen. Merchants also followed and so did camp followers: easy, most splendid women. Some soldiers became so caught up in the reverie that they sold their swords for more wine.”
Odo shook his head. “Surely Charlemagne had never gone to war like this.
“It rained in Lotharingia. The land turned soggy and foggy. Arguments arose as to the best route to Louvain. Some departed us for their chosen routes. Some straggled far behind. It was then that men began to consider toward whom it was that we marched. These were Northmen, hardened warriors who had harried our land for many a long year. Before twilight each night, debates arose as to the best way to defeat these raiders. Some were for trickery, others a foot slogging attack and others yet suggested that certainly the Northmen had built a fortress. Best, said those, to lay siege and starve the Danes into submission. What happened was this; we learned it from our scouts. The Danes had indeed built a burg, a great encampment of dirt and timber. They knew of our coming, had surrounded their burg with many horse-traps. Upon our arrival, they marshaled themselves into a host just within the woods of Louvain. They challenged us. They jeered. They asked us why we had come to seek them out when they would surely soon come and seek us!
“As I said, some of our barons said this and some said that. There was great debate in the council tent. Outside it, soldiers listened, sometimes shouting agreement or booing at a hated idea. It was no way to command an army. Even I knew that. We divided. We took up sides. Some barons collected under—bah, what does it matter now these names. Many barons and their men dismounted and marched for the woods on foot, arrayed in a phalanx of old. Some stayed a-horse. I listened to Robert, and he said that horsemen gained the true glory. I had no opinion one way or another, but I knew that my foot aches if I walk upon it too much or if the weather is wet. I remember riding with Robert as we rode away from the foot soldiers. They marched singing toward the Northmen in the woods. It was a fine sight and the banners waved proudly. We on our stallions followed Count Ragnold of Maine. We circled wide and then threaded into the forest. Our hope was to take the Danes in the rear and thus by surprise. It had sounded wise in the council tent, a clever stratagem. But in the damp forest, with heavy drops dripping on our heads, we ducked sodden branches and I think lost our way. Roots tangled the hooves of our stallions and often lightening-felled trees blocked the path. Then, while we were in the confines of that bleak world of wood, we heard a great and horrible yell, a bellow like a thousand demons might make. Ragnold urged us on. Robert and his friends shouted. We galloped and crashed through the branches, hewing our way. Finally, we came upon a scene of woe. The great army of Frankland streamed away in full retreat. They hurled aside their banners. Shields littered the ground as well as glittering blades. Horrible men mad as wolves howled and whirled mighty axes over their heads. They bounded like hounds after the Franks and with incredible sweeps of their axes detached heads from bodies. That was the first time I ever saw berserks. They are inhuman, the true children of Satan.
“How our army had been defeated in so short a time I do not know. Robert charged the Danes. It was an act of unusual courage. I hung back. The sight of defeat terrified me. Then Northmen appeared before us as if by witchcraft. Utter terror stole my wits. I fled back into the woods. I thought nothing then about my riches, the furs I had won or the silks and silver, the costly cups and heaps of gems. No, I fled as one who only yearned to save his skin. Life alone worried me. A root tripped my horse. The poor beast broke his neck against a tree, but I pitched into loam and escaped such an ignoble fate. As I lay in sick grief, I heard horns braying in mockery. They came; Northmen hunted. I rose up and fled again, and soon my foot grew swollen and I limped and the horns drew nearer. If you can believe this—I am very thin—I found a fox den hidden in tall grasses and near a great oak tree. I stared at that den in the dark earth. It beckoned in a supernatural manner. I thrust my head into that hole, sniffing. I could not smell the acrid odor of fox. It was an old den, and it was wider than many I’ve seen. Then a horn brayed again. It was dreadfully near and my foot, oh how it ached. I slithered into that den like a snake. Dirt squeezed my shoulders. I panted in fear. I shoved harder and dirt rained onto my hair and slid under my collar. It was horrifying and the air was close and tight. I crawled into the womb of the earth, certain that I was to be swallowed alive but preferring that than being captured by Northmen. It was a long tunnel. I crawled, wriggled and shoved myself deeper in as I blessed all the saints in Heaven that I was thin, so very skinny and sickly all my life. Any fat on any part of me and I’m certain there I would have lodged myself for life, a short and starving life. I came to the living quarters, and it was wider than the tunnel. Somehow, I squeezed myself around and freed my dagger. Deep in that dank den, I lay with my teeth bared and knife ready. I shook and trembled. My teeth chattered until I was afraid I might shatter my molars. Never, never, never had I known how truly frightened a man could be.”
Odo wore a haunted look, perhaps at the memory. He quaffed from his cup, and with the back of his hand wiped his lips.
“I lay there all day. The battle had begun in the morning. I heard Northmen prowling near. They laughed, bragged and herded pleading, begging Franks. Horns blew. Time crawled with infinite slowness. Once, a Northman stuck his head in the den. I knew because what little light shined darkened into nothing. They spoke, and their voices carried swiftly to me. A man shouted down. I lay still. They argued. I’m certain they saw the marks of my passing. A bow twanged, but the arrow could not negotiate the twists and turns as I had. Finally, they left. What Northman wished to crawl down there? I was certain that they had left a guard or a cunning trap. When night came, I slithered out of the fox den. I forced myself to move. Bravery didn’t bring me above ground, but an overwhelming need to empty my bowels. They had left no guard. I suppose they hadn’t cared enough about one lone Frank trapped deep in the Earth. Once I was out, I was horrified that I had dared crawl into it. I set out in the dark, stumbling for anywhere but back in the hole.
“The woods were damp. I was cold, hungry and filled with despair. I heard the roar of a great fire, and from a distance, I spied a sight that will forever burn in my memory. Men had been crammed into a great whicker cage and the cage hoisted into a great tree and under it, a fire lit. The hordes of drunken Northmen cheered and bellowed. Whether the pagans sacrificed them to Thor or Odin, I do not know, but the doomed ones howled and screamed such as men surely sing in hell. The noise sent me running. It was then, I believe, that the change first began.
“How frightened can a man become? I had feared all day in that fox den. I had trembled myself out of shaking. I had no more tears to give, or so I thought. As I ran—or shall I say rather that as I hobbled and hopped—something new entered my soul. At first, I wasn’t aware of it. Then I realized that I shook worse than ever, but this shaking was different from before. I had become… I’m not certain what it was I felt. It was something akin to anger. I had not yet gained real courage to be truly angry, but it was some kind of cousin to rage. Tears wet my cheeks, but these were no longer tears of shame and cowed fright. No, they were tears of frustration: that there was nothing I could do for the captive Franks. They were tears of impotence—my own, I’m afraid. I think that I vowed terrible things. Who can remember what he says during such a wicked emotion? I raved. Some of what I said I remember as if in a dream. I promised, I know not whom, that if I survived I would kill Northmen. I promised to learn how to fight, how to lead men. I pleaded with the night, or maybe God heard me. I swore that if I escaped I would make the heathens pay for burning Franks, for making me crawl into a pit of dank dirt. They had slain my father and probably my brother. Now I wanted Northman blood to soak into the dark loam. I wanted it as much as I had ever wanted a maiden. It became a consuming passion. It gave me strength I never knew I possessed.
“That night I hobbled and stumbled. In the fog of morning, I came upon horses. It was a small herd. Some had saddles, others bridles. They perked up at my appearance. I almost spooked them. I must have looked a sight, but I wooed that herd. With great patience, I coaxed them, until at last I put my hands on a fine stallion. He was braver than the others were. I stroked him and talked with him a long time before I led him to the others. I mounted and led six of those horses with me. One still had a sword strapped to its side.”
Count Odo rose from his bench. In silence, he stared into his memories. Finally, he regarded Peter and smiled faintly. “What more should I say? I straggled home as so many did and as so many did not. My brother and most of his friends had survived. Ah, my brother, he rejoiced and hugged me when again we met. He is a nobler, better man than I. His friends praised me. I appeared to them with my horses, found armor, sword and a small band of toughened survivors. A grizzled old veteran had schooled me on the trek home. He was no noble, no knight, but a man who had seen many wars, many battles. I had listened countless nights to his collected wisdom. I drank his words as a thirsty desert does rain. He died of his wounds soon thereafter. By feasting on his knowledge, I realized how weak and thin I was in the ways of war. I had become ravenous for this new food. Now—
Odo swiveled his head, staring at Peter. “Tell me, Brother, why do you think I have told you all this?”
“I’m not certain, milord,” Peter said. The sound of his own voice was strange to him.
“You and I are alike. We have both seen the Northmen burn. We have both escaped them. You took up an axe and chased them. I have taken up the sword. You wish back your maiden. I–” A dreadful smile twisted the Count’s face. “I have a maiden, and perhaps I will be forced to sacrifice her. For you see, there is something that Bishop Gozlin has that I dearly, most utterly must have. I think he will give it to me if I give him Judith.”
“Who is that, milord?”
“She is old Bishop Engelwin’s daughter. I love Judith, and in time, she shall love me. Can I dare give her up? Has my passion for…” The smile became bitter. “I want revenge. If I must move heaven and hell I will attempt it, just let me see the Danes howl in defeat. Let me see them bleed in a ditch and beg me to spare them. I will not spare them. I will slay every last one of them if it is ever in my power to do so.”
Peter would have crossed himself at such blasphemy, such ferociousness, but he feared the Count.
“Listen, Brother, I have a proposal. You want your woman. I will attempt her rescue if you will attempt a thing for me.”
“What thing is this, milord?”
“Bishop Gozlin has a book, De Re Militari. Have you ever heard of it?”
“I have, milord. It is an old treatise on war by a Roman author, by Vegetius.” Peter became thoughtful. “I believe Hrabanus Maurus wrote an abridged version. He retained only what was relevant to modern warfare.”
“Perhaps that is so. I have never heard of this Hrabanus. What I do know is that certain of Charlemagne’s commanders read and learned from this book. Copies survived. I know that Lothar II of Lotharingia received one and years later so did Charles the Bald. Gozlin was intimate with old King Charles, was often at his court and helped him in matters of high policy. I have learned that a copy was made of Charles’ copy. That copy is in Paris. I mean to read it. Better yet, I mean to have it.”
“I see,” Peter said.
“Not yet you don’t. You, Brother Peter, are a scribbler of rare talent. Would not Bishop Gozlin desire such a monk as you? I believe so. Our good Gozlin sends letters in a hundred directions. He is always in need of a talented penman. And if while in his good graces—”
“Milord,” Peter said in a rush, “I could not steal this book for you.” He trembled at his boldness, and he knew that the Devil tempts a man where he is weakest. Oh Willelda, sweet Willelda, how do you fare?
“I have said nothing about theft, brother. I want you to copy this book.”
“But, milord… copying takes time. And how could I gain access to the book?”
“You write well, and I suspect fast. You must pen the pages of Vegetius and feed them to me. I hunger for real knowledge of war. I have learned in my readings that the Romans were the masters of this bloody art. They conquered the world. Charlemagne was the greatest Frank, but he only faced half, maybe only a quarter of the foes the Romans defeated. I must have this book, brother.”
“But, but, milord, if you give Gozlin the girl…” Peter fell silent at the Count’s scowl.
“Do you wish me to damn myself?” Odo asked.
“No, milord,” Peter said.
“That is the price you’re asking me to pay.”
Peter was about to say the same thing for himself.
“Is it a sin to copy words?” asked the Count.
“Of course not, milord,” Peter said.
“I will save your woman, brother, if you do this thing for me. Even more, you will help save Paris, perhaps the kingdom itself. For I believe this host, the Great Pagan Army, means to sweep us away and install itself in our place. Do you wish for the pagans to slaughter Christians?”
“No.”
Count Odo limped around the table and gripped one of Peter’s hands. “Help me in this, brother. I beg you. The barons and counts of West Frankland tremble at the thought of Northmen. They hide in their castles, hoping the sea rovers will not sit outside their gates. Few dare to stir themselves and face this terrible menace. The one who does dare to stir—me—he is in sore need of the deadly knowledge of the Romans. Say yes, brother. Say yes and help me in my hour of trial.”
Peter swallowed painfully. He recalled Willelda slung over a Northman’s shoulder. He recalled her small fists beating his back. He recalled a sweet time in a hut… and the thought of Willelda in that raider’s cruel embrace—he nodded sharply. “I’ll help. But you must swear to help me.”
“Done,” the Count said. “Now listen closely, brother, here is how we shall do this thing.”
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Heming dragged his bruised and battered body toward a trickling stream. He clumped through cool forest shadows as squirrels chattered overhead. His ribs ached from the latest beating. With his tongue, he ever so slightly shifted his two front teeth. Fool! He darted his tongue away from his teeth. Let them settle. He was certain they had been looser yesterday. He prayed to Freyja they would not drop out. Oh, how he dreaded loosing teeth. Two hard blows to the face yesterday, from knuckled fists, had shattered his nose and almost knocked out the two front teeth.
He leaned over the stream and shuddered at what he saw: bruised and darkened flesh all about his face, puffy lips and blood-caked nostrils. The nose itself didn’t look crooked, but then it was still much too swollen to tell. He splashed cold water onto his nose and flinched at the pain. The terrible berserks slew him by inches. When they glowered his way or laughed at his expense, his bowels turned hollow and he dreaded that he might shit himself. He knew that they might beat him to death if he did that. They hated any hint of cowardice. They boasted and bragged all the time and expected him to do the same.
They hanged my father. He had nightmares about it. He remembered the way Ivar’s legs had kicked as they had hauled him higher and higher.
How he yearned them dead, but time with them had taught him how brutally strong they were, how swift, cruel and given to feats of battle. They weren’t ordinary warriors. Oh, he knew the oath he had given Ivar Hammerhand, a warrior among warriors, his own father. He knew it was his duty to avenge his father’s death. Yet against twelve, eleven of the most deadly fighters in the Great Army… no, it couldn’t be done. The beatings had taught him that he wasn’t made of the stuff of heroes. Nor did he have any luck.
He tested his nose and forced himself to splash more water onto it. As he did, lean Grimar strode up.
Grimar was the berserk who had tripped him in the apple orchard. The killer wore an old tattered wolf’s head for a cap. The beast’s eyes were dull and lifelessly black, the ears pricked upward and the snout hung over Grimar’s forehead. Grimar was fast. He sprinted fast, used a long wicked knife with lighting reflexes and joked fast. Unlike the other berserks—most of them were thick like bulls—Grimar had gaunt limbs, a narrow face and a thin cruel smile. He never used an axe, spear or sword, but always a razor-sharp dagger. “Killing is close work,” he said or, “killing is best done at kissing range.”
Grimar blew snot out his nose, squatted beside him and cupped water in his narrow hands, rubbing his face.
Heming kept still and silent.
Grimar glanced over. Heming flinched.
“Nay, Ivarsson. That’s no good.” Grimar scooped another handful of water, slurping it and then rubbed his face again. “A berserk mustn’t fear, or if he does he must hide it. Bjorn weighs you as the others play their little games. They test your mettle.”
Heming tested his two front teeth and quickly darted away his tongue.
“We are a brotherhood, Ivarsson, a band of heroes. Aye, you drank the dark mead and howled like a beast. The fury lies in you, but it is more than that. You must have courage and will and you must be tough and fearless.”
“Fearless?” Heming dared say. “Is that why three or four of you at a time attack me?”
Those thin lips broke into a grin. “I know the worth of my brothers, Ivarsson. Each was tested and forged into a deadly fighter. Each is a champion. But I don’t know your worth. I don’t know how tough you are.” Grimar spit into the stream. “Are you your father’s son or not?”
You bastard, thought Heming, although he kept his face impassive. You hanged my father.
There was shrewdness in Grimar the Knife. Cruel mirth twinkled in his eyes. “Are you afraid, Ivarsson, that we’ll hang you in the Odin Tree?”
Heming tried to remain impassive, but the threat loosened his bowels.
The smile left Grimar’s face. “Only brave men are hanged in the Odin Tree, Ivarsson. Only courageous men become berserks.” He rose, and Heming rose with him, trying to still his quaking knees. Grimar said softly, “Brave men do not let others beat them.”
“You expect me to fight three or four of you at a time?”
Those thin lips drew tight as Grimar pushed his face near. “I expect you to try, Ivarsson. Aye, that’s what we all expect.”
***
Heming pondered the advice, and he wondered if in the dead of night he could crawl where Bjorn slept, bash out his brains with a rock and then flee these madmen. His luck however was horrible. He didn’t trust his rotten luck.
They never approached villages, towns or Viking camps. They had no tents, only cloaks. The berserks wrapped themselves in their cloaks and slept as hounds curled in the dirt or on leaves. He found that some of them tracked as well, perhaps even better, than he did. At times, they murmured strange tales about kings and long-forgotten heroes. He came to understand that they viewed themselves as a privileged company of dedicated warriors. They had devoted their lives to battle and to Odin the Slayer. In many of the tales, berserks reproached kings for their cowardice. They took merciless vengeance—as Bjorn had done against his father. They challenged champions and even monsters. These horrible men kept alive old lore, ancient tales and fighting wisdom from the time of the great migrations when heroes had marched upon the mighty Roman Empire.
The next evening when four of them shoved him against a beech tree and began a beating, Heming shouted half in terror and half in memory of what they had done to his father. He fought back wildly, failing, shouting and praying silently to Freyja they didn’t bash his mouth again and knock out the two front teeth. He expected Bjorn to rap out orders and have him hanged in an Odin Tree. Instead, rock-hard fists smashed into his chest, gut and clipped him on the forehead and his right ear. He fell into a senseless heap and bit his lips to keep from groaning. When one of the front teeth moved, he roared with anguish and tried to rise and attack. They picked him up and pitched him into a stream. When he crawled out wet and terrified, a berserk shoved him. He almost curled into a ball and whimpered for mercy. The pain in his muscles, the twists to his joins and the ache in his jaw—he charged bellowing with his head down. A man tripped him and he crashed onto the dirt. They let him lie there as they jeered and spit on him. He struggled to rise. In his mind’s eye, he focused on Ivar Hammerhand swinging in the Odin Tree. “Bastards, you bastards,” he mumbled past mangled lips. Then he collapsed as nausea overwhelmed him.
The next three days they left him alone. Moving hurt. A front tooth fell out. Heming raged at that and swore dire oaths against them. The other tooth’s roots stiffened and held its place. He had headaches. Oh, his head pounded. He realized now that he had to become harder than they were, tougher, faster and more cunning. He must trick them. Yes, he would trick them, become a master of guile and then if he gained any kind of luck—
“I will serve the god who gives me luck,” he vowed.
The fourth night they piled branches into a great heap. When the moon rose, Bjorn hurled a torch upon it. The flame spread and soon writhed madly. Heming stared mesmerized at the fire.
Bjorn lifted a leathern jug with an image stitched on the side of Sleipnir, Odin’s eight-legged horse. (Grimar said it was the symbol of four men carrying a dead man’s bier.)  The stitched horse had a terrible red eye, a tiny stone embedded in the leather. Bjorn called out to Odin and swilled from the jug. Then he tossed the mead to Grimar. One by one, the company guzzled and shed their garments, raised spears and axes and danced before the flames. They roared songs about Odin and legendary kings. They grew frenzied and sweaty so their faces shone in the firelight.
Heming crouched to the side. He wanted them dead, but wasn’t yet warrior enough to do it. Would such a day ever come? Then a hand crashed onto his neck and lifted him to his feet. Bjorn breathed heady fumes. That strange wide face leered. Those small beady eyes bored into him.
“Watch, Ivarsson. You must learn.”
A nearby berserk contorted his slick face. Firelight glimmered from the sweat caught in his beard. One eyebrow went down and the other shot up. He reversed their positions and made terrible grimaces as he hunched his shoulders. The berserk shivered, groaned and began to foam at the mouth. Then those vacant eyes locked onto Heming. It was like peering into a whirlpool. The man was like a troll, a monster out of dark legends.
Bjorn jerked Heming out of the berserk’s sight and pointed at a boulder.
The foaming berserk howled, spraying spit. The boulder was obviously too big to lift, but the berserk ran at it and wrapped his heavy arms around stone. He heaved. His thigh muscles quivered. Sweat poured off his skin as his muscles rose like cables. He straightened his legs and lifted the stone out of the earth so dirt dribbled from the exposed bottom. Another berserk charged a tree. Wood chips flew as his axe-blows thudded in a responding rhythm.
“Odin long ago won the mead of inspiration,” slurred Bjorn. He kept hold of Heming’s collar while resting a forearm on his shoulder. “Suttung the giant had stolen the mead from its guardian dwarfs.”
Around them howling berserks lifted boulders, wrestled with trees or bounded swiftly into the forest like deer.
“The mead was made from Kvasir’s blood, a wise giant from the beginning of Creation. The dwarfs had mixed Kvasir’s blood with honey and brewed it. The mead Suttung stole and this mead Odin journeyed forth to win. He tricked the giant’s brother, who bored a hole into the mountain where Suttung stored the wonderful drink. Odin the shape-changer slithered through the hole as a serpent. Inside the mountain was Suttung’s daughter. For three nights, Odin slept with her, pleasuring the daughter as only the god of ecstasy can. In payment for the three nights, he asked for three sips of mead. She agreed. In three swallows, Odin drank it all. Then he changed into an eagle and flew to Asgard. There he spit the mead into a vessel before Suttung, also in eagle form, could capture him. Odin gives this mead to skalds, intoxicating them so they can form matchless verse. And this is the mead he gives to berserks, addling our minds and robbing us of weakness.”
Bjorn shook Heming. “You slink here and there and watch us with your scheming eyes. Who doesn’t understand that like a wretch you would grab a sword or spear and stab us from behind?”
Heming shook his head. (A man of guile practiced lies.)
“A liar and a coward!” roared Bjorn. “You are doubly damned.” Those drunken eyes blazed, and as Bjorn held him with one hand, the huge berserk used the other to grope for his dagger.
Heming shouted and ripped himself free. They were all mad. He dove at an axe in the dirt. His fingers curled around the haft. I would have killed them, father. I wanted vengeance. I really did. The fear roiled in his belly and made him sick. Heming bellowed to drown out the terror, rolled, leaped up and spun around.
Bjorn grinned. “So,” he said, drunk slowly. “The pup has fangs, but do you have balls?”
Heming licked his lips. Bjorn hadn’t drawn his knife—yet.
“Set down the axe,” rumbled Bjorn, “and you will live. Or do you truly wish to hang from the Odin Tree?”
The bestial howls all around him raised Heming’s nape hairs. He was sick of his terror, sick of this torture and mockery. He charged as he shouted. He swung at the grin, at all those big teeth. The world spun. Heming thudded onto his back. His breath whooshed out of him, and the axe flew away as Bjorn loomed over him.
“You do have courage. Good. I can do nothing with a coward. Remember: fight with your manhood and not with your cunning. Do you understand?”
Heming couldn’t even breathe. How had Bjorn done that?
“Do you understand?” roared Bjorn.
“Yes,” Heming whispered.
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Heming passed the courage test. His first test had been gaining the fury the night they hanged his father. The training now began in earnest. Grimar tied a sack of iron onto his back. To its clack and clank, Heming trotted through the forest. As he dodged branches and avoided hidden roots, Grimar loped beside him and pointed out features and creatures. He showed him how berserks of old had defeated foes lost in the woods.
When the others rested, Bjorn taught him the axe. His father had also taught him and Ivar Hammerhand had been a master. Bjorn was a wizard.
There were three types. The skeggox or ‘bearded axe’ had a blade on one side and a spike on the other. There was also the hand axe, a farmer’s tool, which was really a hatchet. Lastly, there was the breidox, the ‘broad axe.’  It was a two-handed instrument of death, with a crescent edge of sharp steel welded onto the wedge of iron. Warriors gave swords noble names, but broad axes received the names of she-trolls.
The broad axe’s power and terror was the whirling overhead swing. A skilled blow could cut the head off a horse or sheer through a rider’s helmet and skull. Such a blow, however, should it miss, left its wielder open to counterattack. The broad-axe man bore no shield. His weapon and its assault was his protection. The broad axe needed room to wield, however. It was not a weapon meant for warriors standing shoulder-to-shoulder, but for an axe man standing free. One trick was the feint: the battle cry given, the shoulders twisted and the war whoop of victory sounded, but the axe never moved. It remained ready. The feint, when it worked, drew a cautious foe out from behind his shield. When the foe attacked, then the broad axe struck. There was the one-armed loop: a dangerous swing that whipped around a defender’s shield and cut the enemy’s shield-arm or shoulder. A low, sweeping blow cut out a man’s feet. A counter to that was a tremendous leap over the whirling blade and a downward stroke upon the foe’s head.
Bjorn taught him how to cant his wrists just so, twist his torso faster and deliver the axe with storm giant power. Under Bjorn’s critical eye, he hammered tree trunks and sheared through saplings until his wrists and shoulders ached. At night, his thighs throbbed and he ate like a hog. As he shivered asleep on dirt, Bjorn sat beside him and rumbled heroic tales. When he awoke, Bjorn still sat there, finishing a story whose beginning Heming sometimes remembered from his dreams.
A week passed, two, three.
In the middle of weapon’s-training one cloudy afternoon, as Bjorn taught him how to deflect a whirling blow with the handle of his axe, the huge berserk stepped back and hammered his weapon against a birch tree. He indicated that Heming should do likewise and then turned away, presenting his back. Heming hesitated only a moment. (The desire to sink the sharp edge between Bjorn’s shoulder blades was strong.)  Instead, he chopped his axe beside Bjorn’s weapon. When he attacked again, it would be at his choosing and not their prodding. He had grown wary and cunning, he told himself. Bjorn grinned over his shoulder, and Heming had the uncomfortable feeling that the champion had read his thoughts.
“Do you know how the ancient Romans trained a leopard to fight in their arenas?”
Bjorn had spoken before about the Roman games. It was old lore, a treasure from the past. It seemed odd that such a giant with a low sloping forehead and beady eyes should know so much. The knowledge came, he said, from berserks of old who had fought in companies against the dread legions and passed down from generation to generation this hard-won lore.
“It is said that the Romans had wise animal trainers,” began Bjorn. “They only used an aggressive cub. As it grew, a trainer played with it. Whenever it swatted, the man fell down, feigning injury. Later the trainer wore a leather coat hooked with strings of bloody meat. The cub learned to attack and eat the meat as if from flesh. Later they fed the half-grown cubs abandoned babies. In this way, the beast learned to relish man-flesh. After a time, the trainers bought old slaves, knocked out their teeth and broke their arms. In a pit, the half-grown cub killed and ate these helpless slaves. As the cub grew into a young male, the trainers sent in heartier slaves and then a slave with a good arm. Now, however, the leopard had grown cunning in the ways of men and his taste for such flesh had become keen. Soon during the fights handlers shouted from the sides, or with polished metal, they flashed sunlight into the leopard’s eyes. In time, cudgel-armed slaves faced the beast. A gladiator with a spear stood behind this armed slave. If the slave proved too tough for the leopard, the gladiator jabbed a leg or torso, crippling the slave and once again, the beast knew victory. At last, they let the man-slaying leopard into the great arena of Rome. Crowds roared like thunder and the white sand sparkled like the sun, but the leopard had long ago become accustomed to manmade noises and flashes of light. He stalked into the middle of the arena, while the wild, untrained beasts slunk along the shadowy sides. When a sword-armed wretch faced him, the leopard knew courage and cunning, dodged the swings and slew the man to the roar of the crowds. In such a fashion the Romans turned a beast into a warrior.”
I am the leopard cub, Heming told himself. That’s what he’s saying. Yet how hard could berserk fighting be? Swing an axe and go mad with fury during battle.
The next day instead of the sack of iron, Grimar handed him his broad axe. Four berserks joined them as they threaded into the forest. By custom, they went single file, Grimar in the lead. He was indeed like a wolf and squeezed between thickly grown branches and thickets. For a time they padded along a deer run, then lapped from a stream and paused once as Grimar lifted a torn piece of cloth from a branch. He motioned for silence and passed back the cloth. Each berserk whispered, “Franks,” as he handed the cloth to the man behind him.
Heming tightened his grip around the haft of his she-troll. The weeks in the forest had accustomed him to its sounds: the whistling robins, the angry squirrels and bigger creature like deer or wild pigs rustling through the thickets. Now he heard something strange and foreign: childish laughter, giggles, screaming girls playing tag. His heart grew heavy as the berserks grinned at one another and readied spear or sword. Grimar slid ahead and out of sight and soon made owlish hoots.
When Heming saw him again, Grimar was crouched behind a bush. The berserk patted the ground. Reluctantly, Heming crawled to his side. The lean berserk grinned and then eased back a branch. In a forest clearing were five huts made of interwoven branches smeared and caked with clay. Children ran around them. The Frankish women, old hags, sat in the dirt as they carded wool or stitched torn tunics.
“Who are they?” Heming whispered.
“Fools seeking sanctuary in the depths of the forest,” Grimar whispered. “It’s an old peasant trick. But today their luck has run out.”
The back of Heming’s throat burned as the four other berserks sidled around them. Their eyes shone with bloodlust. He had seen it before in hunting hounds, the straining eagerness before a kill. It wouldn’t have surprised him if these four had whined and scratched the dirt like dogs. He found them more terrifying than ever, bestial in ways he hadn’t understood before.
“You will lead the charge,” Grimar whispered.
“We’re taking them captive?” asked Heming.
A berserk grunted in amusement.
“We will slaughter them,” Grimar said.
Heming blinked in confusion as his palms turned sweaty. A vile taste entered his mouth. “But they’re only women and children.”
“Blades grow rusty that are not continually whetted with blood,” quoted Grimar.
Heming wiped his forehead. He had never slain a man, never mind a woman or child. He was a good hunter, had provided back home with deer meat, hare, duck and once helped slay a boar. He swallowed hard. Could he rush into this clearing and chop his axe, his she-troll into those giggling children, into those old Frank hags? He lurched to his feet and staggered past the four berserks. He stumbled away from the clearing and deeper into the forest until he leaned against a maple tree. He panted, with his breath short, his heart hammering. He kept shaking his head. No, no, he wasn’t a child slayer. This was monstrous, wrong.
He flinched as Grimar laid a hand on his shoulder. He whirled around. The four berserk watched. They glowered and frowned. His palms became slicker. They weren’t men, but beasts, creatures of Odin. Did they want to butcher these harmless folk?
Grimar pushed him away from the four and then pushed him down onto a mossy rock. The lean berserk squatted beside him as he shrugged a leather strap off his shoulder and uncorked a jug. He tilted his head, swigged and then passed the jug to Heming. Heming sniffed. It wasn’t the berserkergang brew. It was regular ale. He drank; sucked air and then greedily drank more. As the alcoholic fumes settled his brain, the roiling in his stomach settled and his hands quit shaking.
“You can’t really mean that we’re supposed to kill them,” Heming said. “There’s no reason for such a thing.”
Grimar shrugged and took the jug, swilling again. “Running is thirsty work, yes?”
Heming nodded, taking the jug. Madness, this was madness. Somehow, he must trick these terrible men. How could he? He was deep in the Frankish forests, without a friend and companioned with his father’s killers. He swilled ale. Every swallow meant one instant of relief, of not having to consider his plight.
Grimar and he traded the jug back and forth, and in time, the problem no longer loomed so breathlessly. There was screaming in the distance, sobbing and children’s pleas, but those didn’t last long. Later, a bird trilled. It made Heming smile.
Perhaps Grimar noticed. “Walk with me, Ivarsson.”
Heming heaved himself up and stumbled with Grimar toward the glade.
“Do we have to go there?” slurred Heming.
Grimar shrugged, saying, “Why not?”
Heming concentrated and finally shrugged, staggering, letting Grimar steady him. There was no evidence of the four.
Grimar paused at the bush and drew two daggers, wickedly sharp knives. “Take a peek into the clearing,” he suggested.
Heming blinked owlishly, yanked aside a branch and started in shock. Mangled little bodies, bloody bodies, lay all about. There wasn’t any movement, just corpses. Then he noticed an old woman rocking back and forth as she sat on a stool. She held out her hands and moaned as tears flowed down her wrinkled face. She had glazed eyes and her mouth was slackly open. Behind her, by the huts, the four berserks crouched as they traded a jug. They seemed impervious to the dead and impervious to the old woman.
“They didn’t kill her,” Heming said.
Grimar smiled and with a dagger poked him ever so gently in the stomach. “You’ve trained hard these past weeks, eh? You’ve learned the axe and learned how to run like a deer. You took your beatings and finally fought back. Your father was a stout warrior, a lucky man in his day. Your blood is that of a chieftain, a hero maybe, but you’ve never killed. You’ve never drawn blood. Do you think that Bjorn will train a berserk who fears to shed blood? Do you think that you’ll ever leave this forest alive if you cannot slay your enemies?”
The vile taste reentered Heming’s mouth, but it wasn’t as horrible as before. His lips and tongue were too numb for that. “Women are my enemies?” he asked.
“Heming, Heming,” Grimar said. “There are tests and there are tests. You have entered our company. You have drunk the sacred mead of Odin. You are become hardened, but such toughening isn’t only physical. Your spirit must become one with the Lord of the Dead.”
“Slaughtering children is a test?”
The friendliness departed Grimar’s eyes. Ever so gently, he prodded Heming’s stomach with the tip of his dagger. “Odin shows himself to his chosen. Those chosen know resounding victory, the death of their foes, but the Slayer doesn’t reveal himself to the squeamish, only to those who revel in butchery. You stand at the threshold, Heming. Cross over and become unbeatable. Isn’t that what you desire?”
The words were like fog. Heming had trouble focusing. He clutched his she-troll with manic strength, wondering if he might impress the haft with his handprint. The Frank hag was a dead woman one way or another. Did it matter if he slew her or if Grimar did it?
I do this for vengeance, which I am oath-bound before the gods to achieve. I do this so that someday I may hang Bjorn in the Odin Tree.
Heming began trembling, and then with an inarticulate howl he burst through the bush and charged the keening woman. She never even looked up. Afterwards he stumbled away, dropped to his knees and vomited as tears of shame and something indefinable leaked from his eyes.
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Heming forced himself to stare into those small, dark eyes. He refused to flinch, look away or even blink as he gazed into the depths of evil. Gnarled trees pressed around them and the air was close, almost dense. Bjorn filled the space with his mammoth bulk and rabid presence. He breathed heavily like a beast and radiated a rank stench. Rancid grease matted his garments from where he had wiped his hands.
It had been two days since the old woman’s death.
“Blood, Heming, blood is one of Odin’s demands.” Bjorn spoke with certainty, with utter conviction, leaning too close and spewing his dog-like breath as he rumbled in his low voice. “It is Odin’s delight to set kings a-warring, to weave dooms upon the mighty and thus fill his great hall, his skalli with heroes. You have heard the skalli’s name. Valhalla. It has many doors, Heming. Many valiant champions sit among the benches. Shields and byrnies hang on the walls. The wolf and eagle haunt it. Every day the warriors in Valhalla fight. They swing axes and swords and stab with spears. At night, the slain arise and reenter the hall with the others. There the warriors feast on pork from a boar whose flesh never gives out. They swill mead, feast, laugh and begin the next morn to war anew. The names of these champions are the einherjar. 
“Odin knows that doom for both man and god approaches. Ragnarok, the Last Battle, will occur some frightful day. Then the sons of Muspell—it is a fiery land—will ride across the rainbow bridge Bifrost and lay siege to Asgard. Bifrost will shatter under the weight of that terrible host, and storm and frost giants will war against the gods. Then Heimdall shall sound the great horn and the gods will ride forth to do battle. It is then that Odin will summon the champions of Valhalla, the einherjar, to fight with him. They are doomed, Heming, as the gods are doomed, as man is doomed. The warriors of Valhalla will fall with Odin. Thor will fall and so will Frey. First, they will slay uncountable numbers of giants and monsters like the Fenris wolf and Garm the hound. Surt of Muspell alone will stand on that day and fling fire across Heaven and Earth, bringing everything down to chaos and destruction.”
Bjorn shifted his massive lower jaw as he squinted thoughtfully. “Doom in the end for all, but a hero faces it with laughter, with scorn. I may die, but I will go unbowed. I will call no man my master, no man my better.” The huge berserk drew a deep breath. His wide nostrils flared. “Odin chooses warriors for his hall, Heming. Sometimes, too, he grants gifts to those who follow him, but you must beware the God of the Dead. You must accept his gifts with eyes wide open. Consider King Harald War-tooth. Odin came to him one day in the guise of an old, one-eyed man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. He promised the War-tooth victory in battle if he would sacrifice to him all those he slew with his sword. King Harald readily agreed, and for years, he won, and for years, he hanged the slain in groves dedicated to Odin. He burned their byrnies, bent their swords and left them in heaps as trophies to the one-eyed god. But the gray wolf watches the abode of the gods. The Fenris wolf howls and lusts to begin Ragnarok. Odin, always wishing to fill his hall with strong warriors, brought strife between King Harald and his ally King Hring. A war broke out, and in their chariots, the two kings went to battle. Odin in disguise took the place of King Harald’s charioteer. The War-tooth understood what that meant, but he begged for one more victory. Odin threw him out of the chariot and King Harald was pierced by his own sword and died, and therein awoke that night in Valhalla to the shouts of the feasters.
“This is the moral, Heming. Odin will grant you victory—for a time, but in the end, the Lord of the Dead withdraws his favors. He does so because he needs his einherjar in Valhalla. For a season, the berserk shouts, roars and puts upon his foe fetters of panic. Yet the day comes when each of us will know panic or hesitate that fatal moment. That day you must laugh, Heming. You must meet your doom with valor.”
Heming spoke not. He stared into those beady eyes, those hot orbs filled with fanatical fires. Gods, wolves and days of doom… he was sick at heart over the butchery of an old woman and a glade littered with little dead children. He needed ale, a good strong drink. Befuddled thoughts were best these days.
“Do you understand?” rumbled Bjorn.
Heming stretched his lips in a parody of a grin. Whatever it took—he wanted vengeance. He yearned to feel the hanging rope quiver in his hands as Bjorn gasped and kicked as Ivar Hammerhand had. To haul on that rope and laugh… He stared into those beady eyes, meeting the evil there with his glare.
“I believe you do understand,” Bjorn said. “Good. Grimar had found a party of serfs. You will join him and battle those forest sulkers. A few have sickles and others clubs. Afterwards… afterwards we shall talk again. Now go, Heming, go and kill and learn the joy of shedding blood.”
***
Autumn drew apace as the Great Army spread like the plague on either side of the Seine and several of its tributaries. The Vikings collected plunder. Soon, Bjorn said, the warbands would reunite. Sigfred planned to take the host all the way up the Seine, perhaps into virgin Burgundy.
Bjorn and Heming squatted in the woods. A wolf snarled nearby, but since Bjorn ignored it so did Heming. He found it easier to ignore as he drank looted beer from a flask.
“Not all berserks are alike,” Bjorn said. “Some are touched by Odin, some are consumed. Some must always drink the mead before the fury is unleashed. Some may bring it upon themselves on the battlefield as they bite their shields and rake their fingernails across their faces, making blood spurt from the furrows. In some, the fury always bubbles near the surface. They are the most terrible. Even during the fury, berserks differ. In those the fury has been longest… those are strong beyond reckoning. In some seem to dwell a singular power of Odin, almost a spirit or Valkyrie unborn in them. They are possessed most deeply.”
“What the Christians call demonism?” asked Heming.
Bjorn closed his huge hand. “What do I care what the Christians say? Their priests wear robes like women and shriek at the sight of us. We, the favored sons of Odin, stride with death in one hand and glory in the other.” Bjorn scratched at fleas in his hairy chest, catching one and squeezing it between his fingers.
“There are many kinds of berserks. In practice, there are only two. I am the first kind. I am bigger than most men are, larger, stronger and heavier. I wade into battle. I rise up and give mighty buffets. Men liken me to a bear. I am that kind of berserk. I fight as a bear fights, by the power of my blows, by my strength. The second sort of berserk is fast, fleet of foot, with blows that fall like lightning. He is strong, of course, when the fury is upon him, and yet he fights as much by speed as he does by strength. He darts in, slashes, and jumps back. He dodges, weaves and—” Bjorn snapped his fingers. “A foe is laid open before he even knew to be aware. That berserk fights as a wolf. Such a berserk is Grimar, lean, long and quick. You are like him, Ivarsson. Your father, if Odin had called him, would have been a bear-shirt. Grimar is a wolf-shirt, Ulfhednar. Some think the ulfhednar become wolves, so great is the fury of Odin upon them. Trust your speed over your strength, just as I trust to my strength over my speed.”
Heming listened keenly.
“You wear rags, Ivarsson. It is time you won new garments.”
Heming reached for his axe.
“Leave it,” Bjorn said. He held out a knife. “With this you will slay your coat. Then you must cut out the heart, eat it and drink its blood. Thereby you will gain wolf cunning, wolf speed and rage. Rise up and kill, Ivarsson. It is time to become Ulfhednar.”
***
They had tied the wolf’s hind leg to a tree. He snarled, bared his fangs and his hackles rose as Heming inched toward him.
“You must rush in!” cried a berserk.
“Hush,” Bjorn said. “This is his kill. He must do it as Odin wills.”
Sweat slicked Heming’s palm. The knife felt slippery in his grip. Those fangs gleamed and the beast snarled and snapped. Heming crept forward. Then he lunged and tried to grab a fistful of fur. The wolf was quicker than he expected. It leaped away. Heming stumbled. The wolf leaped in. Teeth ripped his cheek. Heming howled and thrust deep. The wolf whimpered. Heming roared, picked up the creature and slamming it bodily against the tree. It snarled again, and the two of them bit and clawed until Heming shoved his forearm deep into the wolf’s jaws. It bit down, but Heming kept his arm wedged against the wolf’s jaws as he gasped the hilt, drew and plunged the knife repeatedly.
…When the wolf died, and as the berserks closed in, Heming panted, dripped blood and sawed into the warm creature. His face felt afire and his left forearm was numb. He tore out the pulsating heart. It quivered in his hand, so wet and slippery and so hot. He wasn’t sure what he felt: crazy, euphoric to be alive, joyous at victory. He sank his teeth into the warm flesh and ripped off a hunk. He almost gagged. He chewed, swallowed and amazed himself by taking another bite. He felt faint, nauseous and yet—he slurped the beast’s blood and took a third tear out of its wet heart. He laughed. He felt different, giddy, as if the power of the creature, this beast, entered him and swelled his limbs, his chest with strength.
The berserks around him shouted and raised their weapons.
“He is Ulfhednar!”
“He is a wolfcoat!”
“Odin has favored him with a beauty scar!”
Berserks laughed.
“He is one of us,” Grimar said.
Heming swayed, and he threw back his head and howled. Did he do it to please them or did he truly exude in his victory. He didn’t know, and howled a second time, no longer caring about reasons.
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Peter’s second attempt at rescuing Willelda came after a week of reaching Paris. The city was in turmoil. Fleeing serfs entered the gates as if they had reached the New Jerusalem of God. The Bishop’s men organized these wandering souls and put them to work building walls or digging ditches. More and more people piled into Paris. Women wailed over those who had perished. Some men stared glumly into oblivion or bartered their last possessions for strong ale. Numbers increased until many slept in the streets or huddled under the walls. Finally, the Bishop issued a proclamation, and his men sent the weak, sick and useless south towards Tours. The rest toiled like ants, and some of those scurried elsewhere.
Guilt tormented Peter. Anguish ate at his soul. In the dark of night, he envisioned Willelda raped and ravished by Northmen. He almost heard her cries and believed she called for him to rescue her. He spoke with the Count.
“Soon, soon,” the Count said. “Now isn’t yet the moment. I have spoken with the Bishop, however, concerning you. He will interview you and see if there is a place in his scriptorium. Then you will smuggle the book and begin copying.”
Peter prayed on his knees that entire night. He suspected Count Odo’s word concerning Willelda. So he begged God for aid, he begged Jesus Christ and His mother Mary, and he begged Saint Genevieve, Saint Germain and Saint Martin. In the morning, not realizing he looked wild-eyed and crazed, he sought tough, desperate men on the streets. He meant to rescue Willelda himself, and in three days, he found seven others with similar desires for their kith and kin.
They slipped out of Paris two nights later, armed in a desultory fashion with knives, clubs and sharp sticks. Peter bore his axe and by his fervency and superior rank led them. He bid them pray for God’s aid, and each night he crept alone to pray as the Lord Jesus had in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of His betrayal. Thus, Peter survived the Northmen’s ambush on the fourth morning. Instead of constant and fervent prayer like Jesus, he had fallen asleep like Peter, James and John. He heard shrieks and unholy screams and believed that he dreamed of that awful night at the abbey. Then he bounded to his feet, bewildered and confused and in the midst of a forest. He finally grabbed his axe and crawled wormlike toward the others, but his caution and terror made it such a slow creep that by the time he reached the glade the Northmen had departed.
None of the party lived. The blood and gore splattered on the trees made Peter sick. He violently shook, and he realized that his sins had slaughtered these poor fellows. Somehow, he had to win God’s favor. If he were to rescue Willelda, or see her rescued, he had to devise some other plan then tramping through the woods. Why would God help a fornicator?
Could he trust Count Odo to keep his word? He didn’t know, but he surely didn’t want to lead any more men to slaughter. Thus, he picked up his axe and stumbled back to Paris, sick at what Willelda must be enduring.
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The abbey’s subterranean cellar was cold, damp and full of bulky wine casks. In the midst of them and in a circle of dim, flickering light Peter hunched on a stool, with a slanted board perched on his knees. He rubbed bleary eyes, dipped his quill into ink and scratched across the parchment. The words didn’t march in a straight line but slanted downward, and letters blotted. He was too tired, too cold and it was midnight. Nevertheless, he wrote:
It is asserted by those who have made the profession their study that an army is exposed to more danger on marches than in battles. In an engagement the men are properly armed, they see their enemies before them and come prepared to fight. But on a march the soldier is less on his guard, has not his arms always ready and is thrown into disorder by a sudden attack or ambuscade. A general, therefore, cannot be too careful and diligent in taking necessary precautions to prevent a surprise on the march and in making proper dispositions to repulse the enemy, in case of such accident, without loss.
Peter wiped the tip, set down the quill and laid aside the Bishop’s De Re Militari. At intermittent times, he had slaved in this dank cellar. Fear of discovery had given him stomach cramps, and after weeks of constant letter writing and copying books, his fingers ached. Tonight, his vision refused to focus.
He touched the military book. Several key lines had lodged in his mind. He, therefore, who aspires to peace should prepare for war. Frankland might have peace if it waged war better than the Northmen. Another line was, Victory in war does not depend entirely upon numbers or mere courage; only skill and discipline will insure it. His favorite was, Few men are born brave; many become so through care and force of discipline.
He yawned so wide that his jaw popped. It startled him. He scowled. Just sitting here was a foolish waste of time. He must either write or retire. Yet to hand the Count a mere paragraph… He drew a breath and by the oil lamp’s wick squinted at the next page. He scratched:
In the first place, he should have an exact description of the country that is the seat of war, in which the distances of places specified by the number of miles, the nature of the roads, the shortest routes, by-roads…
***
In the gray light of morning, Peter hurried through the slushy, narrow streets. Dark clouds billowed in the late October sky, while wind banged a shutter and a pig squealed as a man booted it out of his way.
Paris had shrunk since Roman times and returned to its muddy roots. The heart of the ‘city’ was the mid-stream isle: the Ill de la Cite. Until a month ago, there had been fishermen shanties near the west shore. A wall stood there now. The isle was a thousand strides by two hundred, and crowded with timber buildings built alongside the Roman remains. Many of the Bishop’s vassals lived here. There were also granaries and storehouses for wheat, barley, rye, ham, wine and untold gallons of beer. There was a cathedral and the Church of Saint Etienne, built on the holy ground of Notre-Dame over four hundred years ago in the time of Clovis I. He had made Paris his capital in 506. In the late 700’s, Charlemagne had moved the capital to Aachen in East Frankland. Since then the city had fared badly. On March 28, 845, forty years ago, Ragnar Hairy-Breeches had sacked it. Repairs began the day he sailed away. The present Bishop had a mint for coining deniers, and a market square where serfs brought their goods. Two main bridges linked the isle with the two banks. There was also a smaller, third bridge at the northwest end of the isle.
The larger north section of the city held merchant-houses, butcher-yards, smithies and taverns, and a multitude of serf and slaves’ huts. Beyond the Merchant Quarter’s land-walls were four roads. Each road or trail entered the vast forest that lined the northern edge of Paris’s soggy ground. The smaller south city (South Town) held a sliver of homes and more Church granaries. Outside the southern walls and on higher ground stood the abbeys of Saint Genevieve and Saint-Germain-des-Pres, two of the holiest shrines in Frankland and two of the richest.
Peter sidestepped the rush of hogs—lean, hairy beasts—as they snorted and shuffled past. The smallest had a ripped ear, with trickles of blood. The pigs constantly fought. The owners of these hogs penned them in at night and let him out at daybreak. The beasts scoured the crowded city in search of refuge and offal to devour.
A raindrop plunked Peter’s nose while another struck his ear. He threw up his hood and tucked the parchments deeper into his sleeve.
By the rules of Saint Benedict, monks weren’t supposed to go anywhere alone. Fortunately, monks and priests overran Paris. Men of God overran most of Frankland’s towns. Trade had long ago dwindled. The populations (as considered from Roman times) had greatly fallen; most people had to eke out an existence as serfs, tilling the soil for food. The counts, barons and their retainers, descendants of the barbarians who had overrun the old Roman Empire, preferred their rude country estates to city life. Thus, the only authority and reason for the towns resided in the Church. In Roman times, the center of a diocese, the place where a bishop or archbishop lived and oversaw his church flocks, had been in the major towns. Thus, as the merchants, craftsmen and governors exited the urban sites (most became serfs) it left the Churchmen and those who kept them fed, clothed and protected.
In these terrible times, the Church was the most structured and disciplined body, its priests the most dedicated and educated people. The barons of Frankland gave lip service to the empire and had then proceeded to carve out for themselves their own private domains. They were secure in the might of their armed retainers. They knew that the Carolingian kings had neither the ability nor the means to rein them into line. Ever since the middle-half of Louis the Pious’ reign (he had been Charlemagne’s son) the Carolingian offspring had squabbled and committed armed strife as each tried to wrest a section of the empire for his own. Thus, they begat the murderous civil wars. As each Carolingian vied for power, he had courted and pampered the barons whose knights he needed in his army.
Peter lowered his head as the clouds rumbled. A door banged open. Men stumbled out. They held mallets and shovels, and grumbled as they peered at the sky and then trudged off.
Peter didn’t see the man who grabbed him by the elbow. He struggled, and the parchments plopped into a puddle. Peter cried out, wrenched his arm free and plucked the parchments out of the water, shaking them and rubbing them against his habit.
A familiar chuckle whipped up his head. Black teeth showed in a nasty leer.
“Lupus!”
The stocky Lotharingian wore an oiled leather cloak and hat. Raindrops pooled on his shoulders and ran in beads until they dripped from his cloak. He was no longer barefoot, but wore rough sandals, with the straps wound around his leggings. Lupus pulled him under a wooden portico and onto a split-board walkway.
“Lupus, what—”
“Have you been trying to avoid me?”
“What? Certainly not,” Peter said.
“I left word at the abbey. Didn’t they tell you?”
“Yes, of course. I meant to locate you. It’s simply—”
“You’re a liar, Irish. You’ve been avoiding me.” Lupus spit into the muddy street. “Do you know they have me building their damn walls?”
“Please. You mustn’t curse when you’re talking to me.”
Lupus laughed and jabbed a thick finger into Peter’s ribs. “The sorcerer is telling me not to curse. I like that.”
Peter glanced about. The wooden house… it had been converted into a barracks, if he recalled correctly. It had belonged to old Count Welf. A sodden serf across the street pricked his oxen with a goad. The two-wheeled cart squelched through the mud as it carried stones. Between them, Odo and Gozlin had 200 real fighting men, much too few against the thousands in the Great Pagan Army, thus, the desperate need for strong walls.
“I wish you would keep your opinions to yourself,” Peter whispered.
“I bet you do, and that’s what I want to talk to you about.”
Peter rolled the parchments and slipped them into his sleeve. “I really must go. I have an important errand.”
Lupus gripped his elbow. “You’d better listen to me first…” He leaned near and breathed in an onion-ale odor: “Sorcerer.”
Peter hesitated. He didn’t like the Lotharingian’s leer, the superstitious foolishness. “I’m listening.”
“I ain’t a wall builder, and I ain’t any fool. Paris is going to fall sooner than later. We both know that.”
“Bishop Gozlin feels otherwise.”
“Maybe, but that don’t mean damn. He’ll soon lie in the gutter with his guts ripped out same as everyone else. Trouble is they aren’t letting common folk leave; least not those with strong backs like me. They’re setting us to work because they don’t like to dirty their lily-white hands. Now you and I had a pact, remember?”
“I’ve kept my bargain,” Peter said.
“What? Getting into a walled city?”
Peter nodded.
“Then you’re willing to be trapped like a goat? We have to go farther, remember. That was the plan.”
“We have to stop the Northmen somewhere. We can’t let them plunder all Frankland. Surely you can see that.”
“Bah! That ain’t up to us. That’s the Count’s concern, the Bishop and his like. They have to worry about their silver and gold. We just have our miserable skins. All you’re really thinking about is that hussy. Somehow, you think… I don’t know. What do you think, Irish?”
“That you’d get to the point,” Peter said.
The leer turned nasty. “Everyone thinks you’re the axe-wielding monk. Some stories have you lopping off heads.”
“I didn’t spread those stories.”
“Now, now, don’t get upset. People love tall tales; and the longer they’re told the taller they get. The thing is I found someone who would like to settle an old score with you.”
Peter was perplexed.
“This person blames you for the loss of their village, says your black hand killed everyone there.”
“What?” Peter said.
“You do remember Ermentrude, yes?”
“She survived?” Peter said.
“I talked to her yesterday,” Lupus said. “We swapped tales. Now I didn’t tell her you’re here, but she blames you for the Northmen finding their hiding place.”
“That’s not logical.”
Lupus shrugged. “I’m not saying she can do anything to you, but an angry, vengeful Ermentrude might find a way.”
Peter hunched his shoulders. Ermentrude… he scowled. “If you’re so certain the Northmen will sack Paris,” he said, “why not just slip out? You’re nimble enough.”
“They’ve been whipping serfs for that and talking about chopping off heads. If I go, it has to be certain. Now you have authority. You could get us out.”
Peter bobbed his head to mollify the man. He wondered if God had put Lupus on him, if he was part of the curse for his sins. Would one more white lie really add to those? “Maybe you’re right, Lupus. We should leave. But I need time to get us passes.”
Lupus eyed him hard. “A week,” he growled. “More than that is folly. I don’t like the smell of the wind. There’s Northmen on it.” With that, Lupus jammed his hat tighter and hurried into the rain.
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Huge Gerold, the Keeper of the House, answered the rap of Peter’s knuckles. “What do you want?”
“A word with Count Odo,” Peter said.
“Wait in here.”
Peter stepped out of the drizzle and into the atrium as Gerold shuffled off. The floor was tiled, and small alcoves in the wall held vases, a wooden Virgin Mary cradling the Christ Child and statuettes of saints.
A noise, a metal jangle alerted Peter. Three knights in mail shirts swaggered in. Noble-born pride lit their blue eyes and cocksure grins. They were thickly muscled from a lifetime of training and moved like old Roman athletes. They wore swords, expensive, noble weapons kept in carefully oiled scabbards lined with fur. The biggest had a square, rugged face with a shock of wild brown hair, a thick mustache and a callus on the bridge of his nose. He seemed like a friendly bear-hound: big, rambling, without guile, but with the feel or sense that in the presence of an enemy he would become teeth and fury and hurl himself upon his hereditary foe.
At the sight of Peter, the big knight’s grin broke into a smile. “It’s the axe-monk!”
“The monk who slaughtered Northmen?” asked Wulf. He was shorter, with a thicker neck but longer, ropy-muscled arms. His lank hair was pure blond and his mustache an invisible wisp.
“I’m Peter, milord.” He spoke to the bigger knight. “I just happened to be carrying an axe when the Count found me. Are you his brother Robert?”
The big knight shambled near, his thick fingers scratching his hair-tousled head. “You’re skinny! Your hands are bony. I’ve seen the axe. How did you ever slay Northmen with it?”
“I’ll get the axe,” said Wulf. “He can show us a trick or two.”
“Please,” Peter said, “those stories are exaggerated.”
“You must have tricked them,” declared Robert. Heavy thinking crumpled his brow. “I’ve heard of warriors feigning fear before, cringing at the approach of a foe and then launching a surprise attack. Is that what you did?”
Wulf grew wary. “Is he a berserk?”
“That’s a good guess,” said the third. “His red hair marks him. People say he’s half Dane.”
Robert snapped his fingers. “Odo he said was born in Ireland. A Northman raped his mother. But I don’t think he went berserk.”
“Let’s have a match,” said Wulf. “I need practice against a Danish axe man.”
The idea horrified Peter. He had seen knights training, how they banged each other with their wooden practice swords. He backed up. The three husky youths followed.
Luckily, Count Odo showed up. “Aha! Gerold was right.”
Peter glanced around the three young bravoes. The Count wore a silken cape, black gloves and shiny black boots. He limped toward them, smiling, with his long hair tied by a knot of calf-leather.
“Is this the monk you’ve been talking about?” asked Robert.
A flicker of annoyance touched Odo’s smile. “I found him wandering the forests, yes.”
“He had an axe, right?” said Wulf.
Odo made a vague gesture. “He survived his abbey’s burning. The abbey lay in Gozlin’s jurisdiction. So I brought him back for the Bishop as a favor.” Odo appeared puzzled. “To what do I owe this visit, Peter? Did the Bishop send you?”
Peter was about to say that he knew very well why he was here, but he caught a look from Odo.
“I have a private message for you, milord.”
“Oh,” Odo said. “Then if you would come this way.”
“When he’s done with you we would like him to join us,” said Wulf. “We want him to show us some axe-tricks.”
“Hmm, only if Peter has the time,” Odo said. “The Bishop might not approve.”
“What do we care about that?” said Wulf. “Gozlin can—”
“Oh but we do care,” interrupted Odo. “We must defend Paris in union, not disunion. Remember what I showed you the other day. You broke one stick—and that rather easily—but you couldn’t break five tied in a bundle. We must fight together and thus not unduly annoy each other.”
Wulf touched his invisible mustache, considering the words.
Odo guided Peter down a corridor, away from the three young knights and with his silken cape aflutter. Peter had never seen so much silk. A bishop once had a mantle of silk over his vestments and he’d seen ribbons of silk tied into a lady’s hair, but an entire cape! No doubt, a Jewish merchant allowed into the Umayyad Emirate of Cordoba had brought it over the Pyrenees Mountains.
Odo hissed over his back, “You shouldn’t have come here. That was a mistake.”
Before Peter could reply, the Count propelled him into a smaller room, shutting the door behind them. A shelf of books stood at one wall and tacked onto the opposite wall was a great cowhide map. It showed in charcoal outline Paris, the Seine and the surrounding countryside. Parchments lay on a desk and inkbottles and several quills. An open window looked out into the house’s garden, dominated by a big but leafless oak tree. The first snowfall was probably only weeks away. Odo closed the shutters. Light still penetrated through chinks in the wooden slats, but the room became gloomy but for an oil lamp.
“You didn’t think,” Odo said. “What will Gozlin say when he discovers that you’ve visited me?”
“Why should he know?”
Odo scowled and gestured Peter toward a stool. He leaned near the window and crossed his arms. “Now my brother and his friends have seen you. You’ve touched their fancy, I vow, and that means they’ll make jests concerning you.” Odo shook his head. “Gozlin has his spies, just as I have mine. He’ll learn of this visit and maybe begin to wonder about you. It was a mistake coming here. You can’t do it again.”
Trying to appear contrite, Peter withdrew the parchments from his sleeve. Half of the first page was damp, wrinkling it; the first A and a few of the other letters looked as if they’d been bleeding. He set the bundle on the desk.
Odo forgot his scowl as he pulled off his gloves and limped to the desk. He drew the oil lamp closer and scanned the first page. “Good, good.” He counted them. “No, I need more. You must bring me more.”
“Are you certain you can read them? I’m afraid I blotted too many of the letters.”
Odo rechecked the pages. He shrugged. “Your handwriting is better than most. Hmm, I suppose you’ve written more legibly.” He shook the papers. “I need more, brother. You must copy the entire book!”
Peter rubbed his eyes. He was so tired. “Milord, I’m writing fast as I can.”
“And I appreciate that. You will be rewarded, never doubt it.”
“The reward is Willelda, milord.”
A subtle change altered the Count, freezing the smile, making it brittle. “She must be a wonderful girl, and certainly she must still be alive… We both hope that. Yet there is the possibility of tragedy. The Northmen are notoriously cruel. It grieves me to bring that to your attention. In such a terrible event… of course I would be honor-bound to reward you in some other fashion.”
Peter shook his head as cramps knotted his gut.
“This is a treasure that you given me,” Odo said, touching the parchments. “So treasure I will give you in return. Silver, gold—”
Anguish laced Peter’s words: “I desire no wealth, milord.”
“Of course not, you’re a monk. I’m not trying to tempt you with personal gain, but I believe I’ve heard you say something before about rebuilding your abbey. That takes wealth, does it not? I would feel honor-bound toward paying the cost of its construction, or most of the cost, in any case.”
“Milord, the agreement was Willelda’s freedom.”
Odo nodded. “She will be freed—if it’s humanly possible.”
Peter’s cheek twitched. He was damned. His sins cursed him.
“Look, my friend,” Odo said, “this is war. The greatest host of Northmen ever assembled lies near our city. The very life of the kingdom is at stake. I want to free your girl—”
“Milord, you must free her now.”
Odo pursed his lips.
The twist in Peter’s gut tightened.
“Sigfred has gathered his plundering warbands,” Odo said. “The Northmen are through ravaging the countryside. I’ve learned—if you can believe this—that among their company are Northmen who have been to Constantinople and back, and have fought against the Eastern Emperor and learned many of their cunning Greek tactics. They fashion rock-throwing engines. The Northmen sharpen their swords and make hundreds of bundles of arrows. Soon they will sail upon Paris. What this means, brother, is that their encampments, practically speaking, are unapproachable.”
“But you promised, milord. That’s why I’ve been copying these pages.”
“I understand. I’ve attempted her rescue—”
“When?” Peter said. “When have you done this? I tried and failed horribly, but when have you tried?”
Count Odo fell silent. He stared at Peter, not in rage, not glaring, but in a studied, penetrating examination.
Peter tried to match that stare but couldn’t. He was a fool to have trusted a noble, a gullible fool. Oh, how could he rid himself of these dreadful sins? He needed God’s help in rescuing Willelda. He knew that. He knew that deep in his soul.
“I appreciate your love for this girl,” said Count Odo. “You have greatly assisted me. I don’t deny that for a moment. I commend you for it, and I will reward you for your precious labor. Yet we must be reasonable. Paris, perhaps all of Neustria, is about to be swallowed by the Northmen. This isn’t just any city. It used to be the capital of the Merovingian kings. Perhaps more importantly, it holds a key, a strategic position in the river-ways. If Paris falls and the Northmen can hold it as a fortress… their position becomes overwhelming. This isn’t just any reaver raid, Peter. I’ve counted their numbers. It’s staggering. The Roman Empire fell to barbarians, to my ancestors. Perhaps our empire is now about to fall to new barbarians. But if we can hold Paris, if we can stop them here.”
Peter looked up. His heart hurt. He should have used the axe and followed the Northmen into the woods that first time. He had seen her, had almost been able to touch her.
“We will free her,” Odo said.
Peter shook his head. “Your father died fighting Northmen. He tried to stem the tide. Now you will die in the same—”
“No!” Odo said. He slammed a fist onto the desk.
It startled Peter.
“No,” Odo said, more softly.
Peter spoke without considering his words. “Your father died facing Northmen. Now you’re trying to complete what he couldn’t.”
The Count no longer stared at him the way a fox studies a raven with a grape in its beak. There was something grim and deadly in the stare, something elemental and dangerous.
Peter gestured feebly.
Count Odo rose. He limped to the window, opening the shutters. As he peered into the garden, he withdrew from his belt and donned the black gloves.
This is betrayal, Peter told himself. The stomach cramps lessened as cynicism warped his tongue. “What if I’m unable to finish the book, milord? Will you sacrifice Judith in trade for De Re Militari? Will you give up of yours what you have so freely given up of… others?”
Count Odo regarded him.
“All in order to save Neustria, of course,” Peter said.
“You have a right to be bitter, but you must not speak to me like that. I am Count Odo. I rule here. The book has taught me that leaders must be harsh and demanding and at times make soul-devouring decisions. I have sworn to defeat the Northmen. I will see their bodies burnt and butchered. I will hold Paris.” Odo pursed his lips. “If it is possible, I will free your Willelda. Nor will I ever hold it over you that a monk has a lover.”
If that’s true, why bother mentioning it? Peter thought.
“Bring me the rest of the book, brother. I will reward you greatly by whatever means lies at my disposal.”
Before Peter could respond, there was a knock at the door.
“Who is it?” Odo said curtly.
The door opened and a woman in white entered the room. She caught Peter’s breath. She shocked him. She wore gold dust sprinkled slippers on her dainty feet; each had a silver buckle. She wore rich garments and a red scarf around her throat. She had long, golden hair that cascaded to the middle of her back. Her face was so white that faint tracing of blue under the skin made her seem angelic.
“Judith, dear,” the Count said. “I’m almost finished here.”
She turned to Peter and he felt the force of her gaze. Here was Helen of Troy. Oh, now he understood the Iliad. He understood how a face could launch a thousand ships. No, he didn’t think Count Odo would return her to the convent, not even for the book.
“You are Peter the Monk?” she asked.
“Yes… milady.”
“I’ve heard of you.”
“And I you, milady,” Peter said.
Odo cleared his throat.
She curtsied in his direction. “May I ask him a question, milord?”
Odo hesitated until at last he nodded.
“Did you truly take up an axe, brother?” she asked.
“Yes,” Peter said, not with his usual weary sigh at such a question, but almost with a hint of pride.
“You picked it up in service for your lady?” she asked.
Peter darted a sharp glance at Odo.
The Count mumbled something about letting it slip.
“I am well able to keep a secret,” she told Peter.
He wondered how many other people would learn of his secret and keep it to themselves before it damned him forever.
“You charged the Northmen as they carried her away?” she asked.
“Yes, milady,” Peter whispered.
“How truly noble,” she said. “I commend you.”
Peter shifted uneasily.
“You’re embarrassing him,” Odo said.
She shut the door and approached Peter. He rose from his stool. He felt like a fool. This woman had a most feminine power. It weakened his knees. As a monk, he knew he should flee. As a man, he could not.
She took one of his hands and raised it to her lips, gently kissing his fingers. Count Odo stirred, frowning. She said, “Love conquers even the monk’s heart. I find that comforting. May I quote you Scripture?”
Peter nodded as if in a trance.
“These are not my words,” she said. “They are the words of Saint Paul. Do you think he would lie?”
“Never,” Peter whispered.
“Then listen to his words,” she said. “He wrote: If they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion.”
Peter’s cheeks burned. He jerked his hand out of hers. “I’m a monk, milady. I have taken vows. I-I can never marry.”
“Please do not think ill of me, brother, but I think you burn with passion. Therefore, according to Saint Paul, you should marry.”
“Judith,” Odo said. “You’re embarrassing him.”
“Yes,” she said. “But sometimes truth is embarrassing.”
Peter could no longer look upon such beauty. He felt naked before her, his heart an open and lust-filled parchment.
“Do also you burn with passion, Count Odo?” Judith asked archly.
Odo laughed.
“I often wonder why men are so foolish,” she said. “Love is so fragile and so tender and beautiful. Men, even monkish men, must—”
Peter heard no more, for he blundered out of the room and hurried down the hall. Satan spoke through her. Just as Eve had led Adam into temptation now this Helen led him down an evil path. He almost sobbed. Oh why, why did women fill him with such consuming passion? Why couldn’t he control his urges like a true and holy monk? He burst out the main door and ran slipping and sliding into the muddy streets of Paris.
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Two days later found Peter hard at work in the Bishop’s house. He sat on a tall stool and rested his elbows on his writing board. Other monks scratched their quills. Two open windows admitted the cloudy light. From one Peter saw the Saint Etienne bell tower. Two doves sat together on the tower railing, each in turn preening the other’s head. Everyone knew that artificial light such as candles and lanterns hurt parchments. Unfortunately, the open windows admitted a cold breeze. Every time it gusted, Peter shivered. An iron stove in the middle of the room radiated heat. Peter and the others rose from time to time and huddled over it, rubbing their hands.
At the board, he pricked and ruled sheets. With an iron ruler and a punctorium, he punched a series of tiny, vertically placed holes. When finished, he used the stylus and ruler and made horizontal furrows, lines across the parchments. These tiny holes and furrows helped insure straight sentences.
A priest hurried into the room and straight for Peter. He thrust parchments at him.
“The Bishop wants three copies made. Make sure it’s your best work, too. Address them to Archbishop Fulk of Rheims, Duke Hugh, Lord Protector of Neustria, and Bishop Hunald of Rouen.”
“The Northmen sacked Rouen,” Peter said. “Is Bishop Hunald still alive?”
“He fled to Chartres and from there to Tours. He petitions the Duke on our behalf.” The priest shook the parchment. “His Grace sends riders this afternoon for Tours and wishes two of these ready. Your best work now.”
Peter nodded and set away his punctorium and ruler. The other monks glanced his way. He ignored them, spread out the letter and read. Foul murder and intrigue in the Church, and Emperor Charles raged! Peter reread it, appalled.
After being crowned West Frankland’s King early this summer, the Emperor had left and gone to Frankfurt. There he had called a diet of his East Frankish magnates. He had commanded them to elect his bastard Bernard as heir. The Emperor was childless by his lawful wife. The magnates had refused. In his devilish wrath—according to the letter—the Emperor had sent for Pope Hadrian. There the intrigue had all fallen apart, the Pope secretly hammered to death by a member of his household.
Peter could hardly read on. The cardinals of Rome acclaimed one of their own as the new Pope. The Emperor had been furious. It was his right to acclaim popes.
The Emperor fears for his heir: stated the letter. He believes Pope Stephen will not do for him what Hadrian so supinely had agreed. The Emperor has sworn to march on Rome and pull ‘this cardinal’ from his lair. He has sent ahead his chancellor, but there is little hope of peace. They say the Emperor is in a violent rage and with his iron-cane has beaten senseless two of his pages and broken the nose of his wine steward. ‘By what right do they crown popes without my Imperial consent and confirmation? They think to shovel me aside as dung. No! By Satan and all his succubae, I will not allow it!’  The Emperor’s impious rages are well known, and I fear it bids disaster for us all.
Filled with unease, Peter bushed the parchment, readying it for ink. If the Emperor marched for Rome… how could he march to Paris and defeat the Northmen? Both Gozlin and Odo had appealed to the Emperor. They had each pleaded with Charles to raise the Imperial Banner and gather Frankland’s hosts as he had done three years ago at Elsloo, but hopefully with more decisive results. Peter dipped the quill into ink, compressed his lips and forced steadiness into his hand.
***
Bishop Gozlin examined the letters. He was a lean old man with an aristocratic bearing. His fine linen robe was spotless, his veined hands scrubbed so they shone with purity. A lone gold ring reflected a spot of firelight. The Bishop of Paris had long ago purged both doubt and dirt from his person. He had been a monk at Rheims under the great Hincmar, an abbot of Saint Denis and chancellor to Charles the Bald. He was bald (he had joked in honor of his former liege) had intense green eyes that seemed to look right through flesh and into a person’s soul (the gaze had been wilting Peter) but his nose—the nose marred the Bishop’s noble perfection. For much of his life Gozlin had warred against the Northmen. Like many churchmen, he had raised armed bands and led them in person. Alas, many years ago, Northmen had captured his brother and him and held them for ransom. While in the hands of Northmen, he had not been able to curb his imperious ways. One vicious Dane had grown weary of it, picked up his axe and with the flat of it had hit Gozlin in the face. It had crushed the nose, broken bones and spread it. So even now, it lay flat and misshapen and forever gave his voice a stuffed nose quality. It was a blot against perfection, ‘a reminder from God,’ he often said, ‘that he curb his sinful pride.’
He looked up. “Beautiful, Peter, a work of art.”
Peter bowed his head, and said, “Your Grace, if I may ask, what chance is there now? The Emperor marches for Rome. How will Paris’s pitiful handful beat back the Northmen?”
Gozlin set the letters onto the table as the fireplace crackled. He no longer moved quickly. He approached the fire and took the silver cup of mulled wine that sat on the mantle.
“How was Saint Genevieve able to beat back Attila the Hun? The Scourge of God rode with his tens of thousands. His minions of Gog and Magog swarmed the land. Sigfred’s Northmen would have only been a fraction of that host. Nay, in that terrible day the Antichrist had been unleashed upon the Earth. Paris had no warriors, but a simple peasant girl crawled onto her knees and implored the Virgin Mary. From her knees, Genevieve beat off Attila. The horde rode elsewhere.” Gozlin smiled serenely. “We have the relics of Saint Genevieve. I warm myself beside them every morning and evening and I know that Heaven hears my prayers and petitions. How could Saint Genevieve not hear us? This is her city. Her bones lie in our care. In the coming days we will fast and fall before the saint, and she will implore Heaven on our behalf.”
The Bishop’s certainty heartened Peter, yet his own abbot had spoken about their handle of the axe of Saint Martin. Their relic hadn’t stopped the reavers.
“Your Grace, Paris has fallen before to the Northmen. Why shall it stand this time?”
Instead of frowning at such a question, Gozlin smiled. “Yes, Paris fell in those days. I have heard others ask your question. It is reasonable and most sweetly answered. Paris fell because the priests lacked faith and ran away with the relics. I however will not run. None of us will run. We will stay here and pray, and because of our faith we shall witness a miracle.”
Peter nodded uneasily.
Gozlin sipped from his silver cup.
“I understand the weakness of men’s hearts,” the Bishop said. “Around us, cities and monasteries burn with pagan fire. Villagers cower in the woods. The nobles on their steeds gallop away. Some throw down their swords so they can ride faster. To gird these trembling hearts and steady the faith of the weak, I have brought Saint Denis’ relics and his great yellow banner into the city. We have the immortal relics of Saint Germain and some too of Saint Martin. How can Paris fall with these titans of Heaven pleading before Holy God for us?”
“That makes perfect sense, Your Grace. And yet… so many other cities throughout the Empire have… had such holy relics.”
“That’s a lie! They didn’t have relics like ours. Here with her prayers Saint Genevieve beat off the Huns. That is a fact, my son. If we have the faith and do not flee—remember, the Parisians of her time wished to flee. Her resolve rooted them. She thus won a great victory for Christendom. We shall do likewise.”
Gozlin became grave. “Now, we shall have to bear arms in our defense. We must not test God. Some of the clergy will have to use clubs or hurl stones. None will pick up an axe, however, for sharp iron makes men bleed. A monk, a priest, even an archbishop, must never shed human blood. We must leave that to soldiers, to the barons and counts.”
“Yes, Your Grace, I stand abashed.”
Gozlin became thoughtful. “You’re half-Dane, are you not?”
Peter nodded.
“Perhaps therein lay this urge to grab an axe. You must war against your Danish nature, my son. Later today, I will take you with me to the shrine of Saint Genevieve and let you touch her bones. You must beg her help to overcome this bloodlust… and any other sins you need to confess.”
Peter nodded slowly. Those intense eyes were unsettling, too knowing and soul piercing.
Gozlin clunked the silver cup onto the table. “Men say Count Odo has learned to thirst for Danish blood. He has become a vampire in his lust. You rode with him, yes?”
Peter swallowed painfully.
“Count Odo was a rascal and drunkard before Louvain. Since then he has become… hardened. What did you find him to be like?”
Peter desperately wished he were elsewhere. Somewhere, sometime, his lies and trickery had to end. With his head bowed, he took a step toward Gozlin. Then on a sudden, wild impulse, he stumbled to the Bishop and fell onto his knees. “Your Grace, I must confess. I have aided the Count.”
Gozlin said nothing and showed nothing.
Peter swallowed in a dry throat. “He… He craves victory over the Northmen, as you’ve said. He yearns to shed their blood, to burn them, but he lacks military knowledge. You have a book, Your Grace.”
“De Re Militari,” Gozlin said.
Peter nodded miserably. “I took it from your shelves, Your Grace, and have been copying pages and secreting them to the Count.”
“This I know,” Gozlin said.
“I thought that if—” Peter gazed up in wonder. “You know?”
“Indeed.”
“B-But Your Grace…”
“Count Odo is a clever man,” Gozlin said. “Armed with old Roman knowledge he can be of use during the siege. However, he has affronted the Church with his abduction of Judith.” Gozlin unleashed the full force of his eyes. “What price does he pay you, my son? Oh, if you have done this for the good of the Church, and gained his confidence so that you may aid Holy Mother Church later—that is one matter. But if it was for thirty pieces of silver…”
Those staring green eyes told Peter that any tales of Willelda would meet with rage, whippings and worse!
“Speak, my son. Confess your sins.”
Peter’s mind raced even as he spoke. “Your Grace, I have been given a holy task. My abbot, as he died, bid me rebuild Saint Martin Abbey of Aliquis. Count Odo… h-he has offered to aid me in that glorious task.”
“And,” Gozlin prompted.
“…And the Count has said that he will help me rescue the villagers who were tenants on abbey land. Just as they ransomed you from the Northmen, Your Grace, so I wish to ransom those of my abbot’s flock who were lost. Love for them blinded me. Please forgive me if I have done wrong in this.”
Gozlin laid a dry hand on his shoulder. The grip was strong. The gold ring dug into his flesh, pressing into a tender spot. “Confession is good for the soul, my son. Yes, I could see you as abbot of Saint Martin of Aliquis. That would be a signal post for an Irishman, half Irish and half Dane. Yes, a good post, one many Franks might aspire too. If you toiled for the good of Holy Mother Church… then the Church would toil hard on your behalf.”
“Your Grace?” Peter said.
“Count Odo is bloodthirsty, and that is how it should be with a soldier. Yet he has affronted God by taking Judith into his household. God surely looks upon that as He did when Achan stole out of Jericho a Babylonian robe, two hundred silver shekels and a wedge of gold and buried them under his tent?”
Peter frowned, uncertain of the reference.
Gozlin enlightened him. “The Israelites marched around Jericho after Moses died. Joshua led them.”
“Ah,” Peter said.
“Judith is a nun,” Gozlin said. “She belongs to God and yet lives in sin with the Count. Until we right this wrong surely we will lose against the Northmen.”
Peter cleared his throat. “Your Grace, I do not disagree with you. But I have heard it said that she has never taken holy vows.”
Hot fires kindled in those eyes. After a time, Gozlin said softly, “Long ago the Northmen caught me and held me for ransom. I carried a burden then for a friend. The friend’s name was Bishop Engelwin of Paris. I carried his baby daughter, Judith. The Danes would have slain her, except I spoke up on her behalf.” Gozlin touched his nose. “This is my reminder of that day. Will you believe me if I say that I regard Judith as a daughter?”
Peter could barely nod.
“I took a vow before Engelwin that she would become a nun. My question for you, my son, is whose side are you on?”
“Your Grace,” Peter whispered, “I belong to the Church. I am hers to command.”
“Then I bid you to keep your eyes open so we may find a way to spirit Judith to safety and stay the wrath of God.”
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That night Peter prayed as he touched the bones of Saint Genevieve. It was a solemn experience. Incense wafted around the shrine. Nuns moved serenely in attendance. That night he dreamed of her. Genevieve wore the guise of Willelda and asked him why he was so tardy rescuing her.
“Are you Genevieve or Willelda?” he asked in his dream. They stood in the hut, the former den of iniquity. A brutish Dane stomped through the curtain and slung her over his shoulder. Peter picked up an axe and buried the iron in the warrior’s side. It didn’t matter. (He hated dreams.)  The Dane laughed and had wolf-like teeth.
Peter woke in the darkness and crawled onto his knees. He fell asleep with his head on the cot. Fortunately, he woke before the others. They would have considered it an ostentatious display of mock piety.
As cold rain fell, he hurried to the abbey of Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois. It was on the north bank, near the downstream bridge. He descended creaky stairs into the cellar. He moved aside a small casket and picked up De Re Militari. It was large with wooden covers and heavy as a baby. Carved into the cover was an image of a sword with a jeweled pommel. He hurried to the Bishop’s house and into the scriptorium. He made the book his exemplar. Then with a knife in one hand, to scrape away any mistakes, and with his quill in the other, he soaked ink onto the page. He wrote all morning and into the afternoon. Gozlin came by. The Bishop glanced at the book and the parchment tacked onto the writing board and lifted an eyebrow.
“It gains me admittance into the house, Your Grace.”
Those intense green eyes bored into his soul.
Peter said as blandly as he could. “I’m not certain where she sleeps.”
Gozlin spoke with nasal distaste, “In the Count’s bed.”
“I don’t believe so, Your Grace. He… seems smitten with her and adores her from afar.” It was only a white lie. It surely didn’t greatly add to his sins.
“Not too far,” Gozlin said.
“True. Yet I think you’re right in that something occurred to him at Louvain. Somehow that affects his… his manner with her.”
“Indeed. This is news, and proves that I have judged correctly. You are perplexed. You see, there are those who urge me to forget Judith. People say, ‘She has been ruined,’ ‘The Count has turned her into his harlot and thus she is no longer worthy in God’s sight.’  Now you tell me that the Count has not yet indulged in his animal rut. Such news will help me sway the doubters.” Gozlin smiled. “My leniency toward you has already borne fruit. Yes, keep writing, Peter. Find out whatever you can.”
After the Bishop left, Peter slipped from his stool and hovered over the stove. He stared at nothing, despondent.
“Are you well, Peter?” asked a monk.
Peter nodded and went back to work.
The next two days he did likewise.
He found Lupus on the fourth day. The Lotharingian hammered walkways onto the north wall of the Merchant Quarter. Peter spoke with the sub-deacon in charge of wall construction, a bluff man who motioned Lupus over. The Lotharingian clutched a wooden mallet and followed Peter to a stack of timber.
Peter thrust a sack at him.
“What’s this?”
“Fresh bread and a joint of pork,” Peter said.
Lupus shoved the mallet handle through his belt and peered into the sack. His thick fingers closed around it. “Thanks, but that don’t buy you nothing.”
“Not even a few more days?” Peter asked.
Lupus stared up at the clouds. “I’m thinking we had this talk before. It gained me nothing then but hardship.”
“Suppose you spoke to Ermentrude about me. It will hurt me, agreed. But what will it gain you?”
“Satisfaction,” Lupus said promptly.
Peter forced cheerfulness into his voice. “You’ll get that anyway in a few more days. But maybe you’ll get something better if you wait.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know what. But after today I will know.”
Lupus eyed him. “You don’t look well.”
“I can’t imagine why. A few days, can I have them?”
“I’ll regret it. But a few days,” he said, “no more than that.”
***
Peter steeled himself to it that afternoon. He knocked. Huge Gerold put his cudgel under Peter’s nose. He told Peter the Count had said to chase him off if he showed up again.
Peter peeled a parchment from his sheaf. “Show him that.”
The door slammed in his face. Minutes later Count Odo appeared.
“Gozlin knows all about these,” Peter said, waving his sheaf of parchments. “He wants me to gain your good graces so I can help him kidnap Judith. He thinks you’re Achan from the walls of Jericho.”
“What are you taking about?”
Peter explained the Biblical reference and soon found himself ushered into the same room as before. He thumped the parchments onto the desk.
“You’ve been busier than a squirrel,” Odo said.
“I realize you can’t give me Willelda. I accept that, and I accept that you’ll help me rebuild Saint Martin Abbey. There is one woman however you can let me speak with.”
“Judith?”
Peter took a deep breath and nodded.
“So you can tell the Bishop you saw her?” Odo asked.
“I need her advice,” Peter said.
It took a moment. Odo laughed. It reminded Peter of how the Count had been during the ride to Paris.
“A monk who loves women,” Odo said. “No. You’re a monk in love with beautiful women. Wait here, Brother Peter. I believe Judith will be delighted to speak with you.”
Peter paced as he waited. The door opened and in stepped Judith. Peter froze. Here was Saint Genevieve, Helen and Aphrodite.
“I hope you beg my pardon,” Odo said, “but I must attend to other matters.” He closed the door, leaving the two of them alone.
Peter wanted to kneel and thank God for that.
Judith sat on a stool and fluffed her yellow dress. She had tied her long hair and fixed it under a tall hat. It showed off her slender neck.
His tongue felt thick. “Milady, I’m in need of counsel.”
“I am an ignorant woman, brother, born from a mother out of wedlock and a bishop of the Church for a father.”
That calmed him. “I am the son of a Northman king, milady, who raped my royal mother. I am the dung of Ireland and a waif cast upon the shores of Frankland.”
She smiled.
He smiled back and began to talk. He told her his tale, beginning with Willelda. He spoke the truth, even as to what his abbot had given him as penance. He told her what Gozlin wanted. The dream was his last confession.
She listened keenly and twice patted his hand, helping him continue. “You love her,” she said.
“Oh yes, milady.”
“Judith, please call me Judith.”
“I love her dearly… Judith.”
“You’ve thought about what I said, or about what Saint Paul said concerning passion and marriage?”
“I have,” he admitted.
Her delight was obvious. She bent her head in thought. Guile marked her features. It startled him. She looked up. The guile melted, replaced by saintliness. She said softly, “I am not an interpreter of dreams, brother. However, it’s clear that neither Odo nor Gozlin can save your Willelda. Only God can.”
“This is what I believe.”
“Then you must trust your wisdom. Please God, and hope that by doing so He smiles upon you.”
“But how can I do that?” Peter asked in misery. “I am a monk and I have sinned.”
“You spoke of a penance, of going to Rome.”
“Yes. My abbot said that I had to go to Rome and there find a new relic for Saint Martin of Aliquis Abbey.”
“Then you must go to Rome,” she said.
“B-But that doesn’t save Willelda.”
“On the contrary, it is your only hope.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Perform your penance and win back God’s favor. When you return with the relic, God will no doubt allow you to rescue Willelda.”
“But I’m a monk! A monk doesn’t rescue women, certainly not those he has lain with.”
“You forget Holy Writ. Better to marry than to burn with passion. You must marry Willelda.”
But the laws of the land say that I must always remain a monk.”
Judith became earnest. “I have learned that resolve tramples such trifles. If a wall bars you, dig under it. If a prison traps you, pry out the bricks. If the laws of this land prohibit you from leaving the brotherhood, seek a new land.”
The concept was staggering. It wilted Peter. He said in a small voice, “…Go back to Ireland?”
“You see, resolve has already provided you with a solution.”
He began to pace. She watched him. For a moment, he had the uncanny feeling that she was a hawk and he a mouse of the field. He regarded her.
The tip of her tongue touched her lip. “Perhaps you wonder, brother, how in these perilous times to gain Rome and the relic.”
He laughed in despair.
She rose, went to the Count’s desk and lifted a parchment. It held tight prose and at the bottom a large seal. The mark in red wax was of a crosier, a bishop’s hooked staff.
“This is the credential of Enrico the sub-deacon,” she said.
Peter shook his head.
“I believe you spoke earlier about a letter concerning the Emperor. It spoke of Pope Hadrian’s murder.”
“Yes, so?” Peter said.
“Enrico is an adherent of the new Pope. He brought the letter from Rome. Unfortunately, during the journey he lost his company, mounts and money to outlaws. They spared him his life and letter because of the Papal seal. He has of course begged Gozlin for men and supplies so he may return home. Gozlin refused. He isn’t concerned about Enrico or Pope Stephan but only about saving Paris. My father knew Enrico. In memory of my father I have taken in the sub-deacon.”
“You loved your father?”
“He was a noble man, but the issue, brother, is Enrico. Perhaps Count Odo could be persuaded to loan mules and some coins to the sub-deacon if the sub-deacon could garner men to accompany him back to Rome.”
“Why should Odo do this?”
“That will be my concern. Yours, brother, is gathering men.”
“I can think of one stout man who would go,” he said.
“Excellent! Three bold adventurers in the service of God should be able to win through to Rome. Before you set out, we will of course make sure that Enrico pledges you his help in gaining this relic. I believe he will be happy to oblige. I happen to know that he is very desirous to leave Paris before the Northmen appear.”
Peter dropped to his knees. “Judith, you are divine.” Her laugh was as if a silver spoon struck a glass goblet. “Your generosity is overflowing,” he said. “I have never done anything to gain such help from you.”
“Nonsense, brother, you have warned us about Gozlin’s plans concerning me. My only request is that you take good care of Brother Enrico. He must reach Rome.”
Peter was quizzical.
“In honor of my father’s memory,” she said.
“Ah! I give you my word.”
“Good. Now I ask you to indulge me and wait here while I go and seek Count Odo’s favor. I will be but a moment.”
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Peter the Monk left for Rome, leaving Paris to its grim fate. The days shortened. The weather worsened and rumors of the approaching Northmen become terrifying. Finally, Count Odo gathered a small band and rode into the rain, determined to scout out the enemy as Vegetius suggested.
For three days, Odo scouted the countryside. It rained more, freezing drops that slithered under cloak and padding to slide icily down his back. The winds howled. Hail pelted them. The Count and his small band slept at night wrapped in cloaks, shivering and miserable. Odo also inspected nearby castles and encouraged knights in their wooden-walled villas. Unfortunately, the exposure had Odo sneezing and feverish by the time his palfrey cantered over Paris’s north bridge. His throat was sore and his thoughts were foggy. He headed straight for his house. As retainers ran outside, Odo slid from his saddle, the jar of the fast rushing ground catching him by surprise. Huge Gerold steadied him.
“Milord, are you well?”
“I’m fine.” Odo staggered into the house, with mud dripping from his boots. He hurried into his study, sagged at his desk and rummaged through rustling parchments. One military maxim in particular had struck him dumb before. The main and principal point in war is to secure plenty of provisions and to destroy the enemy by famine. He sagged back in his chair. The key to victory wasn’t about the right cavalry charge, the correct moment to attack or even the best enemy-confounding stratagem. No, it wasn’t so glorious and clever. Just stock up on food and make sure your enemy wasn’t able too. His stomach would do the rest.
Odo flipped pages. He had read another passage pertaining to what he had seen at the Baron’s castle. Baron Aletramnus held the last castle before Paris. If the Northmen stormed it, then Paris would truly be alone. Ah-ha, here it was. Odo re-read the passage, with his finger trailing the words. By force of will, he drove away his torpor and thrust the page into a pouch. Then he stood, and had to sit back down again. His teeth chattered. He clenched them and forced himself onto his feet. He had tonight. Tomorrow… might be too late to help the Baron. He shouted for his servants, stumbled against his desk and began coughing hoarsely.
“Milord?” Gerold said, as he opened the door, concerning on his thick face.
“Help me onto my horse,” wheezed Odo. “I have to see the Bishop.”
***
Odo sat in front of Gozlin’s fireplace, with a blanket thrown over his shoulders and a mug of spiced wine in his hands. Stooped Bishop Gozlin read the parchment.
At the nearby table sat the Bishop’s nephew: Abbot Ebolus, in charge of Saint-Germain-des-Pres Abbey. Everything about the abbot except for his stringy dark hair was puffy. He had puffy cheeks, puffy hands and no doubt under his stained black robe puffy thighs. Now the abbot sat at repast. On a platter lay a spiced fowl that he happily tore apart. Costly, gaudy rings (there was an opal, an emerald and a sapphire) choked each puffy finger, and therein lay the key to the abbot’s soul. Despite a certain native shrewdness, Ebolus did most things to excess. Thus, he now ate with relish. His fingertips and lips were grease-stained, and he quaffed wine from a gemmed chalice with such zeal that red droplets splattered his robe.
“Yes?” Gozlin said, looking up from the parchment.
“Baron Aletramnus is beside the Oise River,” Odo said. “So why should he worry about water, eh?”
“We won’t worry here,” Gozlin said.
“We’re on an island in the middle of the Seine, Your Grace,” Odo said. “Unfortunately, the Northmen can surround Aletramnus’ castle and cut him off from the river.”
Abbot Ebolus wiped pudgy fingers on a napkin and signaled for their attention. “Winter is almost here, milord. Aletramnus can scrape up snow to slake his thirst.”
“Granted,” Odo said. “And when it stops snowing?”
“Let him dig deep,” Ebolus said. “He’s right by the Oise, as you say. By God’s grace water will bubble up.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Odo said.
“Have faith,” chided Ebolus. “We have the mightiest relics in all Frankland. Our prayers must be answered even in this.”
“Is that what you tell your steward when the cellar runs dry?” Odo asked. “Or do you instruct him to purchase more wine?”
Ebolus digested that and then lifted an eyebrow at his uncle.
Gozlin shook the parchment. “What am I suppose to see?”
Odo shed the blanket and stood upright. Dizziness swayed him, forcing Odo to rub his forehead.
“You’re ill,” Gozlin said.
“It’s a mere chill, Your Grace. Notice what Vegetius says: Bad water is a kind of poison and the cause of epidemic distempers.”
“Yes? Is that all?” Gozlin said.
“Good water-butts are made out of seasoned wood, Your Grace.” That’s what had Odo upset. In Baron Aletramnus’ hastily built castle, all the water butts were of green wood.
“What you say is common knowledge,” Gozlin said.
“Seasoned wood makes for tight water butts,” Odo said. “Green ones slime the water. Or, as Vegetius says, the water becomes a kind of poison. How can Aletramnus defend his castle with poisoned men? Once the Northmen ring the castle, the Baron’s men will only have the drinking water stored in their green barrels.”
“An interesting point,” muttered Gozlin. “Did you tell this to Aletramnus?”
Odo’s shoulders slumped. “Your Grace, let us be honest. Baron Aletramnus wouldn’t have listened to me. He’s Duke Hugh’s man, and we all know what the Duke thinks of me.”
Gozlin became thoughtful. “In all honesty, Count Odo, why should I listen to you?”
Odo gathered his strength and faced the old man, faced those intense green eyes, the suspicion and dislike. “You’re educated, Your Grace. Surely you can see the wisdom of Vegetius.”
“I have read him,” Gozlin admitted. “He writes well, and yet he speaks on elephants and chariots and how to defeat them. As I recall, he doesn’t speak about Northmen and longships.”
“The Romans conquered the world, Your Grace. Charlemagne must have understood that, for he wished his commanders to read Vegetius. In matters of war, I bow to Charlemagne. Shouldn’t any Frank?”
Gozlin stared at the flames. The words came like pulled teeth. “Your idea has merit.”
“Then you’ll give me the barrels?”
“They’re my casks you’re talking about,” Ebolus said.
Gozlin fingered the silver cross that dangled from his belt. “You saw all these longships? The fleet truly moves?”
“Yes,” Odo said.
“This is false bravado,” Ebolus told his uncle. “So he scouts the enemy. The Count has always been a good rider. What he suggests is a matter of sword strokes.”
“It’s a matter of provisions,” Odo said, “and daring. If we ride tonight before the Northmen march to Baron Aletramnus’—”
“Risky,” Gozlin said, “fraught with danger. Evil spirits haunt the night, demons. Worse, some Northmen are said to possess wolf-sight, night-seeing.”
“I’ll chance that,” Odo said, and he sneezed and then shivered until he sat back on the stool.
“If the water butts must go,” Ebolus said, “maybe Sir Arnulf should see to it. He’s Paris’s most daring soldier.”
Odo lurched back onto his feet, but he sneezed and coughed until he had to sit back down again.
Gozlin spoke more soothingly than his nephew did. “You’re too ill to ride. Arnulf should do it. He chafes to be out of the city, and soon none of us will ride free.”
“He must go tonight,” Odo said. “Tomorrow morning might be too late.”
“Arnulf is cunning and daring enough to do it at the stroke of dawn,” Gozlin said. He turned to Ebolus. “Go. Choose the casks. Make certain they’re seasoned.”
Puffy Ebolus scraped back his stool and hurried from the room.
“I’ll send for your man,” Gozlin said. “When you return home… summon your barber and have yourself bled of these ill humors.”
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Heming Ivarsson blew into his cupped hands. He rubbed numb fingers, trying to warm them. He crouched with the berserks behind a fallen log in the forest. Snow lay on the ancient trunk, and snow lay on the ground and on the stark, leafless branches of beeches and birches.
It’s the land of the dead, Heming thought.
Nothing stirred upon the snow. No breeze shifted upon the trees. Shivering, Heming rubbed his red hands. Back home during winter snow covered pines and evergreens. These Frankish trees with their bare branches—they were like skeletons. They clawed the sky.
All last night the season’s first snowfall had drifted out of the darkness. Wet flakes had hissed into their torches. They had trudged in the dark from the Viking landing near Baron Aletramnus’ castle. The warbands gathered for battle and Sigfred had sent his Twelve and several shiploads of reavers into the hinterland in the direction of Paris. Bjorn had explained it simply: “The Sea King respects the knights on their stallions. The Franks delight in lightning raids. They delight in setting fire to our siege camps. We’re to make sure that doesn’t happen at the Baron’s castle.”
Grimar had told Heming horror stories about knights. The warrior Franks were often as big as Danes and just as brutal. The worst was their charge, the thunder of heavy horse as iron-shod hooves drummed upon the Earth. According to Grimar, sword strokes from a knight on a charging steed were invincible. Lance thrusts skewered a warrior like a fisherman gigging frogs. “The secret is to charge them before they charge you,” Grimar said.
Now they waited in the dawn-light behind an old, fallen log and at the edge of a brambly hill. A snowy glade spread out before them. It was a perfect place to trap any reinforcements coming from Paris. At the glade’s western edge and just out of sight around the hill waited eighty or so warriors of Valgard Skull-splitter, a chieftain from the Danelagh in England and a close ally of the Sea King. Three of Valgard’s hunters had skirted the glade so as not to mar the pristine snow. They scouted eastward along the forest trail, east in the direction of Paris.
Heming rubbed his numb hands.
“Stick them under your armpits,” Grimar said.
Heming did so, and he noticed that the others also shivered. He wasn’t the only cold one. Several berserks drew their furs tighter about themselves. Two hunched lower behind the ancient log. Not even Bjorn was immune. He had taken his matted bear cloak and thrown it over his head so he looked like a crone huddled outside her hut. Berserk breath steamed into the bitter air. Melted snow from their body heat dampened their breeches and increased their discomfort.
Heming yearned for a fire. He suspected several of the others did also. Yet like them, he would never suggest it. Before his father had been hanged… he would have suggested it. He was however no longer that innocent youth.
He fingered the chill amulet hanging from his throat. It was his Valkyrie, his new luck, the hag armed with the twin spears of Odin and astride a spirit steed. The Hammer of Thor amulet certainly hadn’t brought him luck. Did his Valkyrie bring him luck? He peered sidelong at his companions, these heavy-handed butchers. They had beaten him, knocked out a tooth, made him murder an old hag and slaughter trembling serfs and now… now they treated him like a brother, like one of them. Other Vikings tread carefully around these Twelve. Sigfred the Sea King spoke respectfully to Bjorn even though Bjorn captained no warband, just eleven vicious killers who never showed fear. Heming’s lips thinned. He would never suggest they start a fire because whatever they did he was going to do better, faster and with greater skill. Before Heming could ponder further, snow squelched underfoot.
Hoods came off. Men whipped back cloaks. Numb fingers clutched axe-handles and spear shafts. Twelve shivering murderers swiveled their heads.
“There, to your right,” Grimar whispered.
Heming squinted into the forest. Three, gray-cloaked hunters glided toward their log. Each hunter clutched javelins in his left fist. The foremost hunter also clutched a hatchet in his right. Moisture dripped from the man’s mustache. He strode to Bjorn and crouched down, panting so mist steamed into the air.
“Franks approach,” said the hunter.
“Knights?” asked Bjorn.
The hunter nodded.
Unease shifted across the Twelve. Faces hardened.
“How many are there?” Bjorn asked.
The hunters glanced at each other.
“A hundred knights, maybe more,” said the first hunter.
“So there are probably fifty, more likely forty knights,” Grimar said.
“It’s a hundred I say,” spoke the first hunter. “We all saw them. They guard carts.”
“Carts?” Bjorn said. “What do they haul?”
“Wine,” said the hunter.
“What foolishness is this?” growled Bjorn. “Are they merchants?”
Two of the hunters shrank back from Bjorn. Heming had seen that happen before this. Bjorn was trollblooded. People sensed his difference, or maybe they sensed his bloodlust. The berserk champion chilled people. He stole their courage by his demeanor, maybe by the terrible intensity of his small black eyes. He had eyes like a snake, flat and eerie and… evil. However, the first hunter was unlike his companions. He scowled at Bjorn and held his ground.
“I say it is wine,” the hunter said. No doubt he prided himself on his tracking skills, prided himself on how well he scouted for Valgard Skull-splitter. “Each cart is loaded with many wine butts. There’s enough for the Great Army to guzzle a week. Maybe it’s a peace offering.”
“How far back are they?” Bjorn said.
The hunter shook his head. “Not far. They’ll be here soon. I must tell Valgard. The trail leads through the glade.”
“Don’t walk across the new snow,” Grimar said. “Don’t let them see your footprints.”
The hunter angrily wiped his dripping mustache. “Do I tell you how to sharpen your knives? Do you hear me telling you how to howl like a wolf?”
Grimar laughed, holding up his hands. “Peace, Tracker. I am rebuked.”
“Go!” Bjorn said. “You have done well. Tell Valgard… Tell him we will rise up after these hundred knights have hurled themselves upon his shield wall. Then we will fall on them from behind.”
“It’s a hundred knights,” said the hunter. “There are only twelve of you.”
“Odin will give them into our hands,” Bjorn said. “Now go. Tell the Skull-splitter my words.”
The hunters glanced at each other. Their faces spoke eloquently: these twelve are madmen. It made several berserks grin. They were jealous of their reputations, proud of the fear and bewilderment they formed in others.
The hunters trudged away, working across the base of the brambly hill. Out of sight around the hill, Valgard and eighty stout Vikings waited.
Heming found it difficult to swallow. A hundred knights: mail-armored killers on horseback. This wouldn’t be like the times they had snuck up upon sickle-armed serfs or defenseless women and children. Knights were the best warriors of Frankland. Suddenly all the talk about Odin, furious courage and racing upon the enemy without a shield or helmet seemed like wildest lunacy.
All of Valgard’s waiting warriors had shields. It was the main defensive armament of a Viking band. Lime wood made the best shields, not layered like plywood, but with planks riveted together. A proper shield covered a warrior’s torso and upper thighs. Wooden or metal bands strengthened the back of a shield. An iron boss held the center and thick leather or rawhide circled the shield’s edge. Alder and poplar also made good shields, but lime or linden wood was best. Such timbers were light, not dense like oak. Oak made horrible shields; such were too heavy to shift quickly and prone to split under the hammering impact of swords and axes. Linden wood was also best because the fibers in the wood bound the blades that struck them. Some warriors, Heming knew, referred to shields as a ‘net of spears.’  Heming considered it likely that Valgard would order a shield wall as Bjorn had suggested. In such an array, some front men would crouch and set the bottom edge of their shield against the ground. Others would stand beside them and hold their shields above those. Spears poked out of a shield wall. Breaking such a formation of tough, determined men took courage, usually more warriors than the defenders had and time to wear them down.
As Heming pondered his lack of a shield, he wondered how twelve screaming heroes could possibly break through a shield wall. It seemed that all a defender had to do was set himself, take the initial impact and then hew with his sword over his shield or thrust his spear through the gaps between shields. How had any of these berserks lasted long enough to grow beards?
Grimar clapped him on the shoulder, making him start. “You look glum, Ivarsson.”
Heming shrugged, struggling to maintain the indifference he saw upon his fellow madmen.
“Do you fear your luck?” Grimar said.
“He thinks too much,” growled Bjorn, who sidled near. “Here. Sip this.” He thrust a jug into Heming’s hands.
By the rank fumes, Heming knew that it was the dark elixir, the berserker’s mead. He shook his head. “I don’t understand. How can we survive a fight without shields? All they have to do is crouch behind their shield, take our swings and then hew us in return.”
Bjorn’s heavy paw clamped onto his shoulder. Those powerful fingers squeezed. “Fear is the great enemy, Heming. It makes men slow. It makes them do stupid, foolish things. Shields can stop a weapon, aye, but shields are heavy. It is hard to dance and weave while holding a shield. It is a plodder’s tool, although in the right place it is dangerous. That is why we wait here and not with Valgard.”
Heming strove to understand.
“Berserks are like cavalry,” Bjorn said. “Few horsemen charge a shield wall. They wait until the shield wall breaks or they hit its flank or its rear. Horsemen are best attacking, so it is with berserks. That being so it is foolish to put a berserk in a shield wall. It is foolish to have him charge one. It is better to wait for the right moment to unleash our kind. That is why I told the hunter that we would charge once the Franks attack Valgard. We will attack the Franks from their rear.”
Heming nodded slowly.
“Drink,” Bjorn said. “It is time for the fury of Odin.”
Grimar cocked his head. “Yes. I hear them.”
Heming hesitated. He drank all the time now: ale, mead and wine, anything to dull his thoughts. He shook his head. Give him strong drink, yes, but this berserker’s brew… he peered into the jug. The berserkergang mead was black and sluggish, thick like syrup. His thoughts drifted to the old hag, to the shame and horror he had felt killing her. He put the leather nozzle to his lips and chugged once, twice, three times.”
Bjorn grunted and took the jug from him. “Not so much.” He turned to Grimar. “Watch him. Do not let him give us away.”
Heming swayed and blinked repeatedly as the mead slid down his gullet.
Grimar whispered into his ear, “Odin calls, Ivarsson. He summons you to battle. Can you hear his horn?”
Heming opened his mouth as his eyes watered. His head spun. Heat flushed through him. “I need another swallow,” he said hoarsely.
“Whisper, Ivarsson. Odin commands it.”
Heming nodded, and his eyes grew wide as horsemen entered the glade. Big horses carried big men wearing mail-shirts, leather breeches and heavy cloaks. The knights held shields and upright, wicked lances with glittering points. Stallions snorted, spewing mist from their nostrils, and the clop of their hooves mingled with creaking, two-wheeled wagons. Wary-eyed serfs rode the buckboard as their oxen plodded unconcerned. As the company filed into the glade, a throb began behind Heming’s left ear. It beat like a drum and he bit the air.
“Ah,” Grimar whispered, who numbered the Franks. “I was right. There are no hundred knights, but thirty-eight. I count eighteen wagons. Wine butts fill them, though. Strange.”
Heming blinked his watery eyes. Time moved oddly. There was a big knight on a big brown steed. The knight wore a splendid scarlet cloak that draped upon his stallion’s hindquarters. The huge Frank swiveled his head and Heming knew panic. The knight wore a helmet with an iron bar jutting down from the brow and over his nose, a nasal guard. One eye was normal. The other was like egg white, hideous, no doubt long ago burned.
“Odin,” Heming whispered. “Look. Th-That knight is one-eyed like Odin.”
“I see him,” Grimar whispered.
Other berserks saw him, too, and whispered it up and down the log.
“That one is mine,” growled Bjorn. “I claim him.”
A few of the berserks clutched their lucky totems. The one-eyed knight made them nervous.
The forty-odd knights on their horses and the creaking wagons crossed the glade. Some instinct must have warned the Franks, for at a word from the one-eyed knight, he with the scarlet cloak, the horsemen readied their shields and shifted the lances to an overhand, thrusting grip. A lad spurred his horse and galloped for the hidden part of the glade, the section around the hill’s corner.
Heming shook his head as he tried to clear his jumbled thoughts. His hands no longer felt numb. He wrapped them around the haft of his she-troll, his broad axe. A grin split his face. He brought up the iron head of the axe and kissed it. His wet lips froze onto the icy metal. With a sinister chuckle, he tore his lips free. Ah, his she-troll gave him a fiery kiss back. The beat in his skull had become a pounding. Beside him, his brothers rumbled to themselves and swore awful oaths.
A shout went up from Valgard’s hidden men. The lad, the scout for the Franks, wheeled his stallion as arrows and javelins showered upon him. He went down, spilling red droplets onto the white snow. The one-eyed knight roared orders. The wagon drivers shouted at one another, confused and fearful. Oxen lowed.
Heming laughed as blood oozed from his torn lips and stained his teeth. A chant stirred him. He had trouble focusing. Time lurched forward. Valgard Skull-splitter and his eighty Vikings appeared. They marched as one with their shields clumped together. The knights charged, but came up short as javelins flew out of the shield wall.
“Now!” roared Bjorn. “Up, lads, it’s time for the raven’s feast!”
Heming scrambled over the log with his companions. He heard himself roaring oaths as he leaped and ran across the glade. The knights wheeled their mounts and galloped away. It was sheer cowardice. The one-eyed Frank—Odin in disguise—spurred his stallion fastest of all. There was a blur, another of those odd time changes. Heming looked around and saw dead wagon drivers sprawled everywhere. He couldn’t remember killing them, but his she-troll was drenched with gore and his garments were sodden with hot, steaming blood. Then he lost himself in fury, screaming obscenities as he hacked the dead men into gory little pieces.
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After a careful examination, the Paris barber gave his professional opinion. Odo had been elf-shot, either that or an evil imp had entered his body when he had sat in the forest in the rain. The barber bled Odo, fed him wolf flesh and kept him in darkness. Wolf flesh disgusted imps and drove them out of a sick man’s body. Darkness insured that elf-shot didn’t mature into a worse malady. Judith had her own ideas. The barber railed against them, but Odo permitted it. By candlelight, she spooned him chicken broth and put boiled linen strips on his forehead and chest. Gozlin sent word that the fever was God’s punishment. Judith must return to the convent or Odo might never rise from his bed. That angered Odo. He threw open the shutters, surprising a starling. The little bird flew to the oak tree, angrily scolding him from the perch of its birdhouse. Odo grinned tightly and poured over De Re Militari. He refused any more half-cooked wolf flesh.
“I cannot be responsible for what happens next, milord,” the barber said with a sniff.
Odo nodded and bid the man leave. Afterward, he had Gerold help him into the other room. He glared at the cowhide map. He sat and dipped a quill into ink and scratched out missives. He rolled the first one tight, melted waxed over it and stamped it with his seal. Soon he gave it to a rider, who galloped away to sick Duke Hugh. The letter begged the Duke to marshal the army of Neustria. Odo sent another rider to East Frankland to the Emperor’s court. Then he sent for Robert and Wulf.
The two young knights swaggered into his study. Robert hooked his huge thumbs in his knight’s belt. Blond Wulf scratched at a boil on his muscular neck.
“We must be frank with ourselves,” Odo told them. “We must use our heads.”
“That’s why you’ve been reading, brother,” Robert said.
Odo nodded absently. “We don’t have enough men to beat off the Northmen. We must therefore arm the people of Paris.”
Wulf stopped fingering his boil long enough to trade a surprised glance with Robert.
Robert spreads his big hands and spoke as if speaking to a simple man. “What good are serfs with sickles? They have no honor and will run the first time the Northmen charge.”
“Your father beat the Northmen with fighting men,” said Wulf. “Everyone knows that only trained soldiers can face the Danes.”
Odo had expected this reaction. Robert and Wulf both had glorified ideas about knighthood. If he could win them over, he was certain he could win over the other knights, too.
Odo said softly, “A rat will snarl when cornered.”
Robert laughed. “And a dog will rush in and kill it every time.”
“Not if there are enough rats,” Odo said.
Robert scowled, perhaps not having a quick rebuttal to that. He glanced at Wulf.
“Milord,” said Wulf, “other men have thought like you. They armed their serfs and their cities still fell to the Northmen.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Robert said.
“I don’t say arm all the people,” Odo said. He pulled out a parchment, holding it with his thin fingers as he read. “In choosing recruits regard should be given to their trade. Fishermen, fowlers, confectioners, weavers, and in general all whose professions more properly belong to women should, in my opinion, by no means be admitted into the service. On the contrary, smiths, carpenters, butchers and huntsmen are the most proper to be taken into it. On the careful choice of soldiers depends the welfare of the Republic.
“Words,” Wulf sneered.
“Not just words,” Odo said, “but words from a soldier of Rome. They trained huge armies, conquering armies that marched across the world.” He shook the parchment. “These are their secrets.”
“It is magic?” asked Robert.
“It is like the Holy Bible,” Odo said. “Only this is a Bible on war. If we follow it, we can become unbeatable.”
Wulf lifted his blond eyebrows as he stroked his chin.
“Think of these men like a hound or a warhorse you wish to buy,” Odo said. “Study the men. Look for the signs that show a fighter.”
“A growling pup, one that bites your fingers usually grows up to be a brave hound,” said Wulf.
“Exactly,” Odo said. “Find the men who stand their ground if you shove them. Better would be a man who pushes back.”
“Hmm,” said Wulf.
“It takes years to make a good swordsman,” Robert said.
“We’re not going to train them as swordsmen,” Odo said. “They won’t magically become knights or tough retainers like Gerold. What I want are men who will stay on the walls when the Northmen charge. I want those brave enough to drop rocks on their pagan heads.”
Wulf nodded thoughtfully. Robert just kept looking perplexed.
***
The days passed. Chosen blacksmiths, carpenters and huntsmen soon thrust spears into bales or knocked at each other with shields. Odo listened to reports and gave further instructions.
One day Gerold ushered a dirty little man into Odo’s presence.
Odo cried with delight, and despite his cough rose from his bed and embraced the charcoal-burner. He had used them as scouts earlier. These solitary men scoured the forests in normal times, searching for fallen branches and then cooking them into charcoal. They knew the hidden paths better than most men. This small man had ridden with him to the Baron’s castle and beyond, but an incident with Vikings had caused the charcoal-burner’s disappearance. Odo had feared him dead. Now the little man had returned.
At Odo’s orders, a stool was brought in and the embarrassed charcoal-burner bidden to sit. The charcoal-burner had become gaunt and even filthier than before. He clutched a greasy little hat in his hands, squeezing and twisting the cloth hat with talon-like fingers.
It had been a week since Bishop Gozlin had given the order that no more sorties were to near the Baron’s castle. The loss of eighteen wagons, their drivers and oxen had deeply bitten into their stores. Unfortunately, because of the lack of sorties, there was little knowledge of what occurred at Baron Aletramnus’ castle. This lack the charcoal-burner now repaired.
“The Danes have dug a trench around the castle, milord,” said the charcoal-burner.
“Do the Danes scale the earthen bank and walls?” Odo asked.
The charcoal-burner shook his head. “They push strange machines near the castle, milord. These machines kick and hurl stones as if they were giants.”
“Onagers,” Odo said. “Vegetius speaks of such things. Tell me more.”
“I’ve slipped into the enemy camp, milord. They have slaves and plenty of beautiful women. Some of them lost their hair, but only those with the longest and prettiest locks. Out of the hair, the cunning northern wizards made skeins, milord. The hair is twisted and soaked in oils. In some diabolical fashion, the hair powers these stone-throwing machines. One of the slaves has lived long enough with the Danes to know their speech and told me that these cunning Northmen traveled through the land of Rus to a great Eastern Empire and a mighty city there.”
“They traveled to Constantinople?” Odo said.
The charcoal-burner shrugged. “I don’t know its name, milord, but a band of these Northmen has fought this great Eastern Emperor. There they learned the wicked art of those machines.”
“Did this slave say anything else?”
“That’s why I’m here, milord. Baron Aletramnus spoke to King Sigfred under a flag of truce. If the Sea King will pledge them their lives and weapons, they will depart the castle in three days time.”
“To come here?” Odo said with hope.
The charcoal-burner shook his head and twisted his hat tighter than ever. “They will travel to Beauvais with whatever horses they have, armor and swords. But the Baron must leave everything else in the castle.”
Odo bent his head in thought, considering the magazines of flour, smoked shad and hanging hams he had seen in the Baron’s castle. “When will this occur?”
The charcoal-burner touched his gnarly fingers. “It’s probably already happened, milord.”
Odo felt a chill sweep through his body. “Help me stand. Hurry man! You will be given a cap of deniers for this.”
“I didn’t do it for gain, milord,” the charcoal-burner said, grunting as he helped Odo stand.
“Maybe not, but it has earned it for you anyway. And if you desire I will employ you in my household.”
The ugly little charcoal-burner dropped his eyes. He squeezed his cloth hat and said hardly above a whisper, “Will you give me a spear, milord, and a place on the walls?”
Odo clapped the small man on the back. He was surprised at the man’s lightness, the feel of sharp bones just under the flesh. He noticed for the first time the dark circles under the charcoal-burner’s eyes, their haunted look.
“Done,” he said. “Your spirit has refreshed me more than wolf flesh and chicken soup. If the Northmen are finished with the siege of Aletramnus then nothing now stands between them and Paris.” He wondered if before this was through if he and all the citizens of Paris might become as gaunt as this little charcoal-burner before him. It terrified him. Then he drove the weakening thoughts from his mind and leaned on the charcoal-burner as he shuffled into the hall.
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The first era of Vikings, beginning during the reign of Charlemagne, had been a matter of single ships or three or four dragons from the same steading. The shores of England had first received those terrors. Northmen had sailed from home, looted, and returned home that same season. The second era began as Northmen holed up at river mouths or built an island camp or in a swamp and remained in the West during the winter. Such bands swelled, until legendary raiders such as Ragnar Hairy-Breeches looted with a fleet. Then the robbers took to conquering, usually in the lower reaches of a river. They became the Loire Vikings, the Meuse Vikings or the Somme Vikings, named for the river valley where they set themselves up as lords. It was during those years that the Great Army came into being. Again, England first felt this horror. These sea kings might like the Angles and Jutes of an earlier age have conquered all England but for Alfred of Wessex, later named ‘the Great.’  These ‘sea kings’ were another manifestation of the second era. They were rulers who gained their incomes not from land but from their raid fleets, and as professional looters became cunning commanders.
For six years now, the Great Army had ravaged Frankland, first in the east, later up the Rhine and all about the Meuse, Somme and Scheldt rivers. (Odo and the barons of Neustria had disastrously attacked part of the Great Army wintering in Louvain.)  Yet it was in this year of 885 that the Great Army bloated to its most ponderous size. Not since the Greeks under Agamemnon, Odysseus and Achilles had such a savage gathering of marauding warbands assembled. They came from the lower Loire region where Odo’s father had died in battle many years ago as he had tried to stem their advance. They came from the Meuse, from Frisia and from the recently conquered Danelagh in England. They sailed from Dublin in Ireland and from the Orkney Isles. A clever band of Rus from Kiev had sailed from far-off Byzantium in the East. Every Northman and crew in the West, thirsting for gold and glory, eager for rapine and mayhem, had flocked to this gathering of sea wolves. As Agamemnon of Mycenae had once dominated the strong-greaved Achaeans, so Sigfred the Sea King captained the Great Army. He had the largest number of longships, and in the linage of Danish royalty, his name shone brightest. He was first among this snarling pack of blood-drunken beasts.
In seven hundred dragons and countless smaller craft, the Viking fleet sailed up the Seine. The sleek vessels stretched out a full, two Roman miles. Where they passed, men said, the river disappeared as if in a great cavern. Horns wailed. Thousands of husky rowers chanted a dirge to death-dealing Odin.
Those Vikings who merely wanted land had settled in the Danelagh or lived like jarls back home with a hundred years of booty. These were the hardened fighters. The warriors at the oars delighted in the cries of the defeated. They were veteran looters, black-hearted, merciless, two-legged beasts of prey. They had discovered that no other passions brought such pleasures as bloodletting, rape and handling stolen booty. They had learned that no one in the open field could stand against them. It would be a simple matter taking Paris, a few bashed skulls and then another bevy of maidens before they sailed upstream into virgin Burgundy.
Two hundred pitiful swordsmen shivered on the isle to oppose them. According to Sigfred’s spies, the defenders were led by a cowardly count and an old, although once stubborn, bishop. A few words would move them, and if that proved insufficient then a quick assault would give them an evening’s entertainment as they pulled out the survivors’ intestines and made the fools dance with fire.
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“What chance do we have?” Judith whispered.
It was November 24 and Odo and she stood alone in the Saint John Tower as her quilted cloak flapped in the breeze. Church bells rang as the vanguard of the Northmen’s fleet sailed into view. Those wooden hulls stretched back out of sight. Each vessel carried giant marauders, muscled terrors hauling on the oars. On Paris’s walls men cried out in despair. Serfs fled from the fields and children wailed as their mothers snatched them up and raced for the gates. Three riders madly galloped down from the Montmartre heights.
Odo mumbled under his breath, counting ships, until he stirred, smiled at his love and placed a hand over his chain-mailed heart. “This is our chance.” He wrapped his fingers around a sword hilt. “And this helps improve the odds. But the truth—” He slapped the battlement. “Impervious stone will break the Northmen’s valor.”
“That’s true for the isle, but what about the Merchant Quarter and South Town?”
Odo grew quiet. Those dragons kept coming and coming. Trumpets pealed as swordsmen raced from within the city and toward their assigned positions. One man hurried up a roof, jumped onto another and climbed straight up a wall, with his javelins slung across his back.
Fortunately, Gozlin had won the race with the Ill de le Cite, the island heart of Paris that sat like a toad in the river. Stout walls of stone circled this watery burg. Some of those stones were as old as the Romans; some were set just this autumn. In places the Seine lapped against the wall, in others there was land enough for crickets and frogs but hardly enough for Northmen beaching longships. The isle was a citadel, too small to hold all the people over many months of siege—if by God’s will, it came to that. Could he convince the sea rovers to leave? By the beard of Saint Martin, there were thousands of them! The next part of the defenses was the two strategic bridges. The Grand Pont on the north was a massive thing of stone. On the south was a longer, wooden bridge. Both had ramparts high enough against dragons so that the defenders would fight as if behind city walls. Yet each bridge was low enough so no dragon could sail underneath. There was a third bridge: the Petit Pont built in the reign of Charles the Bald. It linked the westernmost point of the isle—the downstream location and closest to these approaching longships—with open abbey land on the north bank. A half-built tower protected the Petit Pont. That unnamed tower was the most exposed spot of the defense. The Petit Pont was important because it acted as a seawall for the Merchant Quarter, the city built along the north bank of the Seine. Gozlin’s crews had worked like devils. Portions of the Merchant Quarter had walls of stone, but too much of its length was timber and ditch. The South Town (built on the south bank of the Seine) had a greater expanse of stone, and the seawall there was stouter than the north’s. Both the north and southern portions of the city were directly opposite the isle. Outside the land-walls were abbeys, fields and too many vineyards. On the north was the abbey of Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois. On the south were the abbeys of Saint Genevieve and Saint-Germain-des-Pres and their many barns and storehouses. Hardworking serfs had torn down great heaps of lumber and piled it in the city. They had uprooted countless vines and carted away barrels of rocks, but too much yet remained.
“I know you’re a gambler, milord,” Judith said. “But how can you possibly imagine yourself victorious against that?”
Odo had grown solemn. “It depends on Duke Hugh or the Emperor. Either or both must bring an army.”
She shook her head, whispering, “We’re doomed.”
He tore his gaze from the fleet and forced himself to smile. He tipped up her chin and kissed her sweet lips.
“You should not do that, milord. Others will see and report it to Gozlin, or maybe they’ll hurl stones this time instead of turnips.”
He glanced at the fleet and then looked away as if it burned his eyes. He took her hands, clutching them to his chest. “Tell me, Judith, how much longer do we have together?”
“We’re about to die and you want to lie with me?”
“I fear we only have a little time left us. We must live it to the fullest.”
She looked up into his eyes. Then she cried out, hugged and kissed him. “Milord, milord, you must defeat these Danes. If you lose, some Northern beast will take me in his arms. I forbid you to lose. I urge you to devise clever stratagems and save us all from their terrible fury.”
Odo shivered from his lingering chill and he faced the dragons, that amazing horde. He counted near seven hundred ships. Northmen with poles stood along the gunwales and pushed each other when the longships jostled too near. Others blew cow-horns and Northmen cheered and shook swords and spears. One by one, the dragons slid toward shore. In the lead ships big men splashed into the water. They grabbed ropes and dragged their boats onto the fields by the north bank.
The Great Pagan Army had finally arrived.
***
The Northmen made camp that day. It was a raucous affair. At times horse-riding Danes approached the Merchant Quarter. They pointed at the walls and wooden towers, argued and rode on. The next morning twenty reavers under a white flag marched for the Merchant Quarter’s main gate. A lone, Frank herald trotted out the gate. The herald returned, ducking under the postern door as his horse squeezed through. He trotted to Odo, Gozlin and the company of knights around them in the street. Without dismounting, the herald told them that King Sigfred wished for a conference.
Odo immediately shook his head. He had been expecting this. “We can’t let them look at our inner defenses.”
“Talk can’t hurt us,” Gozlin said, as he leaned upon a cane.
Odo glanced at a barking dog that rushed in to nip a wandering pig. The pig turned with a squeal and the dog skidded to a halt, backing up and barking louder.
“Vegetius would not agree, Your Grace,” Odo said. “Many a stoutly held city has been talked into surrendering.”
“There are rules to war,” the Bishop said crossly.
Odo shook his head. “Better to let them in and butcher this sea king. A blow to the brain might well kill the horde. The others will quarrel, perhaps even war among themselves for leadership.”
Gozlin glared at Odo, shaking his cane. “I will never break my solemn word. Do you hold your oath so cheaply?”
Odo noted the effect of the Bishop’s words on the knights around them. The hotheaded knights had made a cult of honor. They were not like Julius Caesar, who knew when to break his word for maximum advantage. Odo fingered his chin, thinking fast. He could not let the bishop outface him, but he didn’t know—ah. Sometimes a tactical retreat was wisest, so had said Vegetius.
Odo made a graceful bow. “You are my conscience, Your Grace. I thank you for your words. I now beg you grant me this request. Let us speak with Sigfred inside that hut yonder. Do not let him any farther into the city.”
“There is no dignity that smelly hut,” Gozlin said. “We shall meet in that house there.” He pointed at the home of one of his knights. “Go,” he told the herald, “admit the Sea King into our presence.”
The herald pulled the reins to his horse, turning his mount back toward the postern door.
It left Odo glum, realizing that men still looked first to Gozlin to protect them. He had to chance that if they were to survive the siege.
***
The Dane was a giant with a great black beard. He wore an otter cloak and black armor the color of mud. Thick gold bands circled his oaken arms. His blue eyes were keen and intelligent like some mighty sea eagle. He had an aura of command, like a prize bull; and in a host noted for its savage warriors, he had a reputation of fury in battle, a stealer of souls. Among his guard of brawny cutthroats were three evil berserks. The first was a primeval throwback with a low sloping forehead and shoulders even more massive than the Sea King’s. He should have been slow, but the berserk moved with silky grace and there burned in his small eyes evil intelligence. The second wore a wolf-headed cap, was lean and arrogantly grinned. The last was a rangy youth with haunted eyes. Doom seemed to ride his shoulders.
Sigfred left his guard in the outer chambers and stepped into the meeting room with Bjorn and an interpreter. The wizened interpreter had a scraggly white beard and dotted tattoos on his cheeks that spiraled inward to a blue point. He was a Finn, darker-skinned than the Danes, with thin wet lips and eyes of ratty cunning. He was the Sea King’s wizard and wore a silken robe like a priest.
Gozlin and Odo sat in chairs around a table, with several mailed nobles behind them. Sigfred and the interpreter sat down. Monstrous Bjorn guarded their back.
The Sea King pierced Gozlin with a glance and spoke in a measured tone. The wizened interpreter listened closely and then repeated the words in Frankish:
“Gozlin, have compassion on yourself and on your flock. We beseech you to listen to us, in order that you may escape death. Allow us only the freedom of the city. We will do no harm and we will see to it that whatever belongs to either you or to Odo shall be strictly respected.”
Gozlin nodded as he listened. Then he clutched the cross in his lap and aimed his words at the Sea King. “Paris has been entrusted to us by the Emperor Charles, who, after God, king and lord of the powerful, rules over almost all the world. He has put it in our care, not at all that the kingdom may be ruined by our misconduct, but that he may keep it and be assured of its peace. If, like us, you had been given the duty of defending these walls, and if you should have done that which you ask us to do, what treatment do you think you would deserve?”
The interpreter spoke the barbarous Northman’s tongue. As he listened, the small-eyed berserk grinned, exposing outsized teeth.
Sigfred didn’t share his pleasure. He spoke roughly. “I should deserve that my head be cut off and thrown to the dogs. Nevertheless, if you do not listen to my demand, on the morrow our war machines will destroy you with poisoned arrows. You will be prey of famine and of pestilence and these evils will renew themselves perpetually every year.”
When the interpreter finished, Sigfred rose and in a swirl of his otter cloak stalked from the room.
The berserk with the primitive features rumbled words. The wizard fervently glanced at the monster and shook his head. The berserk laid huge fingers on the little Finn’s shoulder.
The wizard winced and bowed to Gozlin. “Bjorn admires your words, Churchman. He bids me say that when you are dead he will polish your skull and nail it to an Odin Tree.”
Sir Arnulf—one of the mailed guards—drew his sword and might have charged, but two other knights held him back.
The berserk’s eyes glittered. Then he turned as if from yapping curs and followed the Sea King outdoors.
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That night in the Church of Saint Etienne candles flickered in profusion and shimmered off earnest faces. The commanders prayed on their knees to Saint Genevieve. With his old man’s wrinkled hands, Gozlin touched her bones and implored her to beseech the Virgin Mary to ask the Lord Jesus to send the angels of Heaven to help them. Next Ebolus clutched a ragged cloak and prayed to Saint Germain. The cloak—a holy relic—had been Germain’s the time he had first met Genevieve when she had been a young child in Nanterre in 429. They prayed and afterwards argued. Gozlin’s commanders were Abbot Ebolus, Sir Arnulf and Count Herkenger. Robert and Wulf were Odo’s men.
Count Odo unrolled his cowhide map across the altar. Charcoaled onto it was a map of Paris and the surrounding countryside. He stabbed a finger at the place where the Northmen had beached their dragons, and he looked up at Arnulf and Count Herkenger. “Sieges are about food and drink. For the moment, we have plenty and so do they. Next, they are about heart. Whose beats most passionately?”
“You seek to teach us about war?” Count Herkenger asked stiffly. The slender East Frank was olive-skinned and stood straight as a sword. Scars marked his arms, and his shoulders were crooked. There was about him deadly intensity and the pride of an unbeaten warrior. His father (who had long warred in Italy where the Greek Byzantines held lands) had married the daughter of a Byzantine strategos. Herkenger had a narrow face and a thin dark mustache. Like Ebolus, he was a nephew of Gozlin. Many considered him the finest lancer in Paris.
“Our Count has read Vegetius,” fat Ebolus said. “Now, Odo thinks himself an expert on battle and sieges.”
“War is fought with swords, sir,” Herkenger said, staring arrogantly. “It is fought with courage.”
“And skill, too,” Odo said calmly.
“Skill is won through scars,” Herkenger said. “Where are your scars, Count?”
With a jangle of mail-armor, Robert angrily stepped forward.
“Easy, brother,” Odo said, who had a strained smile. “Count Herkenger fails to grasp an essential point.”
Herkenger leaned across the altar. “You say this about my knowledge of war?”
“Among us here,” Odo said, “you certainly have fought the most battles.”
Herkenger smiled stiffly, mollified for the moment.
“Among us, Count Herkenger is the most skilled and knowledgeable,” Ebolus said in a wheezing voice.
“No,” Odo said. “There you are wrong.”
“You think that you are the most skilled?” Ebolus said with a wet laugh. “Who counseled us into sending those oxcarts into the Northmen’s hands?”
Odo shook his head. “I said go at night. You went at dawn.”
Sir Arnulf, who had been fingering the burned half of his face, flushed with anger. “Are you saying I’m at fault?”
“Peace!” Odo said. “I accuse no one. The Northmen outmaneuvered us.”
“Those are pretty words for a defeat that shouldn’t have happened,” Herkenger said. “We walked into that one.”
“It was a bad idea,” Arnulf said, who glared at Odo with his single eye. “I was lucky to save the horsemen.”
“You mean you bolted like a rabbit,” Robert said.
With an oath, Arnulf pulled his sword half out its scabbard.
“This is the house of God!” Gozlin said, outraged. “We are not pagans to spill blood on holy ground. You jeopardize your soul by your warm temper, sir.”
Arnulf chewed his lip and then rammed his sword back into its scabbard.
Odo spoke into the silence. “I would answer Count Herkenger and our dear abbot with a question. Who among us has talked to God face to face? Have you, Your Grace?”
Gozlin was tightlipped as the clutched the silver communion chalice.
“None of us has seen God,” Odo said. “Yet we speak with knowledge and authority about Him because we have read the words of those who did see and speak with God. Written words, sir,” he told Herkenger, “are spoken thoughts given in the language of ink. Among us, Vegetius has the most battle scars. I have spoken intimately with him and taken his council, just as Gozlin and Ebolus read Holy Writ and tell us what God has said.”
“You reason like a fox,” Herkenger said, “and sound like a Byzantine.”
Robert glowered angrily.
Odo soothed his brother before forcing a grin at Count Herkenger. “Perhaps what we need against the Northmen is a fox.” He touched the map, his finger at the location of the beached dragons. He slid his finger to the Petit Pont and the half-finished tower there. “Here is where the Northmen will strike first. It will give them their easiest victory. And if the tower is taken the bridge becomes indefensible and that opens the Merchant Quarter to a river-borne attack.”
Herkenger studied the map, grunting after a time. “What do you suggest, sir?”
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Dawn. The bells of Paris clanged as Northmen marched with a shout from their campfires. They crunched across lightly snowed fields, thousands of killers, rapists and reavers, bearded giants with gaunt savage faces. They bore ten thousand scars gained in a hundred skirmishes and sieges. They had savored such countless victories that now they mocked defeat. Their banners waved arrogantly; red, black and blue flags flapped. Each warband bore its own device. These flags and banners were considered mystical, long ago (it was said) given by Odin, Frey or the Thunder God Thor. As they marched, the warriors chanted rough songs. Some rovers wore hardened leather jerkins; others had scale shirts that shimmered like mirrors. The most dangerous clinked in iron-link byrnies, war-loot gained across the years. Deadly axes and spears glittered in the dawn light. Big wooden shields protected their bodies. The shields were dyed red, yellow and colorful blue. Through helmets, past matted yellow locks or simply forthrightly, they riveted their gaze upon the lone stone tower at the end of the Petit Pont.
There, perched twenty feet higher than the approaching host waited Odo, Robert, Wulf and their men. They peered past merlons (the raised, saw-toothed pieces of stone battlement. Crenels were the names for the openings). Each man studied the approaching enemy. Too many also glanced around. On this tower stood only a few knights, a few soldiers with mail shirts and good Frankish swords. Too many wore quilted tunics in place of mail and hefted hatchets or spears. Everyone gripped a big wooden shield, most of those riveted with a strip of iron around the rim. Shields seldom lasted a battle. Scuta vendentes, shield sellers, accompanied most hosts. There were no shields sellers in Paris, however.
“Saint Germain stands with us!” shouted chubby Abbot Ebolus.
Petrified blacksmiths and carpenters, most armed with javelins, peered hopefully at the armored abbot. The knights had already received his blessings. Ebolus wore a round iron cap and with his puffy features looked like a beetle. He held a shield like everyone else and clutched a lead mace. Canon law forbade Churchmen to shed blood. Ebolus would only break bones and crush flesh. He waved the mace in benediction as he shouted further blessings: “Throw hard! Spit the Northmen on your spears! You’ll send them to hell this day! The cursed pagans will feel the breath of Saint Germain and wilt in the fires of damnation. I bless you in the name of God. Strike hard. Kill the Northmen. God demands their blood!”
Greasy fear roiled in Odo. The tower was too low and isolated from the rest of Paris’s defenses. They were on the same bank as the Merchant Quarter, both it and the Petit Pont Tower stood on the north bank of the river. However, there was empty land between the walled western portion of the Merchant Quarter and this lone tower. His gaze swept over the advancing Northmen. They stretched across the plain. Some marched toward the Merchant Quarter. More marched here. Their stride was sure. They had no hesitation. Thousands of marauders glared at the tower, barbarians without mercy, men who stuffed their foes into great iron cauldrons and cooked them alive to honor Odin. These approaching warriors were sackers of cities, the leaders well versed in the art of siege and storm. The list of Frankland’s looted towns and villas contained some of the largest and best defended.
“Are we fools?” Odo whispered to Robert. When no reply was forthcoming, he stared at his brother.
Big Robert wore shiny mail and his new-style helmet with its nose-guard. Robert’s eyes flickered over the host as if counting numbers. Then, with the sliding sound of steel, Robert drew his sword. “Even Northmen can’t jump over walls, brother. It’s good to remember that.”
The abbot squeezed between them. His chubby face was pale and sweaty. His breath stank and the flabby flesh under his chin wobbled as he spoke. “I never realized there was so many and so well armored. Look at all the mail suits.”
Odo did, and he noticed that longships nosed toward the Petit Pont. Armed Parisians lined that bridge. The bridge was directly south of their tower. He hoped the bridge defenders kept safely behind their wooden battlements. Each dragon held trained bowmen, and the Danes were noted archers.
“We need a miracle,” Ebolus whispered.
Odo silently agreed, but much of war was heart! He turned to the abbot. “King Louis the Third defeated these sea rovers at Saucourt, what, five years ago.”
“King Louis is dead,” Ebolus muttered.
“Do you know the song of Saucourt?” Odo asked. Poets had written a cantilene of the famous battle.
“I do,” Ebolus said.
“Then sing it!” Odo said.
It took a moment, but then Ebolus nodded. The flesh under his chin wobbled. He cleared his throat and broke into song about a king of West Frankland who had handed these pagans a defeat, one of their very few.
Odo snarled at the men. “Sing, damn you! Sing!” He joined Ebolus, belting out the song.
The abbot had a good voice, a trained one, one used to loud proclamations. Robert sang, so did Wulf. Blacksmiths sang. They all sang: a manly bellow against fear, against the terror in their hearts and the weakness in their limbs. Robert shook his fist at the Northmen.
Horns blew from that pagan host. It began on one end and blared toward the other where the army faced the Merchant Quarter. At perhaps thrice the distance from the tower that an archer could shoot an arrow, the great horde halted. Misty breath trickled skyward. Banners snapped in the breeze. Danes slammed their shields edge-first against the hard earth. It was an ominous sound. Horns blew a lower note. The host split. Half shuffled left in a clatter of gear and shields, the other half right. They created a mighty lane. Up it, men dragged small-wheeled platforms.
The singing died away. Ebolus stretched his neck for a better look. “What are those?”
No one had an answer, although Odo had a suspicion.
The wheels were solid wood, about the diameter of a dinner plate. The heavy wooden construction of windlass, short, upright beams and ropes clattered and clanked. Four men apiece dragged each platform. The men puffed and strained. The platforms had long wooden handles, solid wooden uprights and a padded crossbar. Another wooden bar with a cup or leather spoon on the end had ropes attached to it.
“Onagers,” Odo whispered. The charcoal-burner had spoken of these machines, catapults. He counted thirty-seven. The men dragged them ahead of the mighty array. Then a strange warrior trotted out of the host, following the onagers. The warrior (if that’s what he was) had stumpy legs, a dwarf in height but with wide shoulders made all the bigger by his shortness. He wore glittering mail, a shimmering blue-silk cape that seemed liquid like water as it fluttered. It was shorter than an ordinary cape, no doubt, so it wouldn’t drag on the ground. The dwarfish giant—those shoulders seemed much too large for so short a man and his forearms were massive—wore an open-faced helm crested with horsehair. Instead of a sword or axe, he gripped an ivory baton. He bellowed. His voice was amazingly loud. With that baton, he pointed here and there. For a moment then he squinted at the tower and then yelled and pointed again. He sited each onager and arrayed them in a long line. He studied the tower once more and then put a finger into his bearded mouth and held up that gnarled digit. He whirled round, shouted and made each team drag their catapults thirty feet nearer.
From reading Vegetius, Odo had expected bigger machines than these. The Roman writer had spoken about catapults able to hurl 300-pound rocks. The cup-holders of those onagers looked capable of holding fist-sized stones, nothing larger. Odo couldn’t understand how these could possibly batter down their tower.
“They’re busy enough,” muttered Ebolus.
The onager crewmen grasped the long handles and pulled down, drawing them level with the ground. That wound ropes attached to a roll bar that pulled down the catapult’s middle arm: the throwing arm. Back and forth, the crewmen levered the twin handles and inch-by-inch the throwing arm descended, until it too was parallel with the ground. From a basket, one of the crew withdrew an object and set it in the leather cup. Then the crew turned and raised their arms.
The squat, brilliantly dressed dwarf (Odo and the others would come to know him as the Siege Master) pointed his baton at an onager crew. A man there yanked a lever. The throwing arm whipped up and crashed to a halt against the padded crossbeam. That caused the rear of the machine to lift up, to buck as it were. Long ago, that motion had given the mechanical device its name: onager or ‘wild ass.’  The wild onager kicked its rear hooves when angry or upset, and in Roman myths, the beast kicked stones at its enemies when it did this. Up now out of the throwing arm’s leather cup or spoon, flew a fist-sized rock.
“Look out!” Odo shouted.
The stone flew fast, and as everyone ducked behind the battlement, it sailed harmlessly overhead. Now one after another the other machines threw their rocks, each onager ‘kicking’ as the firing arm thudded against the crossbeam. Each crew carefully watched its projectile. The Siege Master seemed to watch them all. Some rocks cracked against the tower. The fist-sized stones splintered. Bits of dust and gravely chips flaked from the tower. Other onager-stones flew overhead. One landed among the defenders and hit a blacksmith in the chest. He grunted painfully as he flopped onto the plank flooring.
“Use your shields!” Odo shouted. “These stones are deadly.”
The onager crews didn’t ratchet-down their firing arms. Instead, some crews dragged their machines closer toward the tower. Others pulled them farther back.
“They’re adjusting for range,” Odo said as he peaked over the battlement.
When the crews seemed ready—each team threw their arms into the air and faced the Siege Master—Odo expected another demonstration. Instead, the squat Siege Master with his stumpy legs trotted to where Sigfred the Sea King watched.
The Sea King was the veritable image of a barbarian god of war: tall, black-bearded and stern, with a large spear in his grip. He spoke with chieftains and jarls. They glittered with silver, gold and shiny mail armor and polished helmets. Sigfred nodded. One of the jarls blew a horn.
Squads of Northmen detached themselves from the host. Each eight-man team carried a long, heavy ladder. Four hefted it on their right shoulder and four opposite men carried the ladder on their left shoulder. Each of the eight held a shield and had a sword or beard-axe slung over his back. Odo noted that what might have been a clumsy operation—eight men wrestling a heavy ladder as well as their huge round shields—was anything but that. The groups marched as one. They didn’t jostle around, bump the ladder against their shields or shout and yell at each other. A horn blared twice. The ladder teams began jogging. To Odo’s amazement, none of the carriers missed a stride. Then he heard them. It was in the Norse tongue so he couldn’t understand the words, but the teams obviously ran in rhythm to a singsong chant.
A loud horn blared for several long seconds.
The eight-man squads halted, and one after another laid their ladders down on the snowy ground. It was smoothly done, impressive. These weren’t yokels hitched to the ladders. These weren’t simple brutes, courageous madmen, but seasoned wall-assaulters. They knew how to work together, had obviously trained long hours, maybe trained as hard as a swordsman or lancer. When rocks and arrows fell around them, groups such as these would not lose their heads and panic. There would be no one man lifting the ladder one direction and another elsewhere. Even hand-over-hand propelling the ladder upward and placing it just so, as death and terror rained upon them… such a feat took coordination and skillful teamwork. Then to know who should go up first and who was supposed to hold the ladder… Odo understood the meaning of this little demonstration. By the mutters and grumbles around him he realized that so did his men!
The display wasn’t over.
Now bowmen marched into position. One company flanked right of the ladder teams and the other left. Beside each archer walked a shield-man. Odo nodded. Shield-men protected the Danish archers from his bowmen, the few that he had, and from the many more javelin throwers. There were fifty or so Danish bowmen in each company. Those men also looked competent. They had leather bow-cases and ornate arrow-holders. They readied their bows with that comfortable ease men have when they know their weapons, were intimate with them.
Then for a time nothing occurred. The bowmen, onager crews, ladder teams and the mighty host waited. The thousands of Northmen watched. Finally, the section of the host closest the Merchant Quarter created a new lane. Up it marched more reavers shouldering ladders and more archers. There was three times what faced the Petit Pont Tower. There were even more platforms, fifty onagers, but these lacked wheels. The crews over there didn’t wind their windlasses, didn’t ratchet down the throwing arms and didn’t test the range. Odo thought that strange.
“Why do they wait?” cried a Frank.
“Because they fear our God!” Abbot Ebolus shouted. “They fear hellfire and destruction.”
Odo wasn’t so sure.
On the river, more longships began to mass before the Petit Pont. The forward part of each dragon seethed with men, with archers, no doubt. They would surely pelt the men guarding the bridge.
Then a tonsured messenger clambered out the trapdoor of the tower. The young man steamed misty breath as he looked around. “Abbot Ebolus,” called the messenger, “you must come quickly. And bring half Count Odo’s men with you.”
“What’s this?” Odo said, scowling.
The young man didn’t wilt. He was a deacon of Paris. He pointed at the Northmen massed before the Merchant Quarter. “Look at all those catapults, milord, and those archers. It’s clear the main attack will fall there. Bishop Gozlin bid me gather more men from here. ‘The raiders here are feint,’ he said.”
“A feint?” Odo said. He considered swiftly. Then he shook his head. “Tell Gozlin that until those onager-men before the Merchant Quarter test the range that we don’t even know if those are catapults or decoys. Bishop Gozlin may be facing the feint, not we. Besides, it’s foolish to tire out our men by running back and forth. We have made our dispositions. Now we wait and fight it out with what we have.”
“Milord—”
At that moment, Sigfred lifted his spear, and a shout sounded from the mighty host.
Odo’s gut clenched. He noticed that many of the men around him flinched.
Instead of blaring horns and a bull-throated roar from thousand of reavers as they rushed forward, a lone man strode out of the Sea King’s company. The man wore a golden cloak and he unfurled a white flag, which he waved back and forth. He strode past the onager crews, past the ladder squads and closer to the tower than the archers.
“I am a herald!” the Dane shouted. He was tall, smooth-skinned and had a deep, carrying voice. He spoke accented Frankish. “I am the herald of Sigfred the Sea King. I desire to parley with the men on the tower.”
Odo shook his head, and almost shouted a reply, when Ebolus said, “Let us hear him out.”
“Aye,” Robert said. “I wonder what he wants.”
Odo frowned. Vegetius warned against parleys with the enemy. One of the fundamentals of siege warfare was sapping the other side’s morale. Many a siege had been lost when a disgruntled or frightened man opened a gate for the enemy. Whether he did it out of fear of death or avarice for gold made no difference. What mattered was the act.
Before Odo could convince the others, however, the herald began a loud harangue:
“Sigfred knows that you are followers of the White Christ. He knows that you are lovers of peace. He knows that war is a brutal struggle. Axes fall. Gore rains out of shattered skulls. Spears thrust like rutting boars, gutting their foes. Entrails spill out. It is a terrible thing. Men scream and weep as they stare at their mutilated bodies. The clangor of war, of bloodshed and battle is like the shrieks of souls in Niflheim. Come now, be honest, men of Paris. Is it not far better to forgo such awful struggles? Is it not better to plow your fields, to take your axe and hew wood for your family? Do you truly wish to face men such as these assembled before you? These fierce warbands crushed Duke Hugh’s knights at the bridge of Pitres. They stormed into Rouen. They slaughtered the Emperor’s soldiers that he sent to the woods of Louvain. Oh, men of Paris, your former King Carloman searched his treasure houses for these warbands. He paid these warbands 12,000 pounds of silver, begging them to leave his realm, and they did, until the Norns snipped the thread of your King’s life and absolved these warriors of the oath. Men of Paris, these warriors of Sigfred the Sea King, of Valgard Skull-splitter, Mad Hastein and Thorvald the Tall and others equally famed have sacked countless cities. Because your former countrymen strove against these champions, their bodies lie broken on a hundred gory fields. Their women are slaves and their children belong to others. O men of Paris…”
Odo leaned against Ebolus. “Tell him if he speaks further we will shoot him down like a dog. Look! He frightens our militiamen with his words.”
Ebolus glanced around the tower and nodded astutely. Ebolus slipped off his shield and set it against the battlement. Then he put his puffy hands onto the merlons and roared out, “Silence, you spawn of Satan! Your cunning words are from the pit of hell. God will give you into our hands. Saint Germain and Saint Genevieve guard our hearths. Saint Denis rides with the invisible armies of Heaven, watching over us. Aid from Heaven will help us sweep you pagans, you goat-sacrificing heathens into the sea. Turn to God while you can. Fall onto your knees and beg the All Mighty for mercy. Repent and pay back all those you have despoiled and mayhap our Lord Jesus Christ will write your names in the Lamb’s Book of Life. Otherwise, you and this host, this brood of Satan, will writhe in torments for eternity in the awful lake of burning sulfur!”
“We don’t fear your god!” the herald roared. “Send out a champion. Come: face Bjorn the Berserk with your one-eyed knight; the one called Arnulf. He is a big man, if small of heart. He fled from Bjorn once already, leaving us a thousand wine butts. Let him call on this god of yours while Bjorn wars in the name of Odin! You Churchmen are always—”
Odo ripped a javelin from a carpenter. He hefted it over his shoulder. “Go!” he shouted, “or we will give your corpse to this Bjorn to gnaw. We know these berserks are animals, like cannibals. Speak again and you will surely die.”
The herald lofted the white flag. “I speak under the flag of truce.”
“The truce is over!” Odo shouted.
“Then you reject Sigfred’s offer of peace? You condemn your people to slaughter, to—” 
“Dart-men!” Odo shouted.
Half a dozen javelineers stepped up.
“Aim!” Odo shouted.
“So be it!” the herald shouted. There was no fear on his face. He was obviously a brave man. “I go, and I take the opportunity of peace with me.”
Thereupon the herald furled the white flag, rolling it around his pole. Then he reversed the pole, holding the cloth-end down, and marched back to the waiting host, to the jarls and chieftains around the Sea King. The herald spoke. Sigfred gazed upon the tower, and the mighty warlord of the Great Pagan Army once more lifted his spear.
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The onager crews worked tirelessly. They ratcheted the twin handles with efficient speed. Another man fit a stone into the cup. The fourth yanked the release lever. A whirl of noise sounded; the firing arm thudded against the crossbeam. Wood groaned and a stone sped at the tower. The fourth man watched the stone’s flight while the first two began ratcheting the roll bar once again. All along the line, the catapults thumped and kicked. The Siege Master stumped from one machine to the next. He squatted at some and with his finger tested the skeins that gave the onagers their deadly power. As the firing continued throughout the morning, the crews moved their catapults forward or dragged them backward. Sometimes they merely adjusted them, a matter of inches and facing.
Odo and his men endured the long pelting, the hail of bone-breaking stones. Rocks smacked against the tower. Projectiles whooshed overhead. Too often missiles landed upon the tower top. Unless a man braced himself (they all crouched low), the stone knocked him off his feet. It cracked linden wood or splintered the shield’s edge. One man perished as a stone clipped him on the head. He had been a carpenter and he had only worn a leather hat, no iron helmet. Soon they all crowded together, squeezed down behind the battlement, the stone merlons and crenels. It was uncomfortable. Occasionally a man rose and glanced around to make sure the Northmen hadn’t snuck up on the tower.
After what must have been the seven hundredth stone, Robert asked, “How long can they keep this up?”
Odo looked over the parapet. Steam rose from the backs of the onager crews. Their faces shone with sweat. Danes waddled forward with more baskets of stones, taking the used-up baskets. Odo chewed his lip. Surely, the skeins couldn’t last forever. Hadn’t the charcoal-burner said that over time a skein lost its power? Was that over a matter of hours or days? Odo swore by Saint Germain’s beard. He hadn’t envisioned this. He shook his head and then ducked as stones flew and cracked against the tower. He felt the strikes through the battlement. Could the Danes batter the parapets into dust? It seemed impossible with such small stones. The Northmen would need bigger catapults for that, bigger missiles.
“Damn them,” groaned Wulf.
Men panted. Some shook with fear.
“If only there was some way of hitting back!” Robert said.
Inspiration struck Odo. He shouted, “Be of good cheer, men! This sort of attack means that the Danes fear you. Why otherwise do they endlessly hammer us with rocks? I’ll tell you, because they’re afraid to come to grips with us man to man.” He forced himself to laugh. “They think this will make you afraid. What fools Northmen are.”
Wulf’s eyes became round with wonder. Then he nodded sharply. “Yes, they’re damn fools!” he shouted.
“These are like the Devil’s darts,” said Abbot Ebolus. “But the Devil cannot harm you if you trust in God, if you raise the shield of faith.”
Men nodded to one another. A few gave tremulous smiles. Yet the terrible pelting continued. Some time later, horns blared, those hateful horns.
Odo raised his face, and as he did Danish archers ran forward and then skidded to a halt. Their bows lifted, strings drew back and twanged. Flights of arrows rose into the sky. They flew up and up, climbing into the cold blue air, and then reached their apogee and began their fast descent.
“Raise your shields!” Odo shouted. “Get up your shields. Hurry, hurry!” he shouted.
Men fumbled with their big shields. Then the arrows struck. The Danes had shot the arrows at a high angle, steeply to fly almost straight up and then fall straight down. The arrows hissed and fell like iron-tipped rain, rattling upon linden wood. A man screamed; so did another.
“Keep up your shields,” Odo said. “Keep under them.”
Bows twanged anew. Arrows flew into the sky. Stones, meanwhile, continued striking the tower.
“This is no good!” snarled Robert. “We have to hit back.”
Odo darted up and barely ducked down in time as rocks splintered and sprayed sharp fragments. He panted, and forced himself up again. The effort made his gut tighten. The archers crept nearer, the shield-men with them. He threw himself down.
“Listen,” he whispered hoarsely, as he crouched behind the battlement. “Are you listening? My knights and retainers must grab angons. You must aim for the shields. Pepper them. The rest of you—Listen!” he shouted. “You must listen to me. Everyone else must stand when I shout and fling two javelins. We cannot allow them to shoot us so freely. First, though, everyone must dart up and see where the archers are. Go,” he said.
Men rose. Not all of them did, but most looked up and then ducked back down behind the battlement.
“Knights and retainers use the angons and aim for the shields,” Odo said. “Everyone one else, hurl your javelin hard like you’ve been trained. And don’t forget to lift up your shield.” He waited as men slid angons and javelins across the floor into waiting hands.
The angon was an ancient Germanic weapon, a special type of javelin. It had a 30-inch iron socket, thirty inches of thin iron and a barbed head. (From reading Vegetius, Odo had concluded that the angon was a copy from the Roman pilum.)  A properly thrown angon sank the barbs into a shield, making it hard to pry back out. The thin iron also bent under the impact. That made the shield worthless, too heavy and cumbersome to wield well. Only the knights and retainers were to throw the angons because they had practiced long years hurling spears and javelins. The blacksmiths and carpenters had trained only a few weeks. Their javelins were often just fire-hardened ash, which meant that there were fifteen to twenty javelins for every angon. A hand-hurled angon or javelin moved slowly in flight. It had little of the arrow’s swift passage. An ordinary man could easily dodge a javelin cast over a distance. Thus, the normal military usage of javelins was to hurl them in mass at packed ranks of enemy. Unlike an arrow, a javelin weighed one or two pounds. Hard-thrown, especially down from a height, javelins sometimes went through shields or pierced tough leather barbing. Of course, a trained shield-man didn’t take the javelin straight on, but tried to deflect it at an angle, to make the javelin skip as a stone tossed across a stream. Unfortunately, the javelin’s killing distance was less than an arrow’s, about thirty-to-forty paces (each pace being the length of a man’s stride). Thrown from a height, of course, that killing distance increased.
“Are you ready?” Odo asked.
Men nodded.
Odo licked his lips, waited as a flurry of onager stones struck the tower and then shouted: “Now!”
The defenders of the Petit Pont Tower shouted with rage, stood up and hurled angons and javelins. The knights and retainers, better trained and long practiced, hurled harder and with better aim. The others just threw; their numbers were more dangerous than their skill. The Danish shield-men raised their linden-wood shields. They protected the archers. Knights and retainers threw a second volley. Some of the others did likewise. Many angons hit and bit. That dragged down a few shields. An archer screamed, pitching onto the snow, a javelin passed clear through his chest. A shield-man collapsed around a shaft of ash. Others staggered backward.
The tower’s handful of Frank archers strung and released arrow after arrow.
The Danish archers backpedaled. Shield-men dragged the wounded. Others limped back. The Northmen didn’t panic. They didn’t break and run, but they retreated out of the javelin range, panting, glaring at the cheering, fist-shaking Franks.
Now however a deadly game began, albeit from a longer range: Danish bowman verses Frankish javelin thrower. These Northmen were marksmen, and onager-stones made every Frankish rise a risk. Nevertheless, the Franks held certain advantages. The tower’s height (small though it was) added momentum to each javelin and stole that of upward-fired arrows. Maybe even more important was that a Frank could curl up against the battlement and rest in almost complete safety, but the archers could never really rest behind a shield. Lastly, the bowmen’s arrows ran out and then they had to race back for another sheaf, while stacks of javelins rested within hand-reach of the Franks. Odo had realized they would need thousands of javelins, and thousands they had—if many of those were only fire-hardened. They had far fewer angons.
Even with all these advantages, however, and with the deadly first javelin-strike against the Danish archers, the stones and arrows took a toll among the defenders. Men carried down the dead carpenter and another with terrible arrow wound. The shaft had pierced his upper chest just under the collarbone, sinking straight down into his body. He had thrashed and screamed, until a butcher had cracked him over the head with a bludgeon. Stone fragments gashed cheeks. The original man hit in the chest with a stone had stopped breathing. Arrows furrowed arms and shoulders. Blood soaked into tunics and in places stained the tower floor. Two men had taken arrow shafts deep in their thighs. The arrows were barbed, impossible to yank out, and with the stones and arrows flying, it was unwise for others to hold the wounded men down while a third pushed the arrow through the back of the thigh and thus drew it out. So the two, thigh-wounded men endured, pale and trembling, but keeping their station. Odo praised them, as did Abbot Ebolus.
Then the arrow-fire slackened, and the number of onager stones lessened until for a full minute or more no rocks rained down. On the tower men rose up like gophers; they rose as those who had endured a long nightmare.
Odo stretched, rubbed his eyes and wondered why he felt so fatigued. He hadn’t swung his sword, just crouched as stones and arrows fell among them. The Danish archers retreated behind the onager crews. Those crews sat on their machines, swilling from jugs as they gnawed bread and cheese. Other men trundled up with more baskets of stones and took the empty baskets away. The majority of that mighty host, stationed well behind the onagers, sat on their shields. They had watched the long pelting. Now they too drank and ate.
Odo whirled around. “Let’s eat while we can. Break out the biscuits, and let’s be quick about it. This may be our last chance to eat for quite some time.”
Knights and militiamen alike munched on hard biscuits and drank watery beer. Odo pointed out the fifty ‘catapults’ that faced the Merchant Quarter. None of those had fired. From the pristine snow before those walls, it didn’t look as if any arrows had been shot either. Before this tower lay many spent arrows, stones and flakes and gravely bits of battlement.
Horns blared. The Northman host rose. Warriors discarded ale-skins and picked up their shields. They drew swords, readied spears or raised wicked axes. Onager crews wiped their hands, raced to their locations and hurriedly began ratcheting their dreadful machines. Kettledrums boomed like thunder. It was a terrible and ominous sound. The noise rolled across the plain. Odo located them. Big brass kettles sat on the snow, rows of them. They gleamed golden as muscled men hammered the stretched skins with leather-wrapped mallets.
“Look out!” Ebolus shouted.
The boom of the kettledrums drowned out the by now familiar sound of catapults. It almost caught them by surprise. Stones flew. The men of the tower threw themselves down behind the battlements.
Now those kettledrums roared. The intensity and speed of the beat increased. It was as if the Northman’s sky-god, red-bearded Thor of Asgard, had climbed out of the clouds and marched among his worshippers. It was a frightening noise. It struck the tower with more impact than the pelting stones. When Odo looked up it was to a dizzying sight. Archers fired arrows. They had snuck up on them, but that was the least of it. The ladder squads had risen to their feet and rushed forward. They didn’t walk in sequenced time, didn’t jog, but ran fast to reach the tower before showers of javelins might stop them.
At that moment, a shout mingled with the thundering kettledrums. The Northman host, those thousands of warriors, held their big shields up against their bearded faces. They bellowed, roared and then began clashing their swords, spears and axes against linden-wood. Such a sound might greet a lost soul in hell. It chilled Odo’s blood. It brought goosebumps onto his arms and neck. He opened his mouth. The archers sidled closer and closer, their shield-men warily watching the tower. The ladder teams were almost upon them. Now streams of Northmen raced from the host and toward the tower. It looked as if the entire plain was alive with killers bent on slaughtering all those in this little fort.
“Arise men of Paris!” Odo shouted. “Arise, the Northmen are upon you!”
***
Fierce sea rovers thrust up ladders amid a hail of angons and javelins. Ladder wood clacked against the merlons. Maddened warriors in mail and with shields scrambled up the wooden rungs. They charged with the names of Odin and Thor on their lips. Behind them, several paces back of the ladders, archers fired straight up at the exposed Franks.
“Throw rocks!” screamed Abbot Ebolus, spit spraying from his mouth. “Hit them with rocks!”
Odo clutched the leather handle of his shield with manic strength as his sweaty palm clamped onto the hilt of his father’s sword. His iron helm was jammed down tight upon his head. Trained retainers surrounded his handful of knights. Every other Frank on the tower, the hastily assembled Parisians, tunic-wearers, dropped their shields and grabbed rocks, heavy rocks carted one by one over the weeks and set in piles for just this moment. Screaming Parisians hurled those rocks directly on the Northmen. The crunch of stone against linden-wood was a good sound. Northmen shouted as they fell. Some reavers landed at odd angles, breaking their legs or snapping ankles. Some warriors were cunning and deflected these rocks. They advanced several more ladder rungs before another rock bashed against their shield. Elsewhere a ladder broke under a rock’s impact, and three Northmen plunged down to the foot of the tower.
The Danish archers were the worst. They had easy targets, and they drilled their shafts into yielding flesh. Luckily, Wulf had sense enough to gather a handful of men and arched several flights of javelins into them, driving the archers back.
Then there occurred what every man on the tower dreaded: a snarling Dane, his red beard bristling and with blood pouring from his nose, clambered atop the battlement. A tunic-clad Frank lunged with a spear. The Dane howled, twisted aside and bashed the man’s brains out with a great iron axe. Two other Northmen scrambled up behind the first. The maddened axe-man laid out two more Franks. Abbot Ebolus rushed forward, swung, missed and staggered back as the axe clove his shield, splintering the top, a wooden shard gashing the abbot’s fat cheek. It was old Gerold, a battle-trained man, who lifted and heaved a rock. It obliterated the raging Dane’s face and sent the Northman reeling backward. He struck one of his own and the two toppled over the battlement.
Odo bellowed, and from the side he shield-bashed the last Dane. The shock numbed Odo’s arms. The Dane pitched backwards and followed his brethren. “Heave your missiles!” Odo shouted. “Don’t let them get back on the wall!”
Below, a sea of Northmen surged toward their lone tower. Howling, bearded warriors with mad-glaring eyes pressed in, shoved and pushed for a chance to scramble up those ladders. Their courage dazed Odo. They kept coming. Danish archers kept firing. Corpses and gore littered the foot of the tower. Reavers dragged themselves away, legs and ankles broken. Rocks rained down a deadly hail. Yet still they came. The kettledrums pounded that booming thunder of Thor. It ignited something awful in the Danes.
To the left, three raiders gained the parapet. One swiveled his head, gore pouring from an arrow-pierced eye. A young knight named Frederick traded blows with the Dane as retainers thrust with their spears. The crazed Dane jumped down from the parapet and onto the tower’s plank flooring. He bashed Frederick’s shield with his own and thrust his sword. It punched through iron links and stabbed into Frederick’s chest. The Dane brayed devilish laughter, but when he tried to yank his sword free, it didn’t come. His sword had lodged in Frederick’s ribs. Spearmen riddled the Dane with points. One spearman jumped up and wrestled with a different Dane on the parapet. Both fell to their deaths below.
For how long the terrible battle raged Odo had no idea. Time seemed eternal. He panted and sweat drenched him. A Dane on the ladder reached up and clanged his hand-axe against Odo’s iron helm. The helmet held, but the rim gashed his forehead. Odo’s swing crunched into the raider’s cheekbone. The Dane clutched his ruined face and plunged out of sight. Odo leaned over the parapet and cut another Dane’s upturned features. Then two Franks hurled rocks at the rest of those on that ladder.
“Back, back,” Odo said, dragging one man from the exposed position. The other slumped to the tower floor, an arrow in his throat.
It was then that the kettledrums fell silent. Trumpets (it was a much different sound than the horns) pealed into the comparatively eerie silence. The trumpets continued their brazen call. It must have penetrated the blood-enraged souls of the Northmen. For those in the rear of the mighty throng retreated. That slackened the pressure on those trying to gain the ladders. While those before the ladders had already begun to hesitate. The dead and badly wounded lay at the foot of the tower. Reavers picked up their comrades. Bowmen winged a few last arrows. Then the onagers resumed.
“Down!” shouted a hoarse Abbot Ebolus. “Get down.”
It was then Odo knew they had beaten off the attack. When those hated onager-stones smacked against the battlements he realized that their tower and Paris, too, had survived the initial assault of the Great Pagan Army.
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That evening Bishop Gozlin inspected the tower by torchlight. He wore rich vestments and held his crosier. His rings flashed as he listened to the brave tales and then he bade all fall onto their knees. His priests carried a silver shrine. Men fell into reverent silence as torches crackled. Other priests set down a wooden bust of Saint Genevieve. Gozlin swept aside the shrine’s curtain. Bones lay on fine linen. With his hand on the bones and as he kneeled he prayed aloud, thanking Saint Genevieve for victory and begging for renewed aid tomorrow. Then he blessed them in her name.
Later, Gozlin motioned aside the weary Count.
Odo spoke first. “Your Grace, as you prayed I received an inspiration. We cannot face many more assaults like this. Somehow, we must change the nature of the battle. Then it came to me: heighten the tower. That will steal just a bit more of an archer’s power and add power to our javelins and rocks. It will also make a Dane’s climb longer. Thus I need every spare carpenter and piece of lumber you have.”
“I don’t understand,” Gozlin said, his face pinched.
“We must build a six-foot scaffold onto our tower. We’ll brace it, build thick parapets and add flooring. Six feet may not seem like much, but then instead of twenty feet up, a shot is twenty-six and a climb is twenty-six, maybe with the added parapet twenty-eight or twenty-nine feet. That’s almost thirty feet, almost twice the distance. That will give the Northmen pause, I think.”
“Can such a thing be done in one night? For you cannot build half an extra tower.”
“Agreed,” Odo said. “Yes. A scaffold and boards nailed around it and flooring, I’m certain with all the carpenters we can build it tonight.”
Gozlin nodded slowly as he gazed upon the Danish encampment. Northmen roared in song around their campfires. Slaves cooked oxen on mighty spits. The Bishop regarded him. “I implore you, Count Odo, have mercy on the city.”
“Your Grace?” Odo said, perplexed.
“You ask me for carpenters and lumber. I ask you to give up your sin and return Judith to Holy Mother Church. Which do you love more: your lust or your city?”
“Your Grace, there are many sins among us. Why do you choose mine in particular?”
“Not yours, Count Odo. I’m considering Judith. She is Bishop Engelwin’s child. He was Bishop of Paris. Now I am Bishop. She is therefore my ward, my concern. As the spiritual head of Paris, I must lead a pure life. As long as you hold her, her sins stain me and my prayers will surely lack enough sanctity to move the saints of Heaven. By keeping her, Count Odo, you bring doom upon us.”
Odo was exhausted and he knew that he had a long night ahead of him. He said, “If you truly believe that, Your Grace, then set this test. Give me the means of defending the tower and pray for victory. If we lose, I will concede that you were right.”
Gozlin’s features never changed, although in some manner they become bleaker. He turned away. Finally, he said over his shoulder, “I will give you the means, Count Odo. On my soul I swear it.” Soon thereafter, he took his leave.
It was only later that Odo recalled how easily the Bishop had given in to his request. It should have been a warning.
***
Torches burned throughout night as Franks worked like frantic termites. Along the length and breadth of the tower top, carpenters laid heavy boards snug against the battlements. To that frame, they nailed thick beams. Those six-foot timbers rose all along the tower. Although it was hasty construction, the carpenters labored with a will and keen understanding of what the scaffolding had to endure. Many of them had hurled rocks and javelins today. Many of them had faced wild-eyed Northmen bearing swords and axes. Too many had seen lifelong companions cut down and murdered by those hated sea rovers. They intimately understood what a higher tower would give them. They also feared that a wooden tower made in one night might be too weak to withstand the onagers and axe-wielding Northmen. Thus, they built the scaffold strong. Six feet up from the tower-top floor, they added a new plank floor, and onto that, they built a sturdy wooden parapet. They braced this skeleton of wood with crossbeams and they hammered other boards across the scaffold’s front and sides, but not the rear. The rear faced the Petit Pont, the vital bridge that linked them with the Cite. As sunlight painted the morning, weary carpenters filed off the tower. Guttered torches lay everywhere. The hastily made wooden addition added half again as much height—at least to Danish archers and ladder-borne assaulters.
As the sun rose, Northmen appeared who gaped at the improved tower. Soon Danish horsemen rode out. Chieftains in splendid armor and cloaks approached and studied the tower, talking among themselves.
“We’ve surprised them,” Odo said. His eyes burned and this morning’s beer and bacon sat like lead in his gut.
Perhaps thirty minutes later the chieftains rode back to camp.
“Does our tower baffle them that much?” Robert asked.
Odo said, “I quote: Novelty and surprise throw an enemy into consternation; but common incidents have no effect. The Northmen thought as they went to sleep last night that this morning they knew how to defeat us. Now they must reconsider.”
That reconsideration meant hours of hammering from the reaver camp. Toward noon, the Northmen were ready. As they dragged out the onagers and assembled the host behind them, other Northmen lugged massive wooden shields. These shields looked two to three times thicker than an ordinary shield and were the height of a full-grown man, nor were these shields round, but rectangular. They were much too large for any one man to wield. Perhaps a giant like Goliath of Gath, a ten-foot monster, might use such a shield. It took three reavers apiece to lug one.
“Ah,” Odo said, “those are mantelets, siege shields. I suspect they’ll use those to protect the archers from our angons.”
Soon the kettledrums boomed. The awful noise thundered as it had yesterday. Franks on the heightened tower gripped their weapons. Many began to tremble.
“They’re training us to fear,” Odo whispered. “Every time those drums play we know they will charge. Soon we will all cringe at that sound.”
The horrible sound grew, thrumming through them. Then a mighty hurrah burst from the assembled lungs. Groups of northern warriors staggered toward the tower, three to a siege shield. Behind them ran archers and shield-men.
“They don’t have any ladders!” shouted Ebolus.
The squat, blue-cloaked Siege Master shouted orders and waved his baton. Onager-arms rocketed upward, flinging stones. Desperate Franks crouched behind the wooden parapet. The fist-sized stones crashed against the reinforced boards, but no timber splintered or cracked.
“Our new tower holds!” shouted Robert.
Bows twanged from below. Like yesterday, the archers aimed high so the arrows flew almost straight up, arched and rained down upon them. Under his shield, Odo was certain that the arrows didn’t strike as hard as they had yesterday, but he wondered if that was simply his imagination. He peeked over the parapet and at this increased height felt a greater sense of safety. The charging, bellowing Northmen lugged the mantelets closer than he expected. They carried them toward the foot of the tower.
“Dart-men!” Odo shouted.
Battle-tested Parisians rose up and heaved javelins. They rattled as harmlessly off the mantelets as Danish arrows did off the Frankish linden-wood shields. 
“Milord!” shouted a man. “They’re immune to us.”
“Target their archers!” Odo shouted. “Use rocks against the mantelets.”
Northmen lifted their siege shields and set them at a cunning angle. Mallets sounded.
“I think they’re setting posts under them,” Robert said.
Rocks bounced off the siege shields. The rocks rolled and thudded upon the ground.
“Hurl the rocks!” Ebolus shouted. He implored heavenward: “Saint Germain aid us! Crush these heathens and rip out their pagan souls!”
Franks exposed themselves as they rose and heaved rocks straight down. Arrows and onager stones hissed and whizzed past. A few hit Franks crumpled. Knights heaved angons at the Danish archers. Others showered javelins. The Danish bowmen retreated. At that moment, from below, picks struck stone. Underneath the mantelets, Northmen hammered at the very tower, at the stones. They attempted to make an entrance into the tower.
“If they burst in we’re dead!” wailed a man.
Odo knew what they had to do, but he didn’t like using up their few surprises. Odo sent a man running below with orders. Then he whirled and shouted, “Try the wagon wheel!”
Robert, Wulf and two other men wrestled a huge wagon wheel, a heavy, iron-reinforced thing. They grunted, heaved it up over the battlement and let go. The huge wheel plummeted and crushed a mantelet in a crash of noise. It pinned a yelling reaver by the legs. Three javelins ended his misery. Other exposed Northmen leaped under the still standing mantelets. Soon, even under a hail of rocks and javelins, a new siege shield rose in place of the broken one. All the while reavers picked at the stone.
A half-hour later huffing, sweating serfs ran up onto the tower. Each carted a steaming bucket from the kettles below. In them bubbled wax and hot oil. Odo motioned. All the Frank bowmen and javelin throwers peppered the Danish archers. Then, amid the whoosh of onager stones, the serfs poured the deadly mixture. The scalding liquid hit the mantelets and slid between the cracks. Northmen howled in agony. The picking stopped. More wax and bubbling oil struck the giant, now smoking siege shields. Northmen shrieked, and the sweet, pork-like odor of burning flesh drifted upward. Reavers sprinted away, a few with their hair ablaze. They staggered and clawed at their eyes or tried to tear off their armor.
Javelins throwers and rock heavers watched spellbound, their mouths agape.
“Throw!” Odo shouted. “Kill them!”
The Franks jerked awake and flung their missiles.
A last wave of oil and pitch gushed from the tower. The last reavers ran or crawled pathetically. Those without hair dove into the Seine. It was a rout.
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Judith woke from slumber and heard shouts within the house, the sounds of scuffling and the yells of pain. Terror filled her. The Northmen were here! They must have breached the walls while she slept and now rampaged throughout the streets. She drew a dagger from under her pillow. It was razor-sharp. As she dug knuckles in her eyes, forcing herself awake, she rifled through plans. She had a bag nearby of easily found loot to lull looters from looking for the true treasures. She poised the dagger. People said that Northmen loved courage. Perhaps if she slew the first raider to enter her room the others would believe her a witch woman or a woman of high character, one worthy of a chieftain. It would not be wise to fall into just any Dane’s hands.
A heavy body struck the door.
She should have escaped to Tours. She should have insinuated herself with Duke Hugh there. The Northmen wouldn’t besiege his town. She snarled silently and slid her bare feet onto the floor.
Wood splintered. A huge man staggered, tripped and sprawled onto her rug. Her hands trembled and she hesitated. Killing wasn’t so easy. She was supposed to stab this into his flesh. Ugh! Then surprise and a new horror make her arms go slack. The huge man had a burned face, half of it scarred from treacherous flames. The left eye was parboiled, a milky, unseeing white.
Sir Arnulf scrambled up and dusted his fine red cloak. “Milady, you are to come with me.”
She screamed in rage and launched herself at him. He twisted. He was fast. She shoved the blade hard. It snapped against his mail. He roared, grabbed her and slammed her against the wall. She slid down dazed.
Bishop Gozlin stepped into the room. Serenity gave the old priest dignity. “She’s no lady, Arnulf, but a bride of Christ’s.” Triumph shone in Gozlin’s eyes. “Come, Judith, it is time to return home to the convent where you belong.”
***
That night the warbands burned their slain on giant wooden pyres. Dark smoke belched into the winter skies. The stench of death, the stink of burnt bones made more than one Viking rub his nose and scowl at the heap of stones piled before them. In the morning, the Franks still stood on those walls. The city soldiers dared not cheer, but they held grim watch as they gripped spear and shield.
Several hours later, Sigfred, Valgard Skull-splitter, Mad Hastein of the Loire Vikings and others met in council by the shadows of the beached dragons. There Sigfred raised a leather awning and set out hot baked bread, pork and ale casts on a trestle table. The sea kings and jarls sat at the benches, eating little but quaffing much. Heming watched the proceeding from behind Sigfred’s back. There the Twelve stood in the background, the bodyguard to the Sea King.
Old Hastein, a white-haired warrior of legendary fame—Ivar Hammerhand and he had long ago made that mad, three-year voyage into the Middle Sea and back—suggested an outlandish assault. His voice was gruff. Years ago, he had taken an arrow in the throat and it had poorly healed. With that gravely voice, he wove a web of words. Feint at the tower. Marshal many before the wooden walls of the Merchant Quarter. Then rush upon the island in selected longships. Beach the dragons under the very nose of the walls, throw up ladders and storm into the Cite. All the best Franks would be elsewhere. The old warlord snapped his fingers. His wrinkled face broke into an infectious grin. “Paris falls,” he said hoarsely. “This farce is over.”
Valgard Skull-splitter shook his head. He was massive and spoke slowly and his great red beard impressed many. It hid his mouth even as he spoke. Unlike Hastein, he made no gestures, no sweep of his hands and strike of his fists. The hiding of his mouth and stillness made his solemn words like a stone oracle, a speaking statue of Frey.
“Paris is small,” said Valgard, “hardly a market for goats or turnips. I left my hearth in the Danelagh to loot, not storm up bitter walls of stone. It’s silver and gold I desire, not hard knocks on the head and missing fingers.”
Old Hastein had lost two fingers… no one knew how many years ago, more than ten, certainly.
“At least I still have my balls sewn on!” roared Hastein.
Valgard’s great red beard hid the twist of his lips. He neither shifted on the bench nor shrugged his shoulders nor reached for his famed axe ‘Skull-splitter.’  “The Franks want Paris,” Valgard said slowly. “Let them have it—after they pay us to leave. Then let us sail elsewhere and plunder cowards and priests as we’ve done before.”
“Paris blocks the path to Burgundy,” Hastein said hotly. “That’s where we want to go, yes, into virgin territory? So sweep this heap of stones off the board and then let us be on our way.”
There was further argument, a few jarls favoring Hastein’s idea, perhaps twice that siding with Valgard.
At last, Sigfred rapped his knuckles on the trestle board. “The snow is already on the ground and Yule fast approaches,” he said. “The days have grown short. If we were at home few of us would stir outside our halls. It would be long nights of dicing and drinking and listening to the howl of the north winds. The sun shines a little longer here in Frankland and it is not quite the bitter cold as home. Even so, now is the time to scrape and re-caulk the hulls, to repair our armor, forge spears and fashion new shields to replace the old. Why not do those tasks here? Let us admit to ourselves that these Franks, at least, have found their valor. These few have found it late, and do doubt that’s due to the excellence of their walled isle. Very well, a few Franks have valor and one or two of them have learned to lead. Remember that we’ve razed their lands all summer and autumn. Now at Yule we’ll rest. We shall build a fortified camp, entrench along their roads and ring then with onagers and archers. Let these brave Franks learn what it means to despair. While we rest and refurbish, they will daily endure a hail of darts and stones and wonder when next we shall launch an assault. Meanwhile, let the specter of disease haunt and then weaken them. Let them feel the hunger gnaw their bellies while we grow fat on their land.”
“What if Duke Hugh or the Emperor marches to Paris’s relief?” asked Valgard. “As long as we strike and move fast they cannot gather a host to face us. But if we remain in one place too long eventually the Franks can gather a host large enough to face us.”
“Duke Hugh I don’t fear,” Sigfred said. “After their many drubbings this past year these West Franks will never assemble a host brave enough to face us in the open field. Their courageous leaders are either sick or dead. As to the Emperor, he is far away in Italy, and do not forget that three years ago at Elsloo, he had the assembled hosts of Lombardy, Bavaria, Alemannia and Saxony with him and still he paid us Danegeld to leave rather than face our wrath. So do not trouble our council with phantom hosts, Skull-splitter. We will crack Paris given a little time and then be on our way as we plunder elsewhere.”
Sigfred grinned as he picked up a silver chalice that had once been the prized communion cup in a Rouen church. He swilled wine and then raised the chalice. A Frankish beauty, a ravished nun with long, unbound hair, poured and hung her head in shame as the Sea King rested a paw on her person. “Gozlin and his nephews think to stiffen the people’s spine against us, eh? Well, I’ve a gift for him so he may count the cost of this defiance. They ply their magic, their cries to this slain god of the Cross.” Sigfred laughed. “It is said that Charlemagne once chopped down the Yggdrasil Tree of the Saxons when they still served the old gods. So now I, in retribution, will defile one of their holiest shrines.”
“How?” asked Hastein.
“Bjorn!” shouted the Sea King.
The leader of the Twelve lumbered to the trestle boards. The sea kings and jarls grew silent and watchful.
“I will unleash the beasts of Odin against the Christian’s holy shrine,” Sigfred said. “This champion of the berserks, I think, will best know how to defile it.”
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The Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Pres stood about the distance of a double onager shot from the southern bank of the Seine and was just a little west of the Petit Pont Tower. The abbey was thus well outside the walls of South Town. South Town was a thin sliver of land hugging the southern bank and contained mostly church-owned barns and silos. A wooden bridge linked it to the Cite. Saint-Genevieve Abbey was farther east and even farther from South Town than Saint-Germain, and built on higher land. Both abbeys were among West Frankland’s richest and most famous. Perhaps only the abbeys of Saint-Denis and Saint-Germain-Tours held a higher place in the hearts of the West Franks.
During the reign of Childebert I, the Merovingian son of Clovis the Conqueror, men had built the original church of Saint-Germain-des-Pres from 556 to 558. At the time, men called it the Saint-Croix-et-Saint-Vincent. Saint Germain, a Paris bishop at the time, founded the adjacent Saint Symphorien monastery. It was presently the Saint Symphorien chapel. In 756, the Church canonized Saint Germain, and sometime later, the combined church and abbey become the Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Pres. The abbey held the tunic of Saint Vincent, long ago gained from the Holy Land. It also had the bones of King Childebert I and the relic (bones) of Saint Germain. At first, they buried Saint Germain’s relic under the church’s portico and only later set in a protected inner sanctum. (Before the Great Army’s arrival, Abbot Ebolus had wisely removed all those relics and taken them safely into Paris.)
As Bjorn readied the Twelve, large numbers of Danes went into the woods north of Paris. They felled countless trees, dragged them back and began construction of a fortified camp near where the dragons lay beached. Others cheered as they rowed across the Seine and swarmed the southern countryside. Some rode south to loot villages, farmsteads and if they could wooden-walled villas. They roamed through the empty vineyards, searched abbey barns and abandoned slave huts. They dug trenches before all the paths and trails leading toward Paris and build earthen redoubts behind those trenches. At the Rus Siege Master’s suggestion, they raised wooden platforms and placed the onagers where they would do the most damage to those in Paris. They also dug trenches, built redoubts and catapult platforms on the north side of the city. They dragged rowboats overland and into the eastern half of the Seine, patrolling upriver of Paris, ensuring that no rafts or boats smuggled supplies into the city. The noose thus tightened around Paris.
All the while, Bjorn, Grimar, Heming and the others sharpened their spears and axes and quaffed honey mead.
Heming frowned as he studied the abbey, the complex of church, chapel, cloister, gardens and barns. This church boasted a tall spire, a bell tower, although the bell had along with other abbey valuables been spirited away into Paris. The Twelve sat sprawled around a cracking fire. Discarded mead-skins lay amid gnawed pork bones and radish sprouts. Swords and axes glimmered in the firelight. It was a cloudy day. The rasp of sharpening stones against steel matched belches and the loud boasts of berserks pretending nonchalance and indifference.
Then Egil spoiled it by saying: “That’s not what I heard. If you open a saint’s grave and peer at his concentrated bones you’ll go blind. In their holiest shrines this White Christ stands strong.”
Three other berserks pelted Egil with pork bones, but his words troubled them.
The term ‘White’ Christ didn’t come because of the color of Jesus’ skin. The word hvitr (white) meant cowardly or effeminate in Norse. Christ was peace loving said the Frank priests, one who loved peacemakers. Warriors spit upon such a one. Fighting was valorous and manly. “Your liver is white,” was a way of calling a Viking a coward. Red Thor, beloved by the Northmen, had flashing red eyes, a great red beard and spilled the red blood of his foes. In addition, a baptized convert wore a white robe for a week and added to the sense of the White Christ name. 
“Drink!” roared Bjorn. “Drink to Odin! Do you think the Lord of the Dead cares a piss for a man on a cross?”
“This Christ is a god,” said a berserk, “and like Odin he hung on a tree.”
“Bah!” Bjorn said. “Odin hanged himself on the Yggdrasil Tree. He climbed up and hanged nine days and nights. Roman soldiers, men, nailed this White Christ onto the cross. They plucked his beard and beat him with whips. He lasted hardly that day. Then they buried him.”
“He rose from the grave,” said Egil.
“To wreck vengeance?” asked Bjorn. “Bah! These stinking priests tell us he still bears the marks in his hands and in his side.”
“Odin is blind in one eye,” Heming said. “He still bears marks.”
The Twelve grew silent.
Heming became wary. They had accepted him since he ate the wolf’s heart. He had raged with them against serfs and fleeing knights, but he brooded too much when sober and acted like them only when drunk. Thus, he drank often, because he hated the thoughts that dogged him. He hated brooding about luck and thinking about deeds that sometimes he considered might be wicked. He had drunk much mead today. Because the truth was, he also feared entering this abbey. Bjorn had surprised him and his father at a smaller abbey, one less powerful than Saint-Germain-des-Pres. Twenty years ago, Ivar Hammerhand had found the cup of Attila at an abbey in Luna. Abbeys were bad luck, ill fate for him.
“Odin traded his eye,” rumbled Bjorn. “He wished for wisdom. He won a sip from the spring of Mimir, which sits at the root of the Yggdrasil Ash-Tree. The cost was an eye.”
“I’m just saying he’s wounded like this White Christ,” Heming said. “Maybe this Christ won something as he hung on the cross.”
Bjorn angrily shook his head. “Odin hanged upside-down, self-pierced by his own spear. For nine days and nights, he gazed into Niflheim’s depths. Pain, hunger and thirst tormented him, but he did not die. He fought for secret knowledge and won it. He gained rune magic. He cut those runes onto his spear Gungnir and on the teeth of his horse and even on his thigh. He gained power. This White Christ, what did he gain?”
Heming shrugged. “I don’t know, but his followers are everywhere.”
“Mice are everywhere!” Bjorn said. “Does that mean we should act like them or praise their ways?” He rose drunkenly and picked up his axe. “There’s a holy shrine of Christ’s! Are we going to sit here all day and fear it? Who here is Odin’s man?”
The berserks surged to their feet, bellowing, Heming among them. Alcoholic fumes mingled with rage; the presence of Odin walked among them.
“Follow me!” shouted Bjorn.
Danes on the southern side of Paris paused as they dug their ditches. They paused as they packed dirt into earthen ramps. They stopped chopping boards out of logs and quit hammering and building the onager platforms. They nudged one another and jutted with their chins or pointed with their fingers at the Twelve, the Great Army’s most fearsome berserks. From within the city church bells began to clang. Franks shouted from the South Town’s walls.
Twelve shaggy warriors trotted onto abbey land. None was handsome or even ruggedly good-looking. Most were scarred like Heming. The wolf he’d slain had badly torn his left cheek and it still looked it. When he grinned or laughed his missing tooth become obvious. They bore no armor, shields, fluttering silken cloaks or golden armbands. Wolf-skins, ratty bear cloaks and worn leather breeches made up their attire. Worst of all or perhaps strangest and most eerie was their bearing. They had been marked by Odin, chosen, selected to carry his ecstasy of battle. It showed in their eyes, the fierce stare, the look of a killer, a wanton, pitiless butcher. It showed in the lines in their faces, grim and graven. They walked with death. They cultivated fury and the spirit of destruction.
These twelve barged into the church. Bjorn kicked open the door and twelve wild-eyed beasts of Odin piled in. Grimar pointed at a beautiful stained-glass window no doubt imported from distant lands. On it, a man led a donkey upon which sat his wife holding a child. Grimar threw a stone, shattering the glass scene. Brutal laughter filled the church as the berserks spread out, hewing with axes and smashing with borrowed, iron-headed mallets. That drew out an old and feeble monk, a saintly soul so devoted to his post that he had refused to leave it. Several berserks made a game of pushing him back and forth between them, until they tired of it and hewed him to pieces, using his blood to paint runes on the walls. In the abbey graveyard, berserks smashed tombstones. They dug up the grandest tomb. There Egil snapped his sword, trying to pry open an old stone casket. He cut his hand doing it. They pulled down their breeches and defecated onto dug-up bones, stomped on and shattered them and then egged on a quite drunken Heming to climb the spire.
“Are you Odin’s chosen?” shouted Bjorn. “Are you his eagle come to roost on his enemies?”
Heming had found a missed barrel of wine and torn it open. Red juices stained his chin and he had trouble focusing.
“Let’s show those Christians what we think of their god!” roared Grimar. “Let’s show them what Odin’s champions are going to do to their town.”
Staggering and reeling, with the Twelve at this back, Heming climbed the wooden stairs of the bell tower. He slobbered words. He hated abbeys. They were bad luck. Behind him, his companions roared laughter and gave him shouts of encouragement. These were his blood-shedding brothers. None could face them in battle. He thought of the monk his father had slain with a thrust to the heart. That monk had been brave and chanted prayers to Heaven. The thought of it brought fury to his heart. He didn’t know why. He charged up the stairs. They creaked and groaned in the darkness. He burst up the trapdoor and from the height peered at Paris. The city bells clanged. Frankish throngs watched from the walls. As the berserks pushed up into the bell tower with him Heming began to shed his clothes.
“This is what I think of Paris!” he bellowed. Naked, he reached out and grabbed the eaves of the bell tower.
“Where are you going?” laughed Grimar.
“Up there,” Heming said, pointing. “I’m going to climb up to the spire.”
Berserks shouted encouragement, but not Grimar. He looked out the bell tower and at the ground far below. “Wait, Heming,” said the lean berserk. He drew a knife and cut the rope used to ring the bell. (The monks had not taken it, just their beloved bell.)  Grimar tied the rope around Heming’s chest. “Now go, Heming. I’ll play it out and catch you if you fall.”
Heming clambered onto the ledge, his bare arse aimed at the Franks of the city. Then he scrambled up, and from below came the shouts of Vikings. Their voices seemed to propel him, to lift him up as he scratched and clawed his way onto the roof. He climbed to his feet, walked up the steep incline and soon clutched the spire. With his fist, he broke off the cross and hurled it earthward. Then, in full view of the people of Paris, he grabbed his member and began to urinate.
A few moments later, the berserks howled with glee.
“Heming is making it rain!”
As the wind blew upon him, Heming began his descent. It was then he slipped, shouted in surprise and crashed arse-first onto the roof. He slid over shingles, shouting. He fell off the bell tower, and he would have plunged to his death, but the rope tied around his chest bit hard and jerked him to a halt.
“He makes rain and now he’s flying,” Grimar said, who began to haul him up.
To show that he was still game (and still very drunk) Heming flapped his arms like a bird as he roared with laughter.
***
The Northmen laid siege to Paris. Instead of storming the walls, they now let despair and eventual starvation begin its slow and frightful work. It would be weeks before the next assault.
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By the time they reached Besancon, Peter had worn out his sandals. In the Upper Kingdom of Burgundy, in the Jura Mountains, a starving pack of hounds crowded them against a boulder. Enrico the drunken sub-deacon brayed louder than the donkeys as Peter hurled rocks with stinging accuracy. A big brute of a beast, a skeletal dog of hell, rushed in. Lupus bashed its brains. Unfortunately, his last swing shattered the axe against a rock, but by then the pack slunk back into the pines.
It was worse in the famine-struck valley. A man sold meat in a village near Lake Neuchatel. A crowd of gaunt-eyed wretches thronged the seller, tinkling trinkets and treasures into his hands for a plateful of raw pork. Then a baron in tattered furs barged through the crowd and kicked over the meat basket. Grim-faced knights hauled the seller to his feet.
“You dug up this carrion from the ground!” shouted the baron.
The seller hung his head.
“Its food!” cried a woman. “It doesn’t stink like carrion.”
“Food?” shouted the baron. Hair sprouted from the mole on his cheek. He drew his sword and laid the edge on the seller’s neck. “What sort of food, eh? Confess!”
The seller became mulish, puckering his toothless mouth.
“You,” said the baron, pointing at Peter. “Come here.”
Peter obeyed. He was hungry, too. The three of them had been here four days, waiting for the snowstorms to lessen.
“Take his confession,” ordered the baron. He had a terrible scar on his right cheek.
“My son,” Peter said. “Where did you gain this meat? You must confess. Your lord commands it.”
The seller, dirty-faced and thin, with black hollows around his eyes, gave Peter a ghastly smile. “I was so hungry, father.”
“I’m only a monk,” Peter whispered. “I’m not—”
The baron shoved him. “Quiet. Just take his confession.”
“You were hungry?” prodded Peter.
The seller nodded. His toothless smile was demented. “I dug it up, father. I hadn’t eaten for so long.”
“Was it poisoned? Is that why the meat was buried?”
In wild delight, the seller looked out over the crowd. He raised his voice. “I dug it up from the graveyard. Its man-flesh you purchased. That of Godfrey the peddler.”
A woman shrieked. Starving men groaned.
The baron dragged the lunatic into the middle of the market. With chains, they bound him to a stake, one link digging against his cheek, turning it white. Peter prayed for his soul as the fire began to cackle.
***
Three weeks later, the three of them rested as they descended the Great Saint Bernard Pass. Icy winds howled about them. The donkeys huddled against a cliff while Peter and Lupus crouched around a fire. Both wore heavy forager’s cloaks and thick woolen mittens. They shivered, with donkey blankets and bundles heaped against them. They had a bag of spoiled barley for the beasts, and three dark loaves left for themselves. Racing clouds stole the daylight. Shrieking gusts blew against the pines, making the trees bow to nature’s majesty. Without Lupus’s canny ability at snaring rabbits, they might have been feasting on bark—or the flesh of the dead.
“Did you see him lurch off his donkey?” Lupus said. The squat Lotharingian hunched over the flames, half for warmth and half to protect the precious fire. Sudden gusts whipped snow into their faces. At those times, the flames ducked low against the logs. As soon as the winds lessened, however, the flames leaped up again as if to spit and jeer at the weather.
Hunger robbed Peter of curiosity. The ache in his belly tormented him almost as much as thoughts of Willelda. “I fled,” he muttered. “I left her in the hands of barbarians.”
Lupus squinted at him one-eyed. “Don’t beat yourself, eh. I told you she’s fine, better off than us.”
Peter shook his head.
“What could you have done, eh? Take up your axe, slip into their camp and free her? You tried that and look what happened.”
Peter shucked off his mittens and held his bony hands over the flames.
“What’s he keep in there?” muttered Lupus. He meant the bag under the sub-deacon’s blanket. The bag—a leather satchel—had the seal of Rome on it. The Pope’s protection guarded Enrico’s belongings. Enrico did not usually wonder off like this and leave his satchel behind.
Their Roman companion was noble born, a son of that glorious city. He had narrow features, a nose like an eagle’s beak and a slit for a mouth. He had princely leather boots, long, fine fingers that had surely never seen hard labor and an aristocratic sneer worthy of his ancient lineage. He claimed Julius Caesar as an ancestor. In moments of danger, Enrico cried out to him as if the olden warlord had been a saint of Heaven. Often, like today, the sub-deacon reeked of wine. Then his eyes became red and mean and his movements and gestures became slow and sure. Peter had caught the sub-deacon lying seven times. Twice Lupus had threatened Enrico with violent death. That all boded ill for acquiring a relic.
“Let’s take a peek,” suggested Lupus.
“And break the Pope’s seal?” asked Peter, horrified.
“Bet he keeps a special elixir in there. Sure. A drop, two drops mixed with snow-water turns it into wine.” Lupus glanced around. They hid in a hollow, with alpine mountains all around. The slopes were dense with snowy pines. “He went to mumble his prayers,” Lupus said with a laugh.
Neither of them had ever heard Enrico pray, other than his shrieks to Julius Caesar.
Lupus pulled aside the blanket. The leather satchel lay exposed. With an oath, the Lotharingian ripped it open. Puzzled, he pulled out a tiny bundle and uncurled the leather wrap. In the cloth lay a shiny silver denier with a side portrait of Charlemagne. Lupus freed others. More coins.
“Here’s his elixir,” snarled Lupus. He pulled out every coin, and then he pulled out something else. “Is this a letter?”
Peter scooted over and took a leather folio bound by cord and shut with a red wax seal. It showed a pilgrim on a donkey, both monk and beast with a bowed head. Peter looked up in wonder. “This is Engelwin’s lost stamp.”
“Eh?”
“He was the former Bishop of Paris, before Gozlin. I recall priests saying that…” Enlightenment filled Peter. “I heard rumors that Judith took some of her father’s things, the Bishop’s stamp among them. I never believed it. Judith is too saintly to be a thief.”
“What do you mean?”
Peter shook the letter. “She must have sealed this with her father’s stamp. Yes! She made me pledge that I would see Enrico safely to Rome. He must be her courier.” He frowned. “Is this for the Pope?”
“Let’s open it. I hate secrets.”
“…No.”
“Maybe she’s trying to pass this off as from her father,” Lupus said. “She could have used Count Odo’s seal, right. You’d be doing the Pope, or whoever this is addressed too, a favor.”
Before Peter could decide, a wild cry alerted them. Enrico lurched into the hollow, his arms flapping and his mouth spewing Roman profanities. Lupus jumped up and from the folds of his cloak whipped out a gleaming knife. A half second later Peter leaped to his feet.
“Stand back!” snarled Lupus. The Lotharingian focused on the sub-deacon, who had wisely halted and stood panting in hatred.
“You broke the seal,” slurred Enrico.
Lupus took a step nearer. “You bastard, we almost starved to death. Peter paid for your bread. We begged thereafter and endured spits, kicks and humiliation. And what did you do: slip away and buy yourself drinks!”
“You thief!” shouted a glassy-eyed Enrico. “Give me back my coins.”
Lupus’s eyes narrowed. He took another step nearer.
Peter jumped in front of Enrico and fell onto his knees. “Don’t kill him, Lupus. I implore you. Don’t do it.”
“Kill?” said Enrico, drunk puzzled.
Lupus chuckled evilly. “You want your relic, I know,” he told Peter. “So I won’t kill him, but he has to pay. He’ll never lift a hand to help us. So…” Lupus began gathering the coins.
“What are you doing?” shouted Enrico.
Lupus made three equal piles. One of them he stuffed into a sack that he tied to his belt. The other he put back into the satchel. The last he left on the ground. “Those are yours,” he told Peter.
“Thief!” hissed Enrico.
Lupus met the sub-deacon’s gaze and scraped the edge of the knife against his cheek. “Call me that again and Peter or no and I’ll slit your throat.”
The Roman coldly picked up his satchel. He looked around. There was nowhere to go. So he hunched by the fire and endured their presence in hateful silence.
***
They exited the pass and headed for Pavia, the major city of Lombardy. Peter retuned his share of the coins to Enrico. The Roman spoke no thanks. He smirked instead, knowing that Peter desperately needed his help in the Eternal City.
“I want his deniers, too,” said the sub-deacon.
“Where did you get them? Judith told me you lost everything.”
“She gave me the coins,” said Enrico. “She is a true child of the Church. I want your serf’s coins as well. Do you understand?”
Peter did. No deniers meant that he could expect no help from the sub-deacon. Hatred rose in his heart. Peter nurtured it, played in his mind the myriad ways he could kill Enrico. Garrote him in his sleep. Bash his head with a rock. Stick him in the gut with Lupus’s knife. Horror filled him later. As a man thinks, so he becomes. Peter begged God for forgiveness, even tried to weep for his sins. He kept wondering what Judith had written in that Engelwin-stamped letter.
Two days later near dusk, they reached the famed monastery of Pavia. Lupus used his knife’s pommel and hammered at a wooden gate. They shouted and Lupus hammered again. Then the gate creaked open as a monk with a raised lantern bid them enter.
 



 
38.
 
The abbot of Saint Pavia was the fattest man Peter had ever seen. The abbot breathed audibly as he spoke and his many chins quivered. Sweat glistened on a balding head and his hard little eyes lurked behind puffy flesh. The abbot talked to them at the refectory table even though it was long past supper. A fire blazed warmth and beer, bread and butter lay near at hand. Those hard little eyes flickered at the sub-deacon’s thirst, Lupus’s enormous appetite and Peter’s hesitation.
“Did not the Lord Jesus Christ allow his disciples to pluck kernels of wheat on the Sabbath?” asked the abbot. “So I feed hungry, nay, starving men after the appointed hour.”
Peter nodded and used his finger to spread butter.
The abbot joined them in repast, and he enquired after their story. “All pilgrims have one,” he explained. “And you have the mark of pilgrims.”
Lupus spoke as he ate. He talked about Northmen and Paris. Later Enrico slurred something about the Pope’s mission. When it was his turn, Peter only smiled sadly.
“Come, come,” said the abbot. “All must speak. It is the price for the meal.”
Peter wasn’t sure afterward what loosened his tongue, the beer, their safety or the inquisitive abbot with those hard little eyes. He spoke about his abbey, and in an edited version told of the Danish assault and his abbot’s penance. He spoke about Count Odo, Paris, and their harrowing trek here. He praised Lupus and spoke how God had seen fit to strand Enrico in Paris so he might help in this holy quest. Perhaps he quaffed too much beer on an insufficiently full stomach. He was sure he said too much—or maybe too little. Lupus grinned throughout the telling. The Lotharingian, Peter had come to understand, loved cleverness and seeing others shade the truth. Maybe it made Lupus feel better about his own slipperiness.
Enrico paid little heed. The Roman watched the flames and poured beer down his gullet. He nodded now and again, but as his eyes reddened, his absorption with the fire became absolute.
As he listened, the fat abbot tore his bread into thin slices. Then he took each slice and crumpled it bit by bit between his sausage-sized fingers. At last, with a sweep of his hand, he brushed the crumbs onto the floor. A small dog that slept between his feet jumped up with a yap and with its needle-like teeth wolfed down the bread.
“Your story delights me,” said the abbot. “Naturally, not the sorrow it entails. The slaughter of innocents, the kidnapping of villagers, those are dreadful things. But this penance, tell me, brother, do you believe these saintly bones that await you in Rome will aid you?”
“Most certainly,” Peter said.
“Why?”
“Power resides in a saint’s bones. They link us to him or her and help as we plead with Heaven.”
The abbot clapped his fleshy hands. “You said that you were born in Ireland. You have traveled widely?”
Peter nodded.
“Do they believe in relics in your distant island?”
“Yes, father.”
“They pray to the saints in Ireland?”
“Most assuredly,” Peter said. “The Christians of Ireland are true children of God.”
The abbot breathed noisily as he smiled. “I’m sure you wonder at my questions. In our abbey is a learned brother, perhaps the most learned among us. Unfortunately, His learning has driven him mad, as they said of Saint Paul. Our monk has traveled to the East and spoken to heretics there, Iconoclasts. Have you heard of them?”
“Bits and pieces,” Peter said.
“The Iconoclasts were barbarians, near to heathens. Their heresy has warped the soul of our learned brother. For his own good, as the great Hincmar of Rheims once did to Gottschalk, I have locked my Christian brother in a cell that he might ponder the error of his folly.”
Peter nodded. For hundreds of years Carolingians had put away dangerous people into locked abbey cells. In Charlemagne’s time, they had locked the rebel Duke of Bavaria in a monastery. First, they tonsured him. Sometimes such a man might have his eyes ruined, since a blind man couldn’t rule. Emperor Louis the Pious had ordered his rebel nephew, the King of Italy, blinded. The executioner had been a dolt. Instead of very lightly tapping the eye with a red-hot poker, and thereby clouding the cornea, he had touched the eye much too hard. The shock flew up the optic nerve and the lad had died in writhing agony. Afterwards, Louis had put Charlemagne’s bastards, his very own half-brothers, Drogo, Hugh and Thierry, into monasteries.
“Iconoclast means ‘icon breaker,’ the damned heretics,” said the abbot. “They believed such icons and busts of saints were idols that the faithful worshiped. They spouted Scripture, namely, the second of the Ten Commandments. I quote: You shall not carve idols for yourselves in the shape of anything in the sky above or on the earth below or in the waters beneath the earth; you shall not bow down before them or worship them. For I, the Lord, your God, am a jealous God, inflicting punishments for their fathers’ wickedness on their children of those who hate me, down to the third and fourth generation; but bestowing mercy down to the thousandth generation, on the children of those who love me and keep my commandants. The Iconoclasts imply, if you can believe it, that our busts and bones of saints are idols. That we grovel before them as heathens once did to Baal or these Northern gods Thor and Odin.” The abbot slapped the table. “Do we sacrifice goats to the saints? No, we venerate them as children of God. We esteem them and ask them aid us as we beseech the Throne-room of the Lord Almighty.”
“You should whip this heretic,” said Enrico, his face flushed a fiery red.
The huge abbot shifted uncomfortably. “Nay, nay, I don’t like the whip. He was a good monk once and has a keen mind. I pray for his soul. Mercy and meekness are often better tools than whips and chains. I locked him away as much for his safety as to keep his words from the younger monks. Some of older monks… they, too, wish him whipped.”
Enrico smirked as if he had won a debate, raised his collar and went back to staring at the flames.
Soon thereafter, the abbot showed them to their cells, and the next morning they hurried along the road to Rome.
***
Rome, the Eternal City of the Seven Hills, Peter breathed in wonder and amazement. He had never seen its like. The entire episode in Rome seemed like a dream, magnificent and evil, wonderful and treacherous. They first stayed in Enrico’s house near the church of the blessed Apostle Peter, called Saint Peter in Chains. They waited for several days. When Peter asked the sub-deacon about a relic, Enrico told him that his brother was away on business and he didn’t know when he would return. His brother owned many relics. Enrico urged Peter toward patience.
“He’s never going to give you a relic,” Lupus said in their room. “He’s a liar, a swindler and a drunkard.”
A few days later, Enrico found them boarding at a monastery outside the Aurelian walls. The sub-deacon assured Peter that as soon as his brother returned he would send them word. Enrico then bid them farewell and whistled merrily as he hurried away.
“I should have slit his throat in the Alps,” Lupus whispered later.
The Aurelian walls surrounded Rome. Emperor Aurelian of the old Roman Empire had built the walls in the third century A.D. Majestic ruins lay within the city and everywhere was strewn garbage. However, the people kept the old walls in excellent repair and seldom built outside them. The one great exception had been the Vatican Hill across the Tiber River. The plains around the hill were smelly marsh and the upper slopes of the hill slippery and steep. In olden times, part of the area had become a cemetery, while ancient Emperor Nero had taken another section and there constructed a vast pleasure garden. Holy tradition stated that in the garden’s Circus wicked men had crucified the Apostle Peter during the evil night of A.D. 64 when Nero had bidden that Christian martyrs be smeared with tar, lofted onto stakes and set ablaze. Brave disciples took down the apostle’s body (so stated tradition) and buried it in a shallow grave among the tombs near the Circus. By A.D. 160, a humble shrine stood at the spot. In the fourth century, the first basilica arose there.
The basilica of Saint Peter was a garish sight. Builders had plundered old pagan temples and the very Circus where the apostle had perished to provide Saint Peter’s with building material. Ill-assorted bricks and blocks had been jammed together. The great columns towering in the murk of the interior were mismatched. The various bases and capitals hadn’t been set with their original column. Yet, as the years passed and as Christianity grew in popularity and power, the wealth expended upon Saint Peter’s became increasingly impressive. Seventh century builders hammered a thousand pounds of silver onto the great central door. Later, men tore off the silver and replaced it with heavy gold sheets.
Saint Jerome had written against this. The marble walls shine, the roofs sparkle with gold, the altars with gems—but the true servants of God are without earthly splendor. In this, few listened to the great Jerome.
The Aurelian walls protected the ancient city, but they didn’t encompass the Vatican Hill or the glittering wealth of the basilica of Saint Peter. For five hundred years that hadn’t mattered. Christians fought Christians and often the wars had proved bitter and bloody, but soldiers left the basilica’s silver, gold and gems alone because it was the holiest of the holy. That changed after the reign of Charlemagne and his son Louis the Pious. The Saracens invaded Sicily in 827, drenching the isle in blood until they made it theirs. Like locusts, they swarmed into southern Italy beginning in 843. Soon they learned of the basilica, of the plated sheets of gold, the treasures of gems and massive silver plate. In the dread year 846, a Saracen fleet had sailed out of Africa. Filled with the zeal of Islam, the reavers marched upon Rome. From upon the Aurelian walls that saved the city, the defenders wept as the Saracens plundered Saint Peter’s basilica. All the silver and gold plate, all the gems, went into the wagons waiting to cart them to the galleys. Worst of all, the Saracens broke open the Apostle Peter’s tomb and scattered his relics. It was monstrous sacrilege, and the people boiled out of the city and bitterly fought the invaders.
Two years later, Pope Leo IV began work on a wall to guard Vatican Hill. Then in 849, the African and Sicilian Saracens sent a second, grander armada against Rome. The Roman and Latin counts gathered under Pope Leo, and all the Christian galley captains sailed for the port of Ostia at the mouth of the Tiber River. There was fought a great and glorious battle, and God aided Pope Leo by sending a tempest that drove most of the African fleet ashore. Soon captive Saracens labored by the hundreds on the Leonine Wall, as men soon named it. Up from the Tiber to the crest of the Vatican Hill and down again to join the river farther downstream, the forty-foot high wall guarded the holy basilica from future rapine.
For days, Peter and Lupus wandered the vast city, sightseeing. An old solider from the wars guided them. The man lacked his left knee down and was blind in one eye. Tears leaked from that eye and trickled down his weathered cheek. The pittance Lupus paid him (using Enrico’s coin) produced a steady stream of legends, modern day information and the locations of the alleys they had best avoid.
The marble, granite and travertine used so lavishly in these monuments and buildings awed Peter. Lupus pointed out the collapsed buildings, the garbage strewn everywhere and the stink. Their guide assured them that the smell was worse in summer.
“This city is filled with rubbish,” Lupus said. “Everything is a relic.”
Maybe the oddest thing was the ongoing destruction. Rampaging barbarians looting and sacking hadn’t torn down half the structures as the limekiln workers toiling across the centuries. Every day the workers carted marble chunks to the kilns and burned them down into lime, which they used for plaster. The travertine blocks (they formed the core of the various buildings) were broken up to make byres and hovels. It reminded Peter of the monks busy in the scriptorium he had visited. They had vast rolls of paper and monks busy erasing the old pagan stories. In their place, the monks wrote religious tracts and theological and devotional writings. The erasing was much cheaper than slaughtering sheep and curing their skins for parchment. Peter wondered how many old books had been lost that way, and soon shrugged. What did it matter? Everything would end in 1000, a little more than a hundred years left for this old world. The thought of time running down reminded him of Willelda and his sins.
“I need a relic,” he said. “I need it now, not whenever Enrico’s brother returns.”
Peter talked it over with Lupus; and after plying their guide with wine—Peter begged Saint Martin’s forgiveness—they wondered aloud where they could possibly find a saintly relic.
The old soldier grinned as wine dribbled down his chin. “You want relics, eh? Every pilgrim does.” He smacked his nearly toothless gums. “I’ll tell thee what, for a few deniers I’ll show thee a road full of relics. Then ye can take your pick.”
“A road full?” breathed Peter.
Lupus frowned, eyeing the old soldier. “If this is a trick…”
“Me?” said the soldier, “trick a ruffian like thee. I’m no fool.” He rubbed his wrinkled fingers. “Ye two are good lads. Ten deniers is all I ask.”
Lupus bargained hard and dropped it down to two, which made the old soldier grumble. He told them to be ready the next morning and then he would show them.
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The old soldier took them three miles outside the city to the Via Lavicana and the cemeteries there. Along this ancient Roman road were buried many saintly relics. There were the graves of ten Roman legionaries martyred under Emperor Gallienus in 260. The old soldier crutched along the rows until he pointed out a mass grave for two hundred and sixty martyrs. Emperor Diocletian had ordered the poor souls to dig sand on the Via Salaria. Later, dragged into the Roman arena, archers had shot the people to death with arrows. Their crime was that they had refused to surrender their Scriptures to the Roman authorities.
Peter crossed himself as he mumbled prayers. The holiness and faith of these martyrs gave him goosebumps. Such brave and stubborn fools, as these—fools for God—would gain the martyr’s crown someday in Paradise. He looked away, filled with contempt for his lust. He recalled words from the Book of Ecclesiastes: It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for death is the destiny of every man; the living should take this to heart. Sorrow is better than laughter, because a sad face is good for the heart. The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure.
Shame drove Peter to his knees. He wept before these tombstones. He touched them. His heart beat painfully in his breast.
The old soldier beamed. Lupus scratched his side, picked his nose and soon shuffled his feet.
After Peter had dried his tears, the old soldier limped to a small church, the north wall covered with vines. A robin perched on the topmost cross, whistling a sweet melody.
With a dirty fingernail, the old soldier pointed at the building and spoke in a hush. “That is the church of the blessed martyr Tiburtius. His relics lie under the altar. In the church crypt below is a tomb where lie the bones of Saint Simplicius.”
Peter shook his head.
“Simplicius died during the hideous reign of Emperor Diocletian. The Emperor’s officer Lampadius tried to convince Simplicius to sacrifice to the gods. Then Lampadius died suddenly. His relatives blamed Simplicius for the death, as they he said practiced spells. To appease them the Emperor had Simplicius dragged into the arena, and on December 22, 303 he was beaten to death with leaden whips.”
“Beaten with leaden whips,” Peter whispered. He envisioned those horrible Northmen on the night the abbey burned and remembered how that beastly Northmen had pelted Bodo to death with bones and wooden brands. Peter began to tremble. He blinked back tears. A sign, surely this was a sign from God. Bodo and Simplicius’ deaths were so similar. Peter wiped his nose and bowed his head. It humbled him to think that God had guided him here to this very spot. It meant that God forgave him his sins. He forgave his lust and fornication, his lies and attempted thefts.
“The leaden whips tore his body like the Romans did to our Lord Jesus Christ.” The old soldier dabbed his cheek. “That is a right fine martyrdom, torn and mutilated like our Lord. Saint Simplicius must have been a holy man.”
Peter held himself very still. He was afraid he might leap, twirl and dance around this small church. He was a chosen vessel of God, him, a bastard child form Ireland, a Danish half-breed. He breathed the saintly air and barely noticed the Lotharingian beside him.
Peter followed the old soldier within. Two women bowed and prayed before the altar. Peter advanced near and slyly inspected the altar, noting the heavy slab of marble. He might possibly lift the marble slab, take the relic within and then set the marble back, just as it was. It was important that others not detect his actions. Peter went alone into the crypt because the stairs were steep. It was gloomy down here, with a damp odor. He flexed his fingers, eager to peer into the tomb. Instead, he satisfied himself by draping himself upon it. Yes, he should be able to lift this lid. He thoughtfully climbed the stairs and followed the old soldier outside.
Lupus waited for them. His face was too bland. The Lotharingian’s gaze fell upon the old soldier and then he gave Peter a meaningful stare. The Lotharingian was a crafty fellow, too crafty by far. That low cunning, however, had saved them more than once.
Peter strolled to him and whispered, “Trouble?”
Lupus stepped back from the grinning old soldier and turned his head. He spoke softly: “I’m wondering what the penalty is for stealing a holy relic. Maybe this old crow would earn a reward for helping catch us. Maybe that’s why he’s showing us all this.”
Peter frowned. Steal a relic? This wasn’t theft, was it? He chewed his lip. God had ordained the trip. Why, the similarity of the deaths of Bodo and Simplicius was a sign. Their abbey desperately needed a new relic. Satan’s minions had burned up the old one. Then the abbot had given him the penance just before his death, had sanctified the entire quest with his blood. Look how everything had fallen into place after that. He had almost walked into a village full of Northmen and not one of them had seen him. Crafty Lupus had joined him as a guide. Count Odo had found them and taken them safely to Paris. Judith had given him a guide to Rome and coins. Perhaps Enrico had proved false, but that was a test surely. Now this old soldier had showed them this particular church. It all pointed to the hand of God.
“This is a holy task,” Peter whispered. “It isn’t theft. It’s the penance for my sins.”
“Fine,” Lupus said. “Just don’t trust that dotard. He’s too happy, by half. Your only friend in Rome is me. Everyone else here plunders what he can.”
“Well, what do you lads think?” said the old soldier. “Is this an excellent relic? Have I fulfilled my pledge?”
Peter gave the crippled old soldier a pleasant smile, a nod, and he decided on a… not a lie. No, he needed some misdirection is all in case Lupus was right. Peter cleared his throat. “I shall ask the sub-deacon about this tomb. Perhaps he might speak with a cardinal or even the Pope. The sub-deacon carried a letter bearing the seal of Paris’s bishop. That should help in this.”
The old soldier looked crestfallen. As he leaned on his crutch, he glanced from Peter to Lupus. “You don’t want to slip in tonight and carry off the relic?”
Peter forced a brisk laugh. “What a preposterous notion. No, no.” He glanced at Lupus. The Lotharingian adjusted the straps of a sandal. Peter cleared his throat. Maybe this was another test. He had been willing to steal for sin. Would he now employ those same talents for God? Would he use his craft for the Church instead of for lust and fornication?
“Continue, please,” Peter said. “I would like to see more.”
The old soldier scratched his arse and finally gave a one-shouldered shrug, a philosophical gesture. He crutched along the Via Lavicana and pointed out another martyr’s tomb, talking about leopards tearing saintly women into bloody ribbons.
***
Peter fasted three days. The old soldier came around, but Peter told him they had finished sightseeing. Peter spent much time in solitude and prayer while Lupus idled his days. Then, on the fourth day, Lupus purchased two donkeys.
“I thought you were almost out of coins,” Peter said.
Lupus shrugged.
Peter noticed a tear in Lupus’s tunic and a dark bruise on his left calf. “What happened to you?”
The Lotharingian flashed those black teeth and jiggled his coin pouch. “Do you really want to know?”
Peter’s empty gut tightened. “This is a holy task. You mustn’t jeopardize it by brigandage.”
“I have torches, food, donkeys and a fine linen shroud, or did you expect to return home on an empty stomach and with bleeding feet?” asked Lupus.
Peter rubbed his face. What would arguments solve? He fingered his rosary and pondered the ways of God as they found a hostel a mile outside the city. They bedded down at dusk, and in the middle of the night rose up and headed in the dark for the Via Lavicana. Lupus carried the unlit torches. Peter cradled the linen shroud and mumbled fervent prayers. Lupus kept out a sharp eye, and twice they slipped off the road and waited behind bushes as night watchmen with their spears and lanterns clattered by. At the small church of Saint Tiburtius, Lupus took out a box of coals and lit the first torch. A dog barked in the distance. The stars blazed overhead, but no soul was out in the cemetery or in the church.
They entered, the torch shimmering its light as shadows played on the walls. Lupus stuck the torch in a sconce, and together they gripped the altar’s heavy marble slab. Peter strained. Lupus grunted. The marble didn’t slide or shift.
“It’s too heavy,” Lupus whispered.
Peter nodded, and he took the torch and together they threaded down the steep stairs. Each creak added to the gloom. The close air was oppressive. Lupus wore a grim look. He feared the fairies and the demons of the night. Peter called on the Lord Jesus Christ for help and adorned the holy martyrs. Then, Lupus and he lifted the tombstone that covered the sepulcher. Peter’s heart thumped. It was empty! This was just like the abbey’s coin box. Despair engulfed him.
Lupus thrust the torch lower. “Look,” he whispered.
Despair turned into rapturous joy. There at the bottom of the sepulcher lay bones, dust and a small marble tablet. Peter picked up the tablet and made out the words bearing testimony that this indeed was the body of Saint Simplicius.
“Praise the Father, Son and Holy Ghost,” Peter whispered. With great reverence, he laid out the linen shroud. He scooped up the dust, bones and skull and carefully wrapped them in the shroud. The thrill running through his limbs was sweet ecstasy. He lifted the relic and set it on the floor. Then together they lifted the lid and set it back into place. Lupus swallowed noisily. He features were pale.
Peter triumphantly picked up the relic, cradling it in his arms. A serene smile spread across his face. “We’ve done it,” he whispered. “I have gained a relic.”
Lupus urgently motioned that they climb the stairs.
Outside the church, Lupus sucked down the night air. He trembled.
“Put out the torch,” Peter said.
Lupus thrust it against the ground.
“You must stay calm,” Peter said. “God aids us. Now I may rescue Willelda.”
Lupus said nothing. His eyes were haunted.
That too was a sign to Peter. Tonight’s act touched the bold serf. Oh, praise God! Praise God, Jesus and all the saints of Heaven. This was the most glorious day of his life. His next step was the first on the long road back to Paris and his dear Willelda.
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Without Judith, Christmas for Odo had been a bitter ache of loneliness. The rage in his soul at the treacherous act burned hotter the deeper he buried it. Whenever anyone mentioned the Bishop or Sir Arnulf to him, Odo’s lips thinned and the skin tightened across his cheekbones. He spoke no words against them. He wasn’t a madman; he didn’t want war in the city. (They kept her in a house behind a guarded wall.)  The one time the Bishop had greeted him in the streets Odo had inclined his head as his eyes glittered. Oh, that had been a terrible moment. In a flash, he had seen it all in his mind and had almost responded. It had been a strange sensation, dreamlike. He had inclined his head even as he’d envisioned his hand wrapped around his sword hilt and the blade hewing into the old man’s neck. It had brought a grim twitch to his lips, and that had made the Bishop’s escort nervous. One of Gozlin’s retainers had actually stepped between them with his shield interposed. There had been no words spoken. The Bishop’s greeting had frozen on his lips. Nor had they bumped into each other since then or met together in council.
It had been almost two months without Judith, two months of bitter siege. The Northmen tightened their ring around the city even as Odo and his men tightened their belts. The sea rovers plied their onagers. The Siege Master, the far traveling dwarf with his horsehair helmet and hard-won Eastern knowledge of blockage had practiced dirty tricks. The onagers flung rotten flesh into the city. The onagers kicked and flung flaming balls of cloth that burst apart at impact and set timber buildings afire. Abbot Ebolus had marched out one day with priests, trumpets and relics and made a circuit past the Merchant Quarter’s walls. He had caught the Northmen by surprise, when most of them ate their noon meal. The march had been a major blessing, a petition toward Heaven. Near the completion of that little procession, however, the Siege Master and several onager crews had targeted the priests. Whizzing stones had chased them through the gate, striking one old deacon on the head and slaying him on the spot. Odo had reacted against the onagers differently, oh, much differently indeed.
He seethed within, without he presented a calm demeanor, a lordly certainty that victory would be theirs. The loneliness in his heart devoured his soul. It hardened him. It strengthened his desire to slay Northmen. It made him cunning and drove him toward a deeper study of De Re Militari. It also put lines around his mouth and etched furrows across his forehead as he paced the walkways studying the Great Pagan Army.
He read his few bowmen, noble hunters all, what Vegetius said about training archers: A third or fourth of the youngest and fittest soldiers should also be exercised at the post with bows and arrows made for that purpose only. The masters for this branch must be chosen with care and must apply themselves diligently to teach the men to hold the bow in a proper position, to bend it with strength, to keep the left hand steady, to draw the right with skill, to direct both the attention and the eye to the object, and to take their aim with equal certainty either on foot or on horseback. But this is not to be acquired without great application, nor to be retained without daily exercise and practice.
Count Odo bid his few bowmen to test the blacksmiths, butchers, carpenters and plow-hands that stood on the parapets. A similar number of real fighting men also joined the trainees. Those men shot at posts and straw butts until their fingers bled. Other people fletched thousands of arrows.
Arrows had greater range than javelins, but it still wasn’t far enough. Therefore, Odo questioned his men and he spoke once with Count Herkenger. He learned of a machine called a springald, one within the capacity of his blacksmiths—he hoped. He had read about ballistae and been dismayed at their complicated construction. Nor did he feel that Danish onagers were the answer. Unless they captured some and dragged them back into the city, he had little hope of pelting the distant Northmen. He studied the burning cloth balls. Those gave him a cruel plan, but that occurred later.
Ballistae and onagers were beyond the skill of his artificers, but the springald was different. He spoke with the blacksmiths and found an old graying man who nodded, saying it was possible. In the smithy, the old man forged a great iron bow. This he bolted to a heavy plank. A carpenter chiseled down the middle of the plank, down its length, and made a smooth groove for a javelin. There a moveable claw was inserted near the end of the plank. Then they tested hemp, catgut thread and found that three ordinary bowstrings braided into one survived the stretch without snapping. The great iron bow had incredible tension. A special lever drew this string back. Drawing the string was a most difficult chore, but once the string hooked over the claw and a javelin was set in the groove, all a man had to do was pull a small lever. That moved the claw, which released the thick string, which rested against the end of the javelin and shot it hard out the grooved plank. Tests outside in the street proved successful. The springald shot the javelin harder and farther than an archer’s arrow. What made the springald deadly was a spike driven through the middle of the plank. Then they built a stand the height of a stool with a cupped metal bowl embedded on top. Men lifted the springald and set it onto the stand. They balanced the springald on that lone spike which rested in the small metal cup. In this manner, the shooter could swivel the springald at whatever target he desired. It took a steady, strong hand however for accuracy. When the claw released the heavy string, the vibration of the metal bow threw off most men’s aim.
Yet, now, for the first time, Odo had a machine that could match the Northman’s onager in range. His men clamored for its immediate use. Count Odo shook his head. He had different plans. One, he wanted trained shooters of skill. That took practice and that took time. Two, he wanted more than just one springald; he wanted several to provide a greater and deadlier surprise the first time they were used. That surprise included the result of his careful study of the flaming cloth balls. He had tasted bits of cloth that had survived impact and had a monkish alchemist taste it as well. 
While engaged in such practices, Christmas passed and the siege entered January. During certain dark nights, Odo took serfs outside the walls and they dug trenches before the Petit Pont Tower. It was dangerous work, but toward the end of January, it proved its worth. For the Northmen finally shook off their slumber. They shook it off as the temperature dropped and storm clouds billowed in the sky.
***
Danish axe-men trooped into the nearby forest, and mules and horses dragged groomed logs over the snow. The Danes were unmatched as wood-workers. With hard oak wedges and mallets, they splintered the logs and with their axes, they smoothed each piece into planks. Forges glowed in the enemy camp, tendrils of smoke rose as hammers rang shrilly.
“They’re making nails,” said a blacksmith in the Petit Pont Tower. According to him, Northmen held each nail by tong and hammered it by hand. It was tedious work.
Wrapped in a rough cloak, Count Odo stood beside the blacksmith. The Count had grown lean, his cheeks hollow and his eyes—there was something eerie in them. Perhaps his fever had never truly left or perhaps the nightmare in the woods of Louvain yet lingered in his thoughts.
The next day Northmen gathered the planks, split logs and brought out many baskets of nails. Under the Siege Master’s guidance, they began construction.
“Why build such huge sheds there?” Wulf asked two days later.
The two sheds had stout wooden sides and an even stronger roof. There weren’t any doors, although both the front and back of the sheds was open.
The next day Danes rolled out huge wooden wheels. They were each as tall as a man. With loud shouts bellowed in unison and log levers, masses of Frankish slaves lifted first one edge of a shed and then another. Northmen swung mallets, hammered in thick wooden axles and onto them fitted the vast wheels, sixteen to a shed. Next, the Danes dragged a great tree trunk under the roof of the first shed and fixed it with chains so the trunk dangled just above the ground and parallel with it.
“It’s a covered battering ram,” Odo said as he struck the battlement. “They mean to knock down our tower, or knock into it.”
“There’s enough room under those sheds for sixty men apiece,” said Wulf. “They’ll swing that ram hard, I reckon.”
Once finished with the first ram, the Danes began on a second and then a third.
That night Odo bid men raise three springalds onto the tower. It was time for the great surprise. They maneuvered one unwieldy machine behind a woven screen of reeds made to look like an addition to the parapets. A fourteen-year-old huntsman, thin, with crooked teeth and missing a hunk of his left leg (a boar had once ripped it during a chase) settled in that morning behind the springald. He had proved during trials the best shot and had practiced with this machine were no Danes could watch.
“Can you hit him?” Odo whispered.
The youth squinted in the morning light. Clouds drifted across the heavens; it was an overcast morning. The youth’s stubby fingers caressing the firing latch as he shifted his head back and forth.
The Siege Master, the dwarf with the horsehair helmet, had reputedly learned his trade under the walls of Constantinople. He stood beside an unfinished battering ram and waved his ivory baton, yelling at a Danish carpenter presently out of sight.
“Maybe,” whispered the huntsman. “Or maybe it would be better to wait, milord. Better to wait until the wind dies down.”
Odo scowled. Everyone on the tower grew silent and tense. They had learned to fear his moods. Odo gave a curt shake of his head and dug his fingers into the huntsman’s shoulder. “Put a javelin in his chest. Do it, and name your reward.”
The fourteen-year-old huntsman bit his lip and unconsciously rubbed his lame leg. “I want to be kennel master, milord. My leg’s all tore up, you see, and—”
“You make the shot and you’re my kennel master for life.”
The youth squinted down the length of the springald.
Odo grew tense. The clouds scudded fast. The wind ruffled his cloak. He pressed his fingers into the huntsman’s shoulder and peered over the parapet.
“Ah,” whispered the youth. “We’re in luck, milord.”
The Siege Master stumped seven steps nearer. He yelled at a slave who carted a bucket of pitch too close to a fire.
Odo took his hand off the huntsman, although he kept his gaze riveted onto the Siege Master. The youth mumbled a prayer to Saint Germain. There was a click, snap, and a heavy ka-chunk. The javelin whooshed. It arced. Odo groaned. It was going miss. Then the javelin dropped. Was that the hand of Saint Germain or was it the wind? The huntsman laughed with glee. Odo still doubted. Then the javelin passed through the strange Northman. The Siege Master, who had traveled from the land of Rus, stood a moment longer. Then he crumpled as blood gushed from the horrible wound.
Franks clapped the grinning huntsman on the back. Odo nodded, his thin lips stretched into an ugly smile. He wondered if his heart was becoming as black as a Northman’s, but maybe that’s what he needed to beat these fierce warriors of the Sea King.
 



 
41.
 
The boredom of the siege gnawed at Heming. Most days was listening to snowflakes fall or squelching through the mud of camp. It was cloud staring. It was hearing the same joke from five different warriors and the sixth telling it wrong and everyone laughing hardest then. It was Bjorn droning on about Odin or some olden king of the past. It was too much sauerkraut. The smell of it almost made Heming vomit. The veterans of the Great Army had learned that in winter a warrior fat on sauerkraut stayed healthiest. It was a whetstone and sitting on an upturned beer keg and scraping his she-troll until razor sharp. Heming showed off by shaving his cheeks and chin with her.
They raided thrice into the hinterland for supplies. The last time was funny because one of Valgard’s raiders from the Danelagh in England gained an odd surname. It was in a village. Heming staggered drunkenly along with his berserker brothers, bursting into huts and snatching the babies crying in their cribs. Outside they took turns tossing the babies into the air and spearing them before they thudded onto the cold ground. Grimar shoved a spear into a Viking’s hands, a Viking who watched with a disapproving frown. The man from the Danelagh threw down the spear and lurched away. Pale-faced, he turned around and called them trolls and storm giants, monsters. Heming had hooted and laughed as hard as his brothers. Grimar had thought up the surname. “He is the baby’s man.” Thereafter, they called the Danelagh Viking that every time they ran across him in camp.
Heming axe-trained everyday until sweat dripped from his limbs and steam rose from his back. He wrestled and ran foot races. He hurled spears and twirled knives into wooden targets. At night, he swilled ale, beer, wine or mead. If he didn’t he dreamed. Those were horrible. The ghosts and spirits of those he had slain rose up in his dreams and said awful things. He spoke once to Bjorn about it. The massive champion of Odin nodded slowly, and Heming wondered for days afterwards if he had seen a twitching grin at the corner of Bjorn’s lips or if that had just been his imagination. Next, he told Grimar about the dreams.
“Ignore them,” Grimar said.
“I can’t.”
“Then drink. Drown them. Damn all dreams! They don’t mean a thing.”
Despite the ale, wine and pork, sauerkraut and roast oxen, Heming became gaunt. Over the months, what little fat he had melted away, revealing ropy, twisted muscles. Too often, his eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. He combed his hair less. The strands were usually sweaty and tangled and fell into his eyes. Behind his back warriors whispered that a spirit of doom hung on Ivarsson like a cloak. The Finnish wizard saw the clearest. The wisp-bearded, spell-chanter said that Odin’s ravens, Hugin and Munin, perched on Heming shoulders, softly cawing into his ears.
Heming brooded on luck, but that had always been his way. Then the Norns, if they truly spun his fate, added a new strand. Maybe pity moved the three spinsters. Maybe they didn’t like Bjorn’s motives or the Hunnish curse that wove its sinister web around Heming. Whatever the reasons, whether it was the gods, stars or hidden demons, Heming’s last chance began with a poor, frightened Frankish girl.
Heming found her in camp. She was a thin, miserable wench with huge breasts and the first glimmering swell of a ‘baby belly.’  She boiled cabbage and scoured cauldrons. She stank of sauerkraut, and like him had ratted hair and dirty, splotched skin.
Heming liked big breasts. Most Danes did, and many warriors had used her. Heming cunningly joked about her and through it found out that at first she had scratched and clawed her rapists. Many had praised her courage and the excitement she gave, and many others thereby vied to mount her. Soon her spirit wilted until at last she was a listless lay. It made as much sense as to mount the dead. Heming had heard of a few warriors like that. The Great Army held vicious fighters but strange, sometimes altered men. Heming wondered sometimes if he was changing, becoming, well, strange, vicious… altered. Grimar had once said that warriors who fought for land had long ago left the Great Army. For seven years or more, the warriors of the Great Host had butchered and stolen other people’s loot. Those who grew sick of it left, leaving only the hardest, toughest kernel of killers.
Heming chanced to notice the blank-eyed girl one day as she filled a warrior’s cup. She must not have been paying attention, for she poured too much and spilled beer onto the warrior’s hand. He flung down his cup and cuffed her, sending her sprawling into the mud.
“Clumsy bitch!” he shouted. The warrior rose, kicked her savagely in the belly and strode off.
Heming sat nearby as he sharpened his she-troll. He stared at the flames, hypnotized. Within the fire somebody laughed. He couldn’t tell whether it was his father, Odin or Attila the Hun. It troubled him so he tore away his gaze. He had noticed the incident out of the corner of his eye, but had paid no real heed. Now, in surprise, he watched the girl.
From where she lay in the mud, she bit her lip until blood trickled from underneath her pearly white teeth. Her bony fists shook as she gazed daggers at the warrior’s back. Then she caught Heming staring. She looked down. Her rigid body slackened. It grew limp.
Heming kept watching. This was different, something to break the monotony. She dared peek up. It stirred something in him. He stood. Then he spun and strode away.
Two days later, he heard about her as several warriors related a story to one another. Heming whirled his whetstone against the iron of his she-troll as he sat nearby. The cook girl had shrieked at night, and stillborn had slid out of her a little monster, a twisted piece of flesh with misshapen limbs and baby-fingers. She had wept piteously, a wail that had sent warriors roaring for someone to shut her up. An old sea rover that acted as cook had clouted her on the head with a splintered plank. Then the old rover had picked up the little bloody thing and pitched it to some hounds. That had awakened her, and she’d flown screaming at the hounds, snatching her birthing out of the dog’s teeth. Then she had crawled away and buried her little monster.
The next day Heming happened to be at the cauldrons again. He sharpened a dagger. With a stick, the girl stirred boiling cabbage, her eyes blank and far staring, and her face ashen and filthy.
The old, sea rover cook shuffled by and peered into her cauldron. He paled and his old wrinkled face turned red. “You’re cooking shit!” he roared. “Dung is floating in there.”
Her head swiveled around. A tired, wicked smile lit her face.
The cook bellowed an oath and raised his hand to strike her.
Heming caught the wrist. “Leave her,” he said.
The old sea rover spun round, spitting rage.
Heming shoved him against the kettle. The old sea rover screamed as hot cauldron iron touched his back and as he stumbled through the fire.
The girl said no word, although her wicked smile vanished.
“You will cook for me,” Heming said. When still she didn’t speak, Heming wrapped his fingers around her stick-like arm and led her away. He took her to where Bjorn and Grimar rattled dice into a helmet.
“She is mine,” Heming said.
Bjorn shrugged.
Grimar made a joke about his finally becoming a man.
Heming learned that she was a Frank, captured when the ships had sailed down from Rouen, from the breakout after the fortified bridge at Pitres. She knew a smattering of Norse. Her name was Willelda. Her father had been a village elder. She would die soon, of this she assured him. He asked whose child she had borne. Her lips became bloodless and tears leaked from her eyes.
“You had a husband?” he asked.
The minutest headshake gave him the answer.
“It was a bastard,” he said.
She sneered.
He ignored that. Better sneers than the blank look of suicide. He laid his head on his folded shirt and pulled the bear cloak over them. She slept with him in a shed where the berserks snored. (Bjorn had paid the Jarl wergild whose cook Heming had burned, and Bjorn had paid her slave price.)  She slept with Heming, but he hadn’t mounted her. It was odd. With her near, he didn’t drink and he didn’t think the bad dreams would come.
Bjorn didn’t like her. This became clear two days later on the west side of camp and on a large, split-log platform. Heming and Bjorn trampled across the creaking boards. They ducked, wove and swung. Their axe-staves clacked, batted and landed solid thumps. Bjorn struck viciously. Heming staggered backward and tripped off the platform, landing his butt into the cold mud. Bjorn jumped down, yanked him onto his feet and handed him a towel. As Heming wiped his face, the champion pulled him by the arm.
They wandered near the river. Snow lay on the ground. At the bank, a hound jumped into the cold water, clamped its teeth onto a stick and swam back to the Viking who had thrown it.
Bjorn eyed the dog. “I’m troubled by the girl.”
The words chilled Heming. “Others take women.”
“Of course,” Bjorn said. “A berserk is like a beast. We sniff and chase when the urge is upon us, but if you only mount one woman, you let her steal a little bit of your soul. This girl makes you soft.”
Heming snorted.
“Use her,” Bjorn said. “Enjoy her for a week, maybe two. Then throttle her.” The strange face with its massive jaw became solemn. The small eyes were hard, searching, unsettling. “You are almost ulfhednar, but there is yet in you lingering shreds of your old life. You must purge them. You must make yourself invincible and become a god of war.”
“What if I want a little peace instead?”
Bjorn spoke no words, but the brooding presence of Odin seemed to pour down from the overcast sky and enter him. “You have been chosen, Heming. Battle, fury and victory, those should be your goals. Do not grow soft or it will be your death. Two weeks, then you must throttle her.”
Heming didn’t tell Willelda about that, but that night he mounted her. He wept afterward. He didn’t know why. In the morning, he knew. The nightmares had returned.
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A brutal winter storm billowed out of the north. Like rampaging stallions, dark clouds galloped across the sky. Winds howled. Sleet swept against the parapets of Paris and upon the hovels of the Viking host. The clouds marshaled in ranks: heavy, black and piling one upon the other until darkness and freezing murk fell upon defender and besieger alike. The Danes said that Storm Giants walked aboard. Thunder shook the Viking sheds, the outworks and the long houses. Then snarling bolts of lightning flashed underneath the clouds. Thor battled the Giants. The flashes seared upon watching eyeballs. Incandescent and blinding, it sent warriors staggering for shelter. Thunder cracked like doom. Bolverk the Giant Smith smote his anvil so the land of the Franks shook and quavered. The fury of the storm howled its winter wrath. Hail pounded like fists.
Equal to the violence of the blizzard was the rage of Sigfred the Sea King. (The dwarfish Siege Master had been his younger brother.)  Sigfred pounded his fists on the table-boards. He shouted at the jarls huddled around him. His black beard bristled. His blue eyes flashed with fury, with royal rage. In his deep voice—a boom normally heard over the din of battle—he lashed his allied sea kings and the jarls and chieftains who followed his Raven Banner. Spittle flecked his lips and a vein throbbed upon his bull neck.
“Why hasn’t Paris fallen? It is a gnat, a flea to crush between our fingers. These are Franks. They always flee and fall before us. Can walls of stone deflect our valor? Does a simple moat prove to be our undoing? By Odin’s glaring eye, no! By Thor’s red balls, no! We must smash this cursed tower. We must topple it into the Seine. We are the warriors of the Great Army. But we act like frightened priests, like cowards!”
Sigfred pounded the boards. “The Storm Giants howl. They hurl ice on our heads. Tomorrow, by Odin, we will rage inside Paris and let our swords feast on the corpses of the slain. We will break these Franks so this land wails in lamentation. We will prevail, for we are the unconquerable sons of Odin!”
It was two days later before the warbands tramped through freezing mud. Winds blew but they no longer shrieked. Sigfred’s cloak billowed as he roared orders. Men strained as his voice whipped their zeal. The two completed battering rams groaned and the great wheels turned. Vikings gripped coarse ropes and like dwarves in a mine, they chanted and dragged the heavy sheds over slushy ground. Herders drove cattle and goats before them. With whips and white-hot brands, Vikings herded Frankish slaves and made them stumbled and stagger. At the trench, executioners slit animal and human throats alike. Steam rose from the gashes as hot blood jetted into the frigid air. They unceremoniously dumped the bodies of oxen, calves, goats and slaves into the watery trench. Upon the cooling corpses thudded wood and hay bundles, anything to fill the gap. Soon arrows and onager stones rained upon the bitter tower, the lone fortification. Frankish javelins and springald spears flew back.
“Now!” roared Sigfred. “Roll the rams over the trench! Now we’ll bring that tower down.”
From upon those hated parapets, Count Odo waved his sword. All the besiegers recognized him. Frank archers drew fire-arrows, pitch-smeared missiles. The arrows trailed greasy smoke. Then the springalds fired pots with glowing wicks. At impact, the pots shattered and spat sticky flames. Those flames burned hotter than a branding iron and stuck to skin, hair and wood. Vikings screamed. A ram burst into fire. Warriors rolled in the snow bellowing or they ran in demented circles. Frankish arrows hissed and took many of those. The great attack slackened. Sigfred lifted his spear. The kettledrums boomed. Thor-bellowing Vikings charged past the onagers and over the trench. They held shields and ladders. More Frankish hell-missiles whooshed, spattering upon shields and turning them into tar-stained torches. The flaming droplets stuck onto byrnies, helmets and faces. The pork-like stink of seared flesh was nauseating. Warriors beat at each other, trying to put out the flames. It made them easy marks for arrows and showers of javelins. It finally became too much. The fierce warriors of the Great Army broke and ran.
That night the Sea King’s rage turned into a sullen, brooding anger. At a meeting of jarls, before a mighty bonfire, he slammed a chest onto a trestle table. He flipped open the lid so firelight glimmered over a mass of silver coins. “I will give this treasure to whoever brings down that accursed pile of Frankish stones,” said the Sea King.
There were no takers. Mad Hastein had grown tired of the siege and left a month ago. He had he said would return when warriors started hewing flesh, but not before. In the fires of the long house, jarls now glanced at one another.
“What?” Sigfred said. “Does no one yearn for treasure?”
Bjorn arose from among the berserks. Fanatical fires danced in his small eyes. At a nod from him, Grimar and Heming dragged forth a bound Frank knight. Bjorn drew a curved knife, and before the silent gathering, before the knight realized his fate, Bjorn slashed the Frank’s throat. With his hand in the knight’s hair Grimar jerked back the head. Bjorn neatly brought out the golden cup of Attila. He held it under the slashed throat and filled the terrible chalice to the rim.
“Here is enemy blood,” rumbled Bjorn, holding aloft the skull cup as gore dripped from his hand.
The Sea King sat on a stool. He held a spear like a scepter and his huge black beard gave him a regal bearing.
“Evil,” warned the Finnish wizard, his wispy beard aquiver.
“Bah!” Bjorn said. “I spit on all your Finnish spells. They are womanly, useless. Has the tower fallen to them? Nay, it has not. Your spells shrink before valor. They shrivel and die like a poisoned mouse. What I offer is the way of the warrior, the blood path.”
Sigfred shifted moodily upon his stool.
Valgard Skull-splitter spoke up. “We’ve tried to storm Paris and lost too many good warriors doing it. We’re here to loot, not die in a siege. It’s one thing if a city crumples like in the past, or if the knights surrender from a mere show of blades and a growl from us. The Franks often pale and grow faint. A few of them before had balls enough to march out and stand their ground. Our swine array always swept them aside. Do you remember the Bishop of Metz years ago? He led out a mighty band. We crushed them. Do you remember Rheims? They had a hero by the name of Archbishop Hincmar, but when he heard we were camped outside his walls, he fled through the snow. I heard he died weeping. So has most everyone else in Frankland perished. This city, though...” The red-bearded raider shook his head. “There’s a curse here. What good comes from storming such a place, eh? I say we move on.”
A few jarls grunted agreement. Others glanced around. Someone in back cheered.
Sigfred’s broad face tightened. It pulled an ugly scar on his cheek, made it whiten. He thumped the butt of his spear on the packed dirt. Before he could speak, however—
Bjorn said loudly, “This is the cup of Attila. Do you understand what that means? The ancient warlord washed the world in fire and blood. He mastered nations. He devoured peoples. Do you think he ran from his foes?”
“Speak to us your plan, Bjorn,” said the Sea King. “I grow weary of riddles.”
Bjorn strode to the bonfire and dashed the blood into it. The thick gore hissed, sizzled, belched dirty smoke and made a wretched odor. “There is your answer, O King.”
The jarls glanced at Sigfred.
“Explain,” growled the Sea King.
“Fire,” Bjorn said.
“Fire?” asked the wizard.
“Fire that quenches blood,” Bjorn said. “Fire that only berserks dare handle.”
“Handle and use where?” Sigfred asked angrily. “Cease with these riddles.”
“Aye,” agreed Valgard. “Tell us your plan.”
Bjorn grinned. “I will bring fire to the place that will make the tower fall.”
“We’ve already tried that,” said a chieftain.
“You have not,” Bjorn said. “But tomorrow I and my brothers will give you the tower. This I swear by Odin’s beard.”
***
Thick morning fog drifted across the Seine. The sun was a cold lump; though the fog it seemed more like the moon than a fiery disc. The icy mist made mustaches droop and beards sag. It crawled under byrnies and wetted clothes. Despite his quaffing a skin of warmed morning wine, Heming shivered as he listened to the river lap among the nearby reeds.
Beside him, Bjorn cupped his massive hands and shouted into the fog, “Drop a boat.”
The heavy mist masked three dragons creaking in midstream. Their shadowy outlines were phantasmal. They almost seemed alive. Heming knew that at dawn’s light (as he’d swilled his breakfast wine) the longships had been laden with pitch-soaked straw, wood shavings, resin-coated cloth and other combustibles. The sails dripped with oils.
“Strip down,” Bjorn said.
The berserks doffed furs, leathers and boots until they shivered in the February cold. Only a loincloth protected their flesh. To their starkly white skin, each buckled a knife-belt. Women stepped up and from baskets cupped gobs of rabbit grease, smearing and rubbing it over their goose-pimpled limbs and torsos. It was a Finnish trick, told them by Sigfred’s wizard. Heming nodded. The grease lay heavy on him, but it stole the cold’s bite. The wizard had told them it would keep them warm enough in the river long enough so they wouldn’t drown from shock.
“Be careful around flames,” warned Bjorn. “You’ll burn like a torch if lit by more than a spark.”
Heming motioned his team and then waded into the shallows. Mud squished between his toes.
“Take the farthest ship,” rumbled Bjorn.
The rabbit grease worked. Heming waded up to his waist without shouting at the freezing cold. He climbed into a rowboat as three other berserks crowded in. Fur-clad warriors took up the oars and by thumps and creaks propelled them to the farthest waiting dragon.
“You’re crazy,” grunted a rower. “They’ll pierce you all with arrows and javelins.”
“We seek glory not safety,” Heming said. The wine had comfortably dulled his thoughts. He was in the state where such statements made sense.
Two of the berserks laughed in agreement. That made the rowers uneasy and they spoke no more.
Soon Heming and his three brothers boarded the dragon, a longship from Sigfred’s own fleet. Heming recalled briefly the trip from Jutland to Rouen—when Ivar Hammerhand had still been alive. Many times his father had let him steer in the open ocean. Heming had learned how to thread a ship such as this through mighty waves. He now bid the three berserks to tighten that rope, move this one and loosen another over there. Then they waited as a breeze thinned the fog.
In time, a horn lowed. Heming squinted. Grimar blew it from the middle ship. “Lift the anchor,” Heming said.
The breeze caught the tightened sail. The cloth cracked and boomed and the heavily laden dragon lumbered toward Paris. Heming fingered his Valkyrie amulet. There would be no berserker mead for this feat. He could not retreat from his fears into madness or slobbering drunkenness. Their act was berserk-like, a wild charge, but done with a ship instead of with flesh and blood.
“Ready the shields,” Heming said. “Then gather around me.”
The three picked up big, heavy shields, outlandish in size, almost half the size of a mantelet. Heming leaned into the steering oar. Their dragon picked up speed as water lapped around the hull.
A thrill of terror now swept into Heming. They rounded the bend as the breeze picked up, as the fog drifted into mere haze. Paris hove into view, the church steeples rising above the walls. The stonewalled city was like a rock. It sat midstream and blocked the Great Army. It dammed their advance upriver. Heming pushed the steering oar and heard the rush of water against the pine blade. The dragon tacked several degrees north. He aimed for the bridge that linked the lone tower to the isle of stone.
City bells clanged. They rang wildly as they often had throughout these long months of siege. On the bridge, breaking sunlight gleamed off spearheads and shields. The Franks were ready.
“Good,” said a berserk. “We have many witnesses to our valor.” Another chuckled, but it sounded forced.
Heming traded places with a brother and grabbed the coal box. He threaded down the dragon’s aisle, holding the box well away from his body. If these coals touched his greased flesh… He opened the box and flung hot coals left and right. Oily straw caught with a crackle. Flames spread and wood began to burn. Heming ran back and took his place at the steering oar. Their dragon pulled ahead of the other two. He aimed for a spot between two stone pilings. He aimed for the darkness of an arch that would bring them under the bridge.
“Odin!” shouted a berserk.
“Look out!” yelled another. A springald-javelin flew from the north tower. It splashed much too near the longship.
The next few minutes were like a dream. “Shield wall!” shouted Heming. The three berserks raised the heavy shields. Heming peered between two of them. The bridge loomed near. Bow-armed Franks swarmed the railing. They aimed high as they yanked back their bowstrings. Arrows hissed in an arc and struck shield wood or plunked into the river, raising little geysers.
Fires raged upon the dragon and licked the sail. It caught in a moment and billowed with flame. The heat was intense. It beat upon them and made the air hot. Each smoky breath hurt the inside of Heming’s throat. The shields helped, but Heming worried that a stray spark might land on their rabbit-greased flesh and burst them into living torches.
“Be ready to leap overboard!” he shouted.
“Let’s go now,” yelled a berserk.
“Soon,” Heming said. “We have to steer her under the bridge.”
The longship blazed. Heming craned his neck and squinted against the heat, trying to see where they were going. A horrible blur flashed through the flames. It was a springald-javelin! It tore through a shield and impaled one of the heroic Twelve. The dead berserk thumped against Heming, the dead hand slapping him in the face. Heming staggered, but held tight to the steering oar. The bridge towered over them. The dragon was almost to the arch. Terrorized, screaming Franks yanked their bowstrings, firing almost straight down. Others heaved javelins and angons.
“Now!” screamed Heming. “Dive overboard!” Heming turned and leaped. His brothers flung their shields into the water and dove after them.
The current flowing through the arches struck the blazing dragon. Heming no longer stood on deck to fight the river with the steering oar. The prow shifted and the longship crashed against a stone piling. It missed the shadowy under-arch.
Heming surfaced, gulped air and plunged back underwater as arrows plinked all around him. When next he bobbed, the second dragon crashed against a piling. No one was aboard as fires blazed. He knew immediately that the current rushing through the arches drove the longships right or left. Without a steersman to take the ship through those arches, the dragons merely piled against the stone. Already Franks poured barrels of water onto the fire ships. The city men laid planks against the parapets and pushed up boulders, dropping them onto the ships. The splintered wood sent flames and sparks flying.
Heming fought and floundered against the current, gulping cold water as he struggled to keep his head up. Other berserks swam for shore or held onto their shields and kicked. They had tried, but the bridge still stood and no doubt so would the hated tower for many more weeks.
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Judith picked at her meal. It was a wooden platter of dry crusts, a limp pickle with damp spots and a cup of watery beer. Her nun’s cell contained a hard cot, a table, candle and a folio of the life of Saint Genevieve and the Epistle of Saint James. She had read both many times, prayed with various visiting sisters, each of them bowing their head upon her cot. She had also spoken with Bishop Gozlin. He never preached. Usually they talked about her father. The last time, Gozlin had opened his heart and spoken about his fears concerning the siege. He had aged. She believed because of guilt. He had also praised Count Odo and given examples of his martial exploits.
She gulped the beer.
She had become paler during her stay, with a shadowy tint around her eyes. It heightened her beauty, although no one had told her. Sometimes, however, the sisters slipped within and brushed her long, golden hair. They had been doing that ever since she was a little girl.
She paced, turning around every third step. She chewed the dry bread and swallowed the pickle in chunks. She hated its taste. Then she stopped. A key rattled, the door swung open and in shuffled the old Prioress. Nuns closed the door behind them.
“Madam,” Judith said, in way of greeting.
The old dame was bent like a witch and with as warty a nose. She wore a severe black habit and with her veil pinned down tightly to her eyebrows. The old dame shuffled to the cot and sat with care, with her gnarled hands clasped onto her cane. Only then did she spear Judith with that knowing gaze.
Judith hated it, and she made no pretense about it now.
“You’ve been very busy since you left us,” the Prioress said in her old woman’s wheeze.
Judith folded her arms, waiting.
“What, no words of flattery for me? Will you not do me the honor of cajoling me into your finely woven schemes?”
“I’m not giving over my inheritance, if that’s what you mean.”
“Of course you aren’t, nor will I ask you to hand over those bags of treasure you stole from your father’s house.”
Judith made a face.
“Ah, Judith, Judith, you’ve spun such a fine web that you’ve become trapped by your own beauty. I knew it would happen. I tried to warn you.”
“Please,” Judith said. “Spare me your homilies.”
The warty chin moved up and down. “Yes, you’re very busy here. I shan’t waste your time or mine. Nor will I waste time appealing to your loyalty to Mother Church or to the vows you took.”
“All made under duress,” Judith said, “and therefore not binding.”
“Nor will I quibble with you or parse phrases and innuendoes. I will show you rather a thing you have overlooked.”
Judith began to tap her foot; she knew that irritated the old hag.
“First, your Count Odo may not survive the siege. Given that, neither would your ‘inheritance’ survive a thorough sacking. Second, it may be very difficult for Count Odo to recover you. Third, he may not want to recover you, because either the political cost would be too high or after weeks out of your control, he may find that he likes thinking for himself. Fourth, once you’re married this inheritance will revert to his control. Oh, I know you think you can string him along, but wealth does strange things to men. It may not always be possible to smile and beguile your way all the time. Fifth, if you became Prioress after me you would run the convent as you saw fit. You would have your own room, visit whom you wished and have run of the nunnery’s properties and serfs. Sixth, well, sixth is I doubt if you’ve ever considered the fifth. And seventh, you must stop that infernal foot-tapping or I shall summon the sisters and give you a good sound thrashing.”
“What do you mean: ‘When I become Prioress’?”
The old dame grinned, exposing her three yellow teeth. “I’m noble-born, as you know. So are you, even if you were born out of wedlock. None of the other girls is noble-born. None of the other girls has the aptitude for running the convent. After these Northmen win or are chased off, Saint Genevieve Nunnery will need someone clever to restore it. I’m too old. My days are as numbered as Gozlin’s, but you, dear, have the makings of a prioress. You could restore the nunnery to greatness.”
“What about a husband?” Judith asked.
“I will counter your question with one of my own. Who interferes with me? Oh, some bishop pokes his long nose into our affairs from time to time and spouts a few sayings. Then he’s off and away, leaving us to our devices, meaning that I keep running things how I see fit. I know you, dear. You mean to rule. For a few years, you’ll do it with your smile. But as your beauty fades, you’ll have to use guile. You have your share of guile, no doubt, but if you desire to rule, you would have that as prioress and all within the color of law. Ponder that, my dear, as you read about Saint Genevieve. Pray, and I warrant the saints above will give you new guidance. And if you’re wondering why I tell you this, it isn’t for your good, but I wish to see the convent grow and prosper after I’m gone. And that’s something I’m certain you can achieve.”
Judith frowned.
“Now there is a matter of virginity,” the Prioress said. “Unkind people name you the Count’s harlot.” She stared levelly. “Are you still a virgin?”
Judith waved her hand. “Yes, yes, of course.”
“I want no flippant answer, my dear.”
Judith sighed as she thought furiously. “The matter is easily proven,” she said, meeting those hard eyes with peaceful serenity. She had become an expert liar.
The Prioress nodded slowly. Then she pushed on her cane and grunted as she stood. “I will leave you to your thoughts, my dear. You have much to consider.”
***
By candlelight, Odo paced in his study. The window was open. Stars twinkled above. He held a missive from Ebolus. It began My dearest Count Odo, Protector of Paris:
Was that an allusion to Duke Hugh’s title: Protector of Neustria? Did Ebolus offer his backing in case he (Odo) ever desired that exalted post? His father, Robert the Strong, had once been Protector of Neustria. According to rumors, Duke Hugh was near death. Was that why no army had marched to their rescue?
He kept reading.
I am saddened that our two parties hold such ill feelings towards each other. As our Lord Jesus Christ once said: ‘A house divided cannot stand.’  We must reunite our efforts, milord, and work in unison again, as we drive these heathens from our realm. As you know, they looted and pillaged the Saint-Germain Abbey. Tales have reached me of what occurred when the heathens sacked it. One fell from the pinnacle, as many in Paris witnessed. One was struck blind as he gazed at a forgotten relic. One cut himself with his sword as he used it to pry open the saint’s tomb.
My dear Count, such miracles must stir us. Let it stir us so that it fires our zeal—much as their zeal for their gods is stirred beyond reason. I propose a sally. You and your paladins shall join Count Herkenger in this assault. I, too, will join the fray. Many of my brothers have wielded maces on the walls for many long months. We have learned the hard art of war and shall sweep these heathens from abbey land, I assure you.
Sir Arnulf shall not join us. I know you hold him responsible for a deed most loathsome in your sight. Let us, for now, put those things behind us. Let us first save Paris, my brave Count. Let us wait and see what the Lord brings afterwards. Perhaps not all is as lost as you believe. Perhaps if we work as one the rewards that Heaven shall shower upon us will make our hearts sing again with joy.
Yours in Christian Love, the Most Humble Abbot Ebolus of Saint-Germain-des-Pres Abbey.
Odo rubbed his chin. Ebolus spoke of rewards. Did he mean Judith? Then why not come out and say so? Unless… How well was Gozlin? Men he said aged before their eyes. Odo heaved a great sigh and sank into his chair. He poured from a flagon and swirled the goblet. The wine had a lovely aroma. He set down the goblet, crossed his arms and lay his head on the desk.
What seemed moments later came a pounding at the door. He raised his head. It was dark. The candle had guttered out. A fist banged anew. Count Odo leaped with a shout, befuddled with sleep, certain that he stayed again in Hugh’s palace at Tours and that the Duke’s knights came to shave him a tonsure.
“Milord!” shouted Gerold.
Odo dug sleep from eyes. “Enter,” he said.
The door opened. A robbed Gerold with a lantern stepped in, and stopped short at sight of the drawn sword.
“Never mind that,” Odo said, sheathing the blade. “You have news?”
“It’s the bridge, milord. The bridge is groaning. Your brother thinks it’s about to fall.”
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Warmer weather for the past few days and melting snow had raised the height of the Seine. It flowed faster, harder, with dangerous undercurrents. The easterly Grand Pont dammed the water slightly and thus hosed it under the arches. The water rushed that much harder at the Petit Pont downstream.
Water boiled past the stone pilings there. Whitecaps and foam surged under the arches. The bridge groaned as the dammed water (made worse by the sunken dragons) dug into the pilings. Men and women with torches stood on either side of the bridge. Those on the Petit Pont Tower looked down at their only link with the city. Those on the Ill de la Cite looked on at the outer fort that had held the Northmen at bay for so many months. Shouts of fear mingled with groaning, tortured wood. Then, in the cold starlight of February 5, 886, the raging river did what the Northmen had been unable too. In a terrible grinding and groan, wood splintered and screamed, and huge stones as in a rockslide knocked, collided and splashed into the raging Seine. Geysers shot up as stones sank to the river bottom. Wood splinters rained down and vast sections of the bridge floated away like a shipwreck.
***
The Danes reacted faster. In was in their brigand character to assess a situation on the spot and move that instant to exploit it. They were masters of chaos, confusion and the quick strike. Years as looters and plunderers had taught them these skills and it had given them confidence in acting boldly, and this was a matter of water.
The raging river confounded the Franks. No one dared those treacherous waters in a fisherman’s craft. If the fierce current swept them away, it would take them straight into the Northmen’s camp. Meanwhile, the tottering sections of bridge that stood made every Paris carpenter shake his head when Count Odo suggested that they throw planks across the gaps. Even as he spoke and even as the sun peeked over the eastern horizon, another piling toppled into the river and took more of the bridge away downriver.
“Our men are stranded over there!” Odo shouted.
“Wulf is in charge,” Robert said. “He’ll know to sally out and race for the Merchant Quarter.”
Odo paced on the small section of bridge still attached to the Cite. Wulf was in the tower and eleven other knights and retainers, twelve warriors oath-sworn into his service and maybe six times that of armed Parisians. Too many of those Parisians were the better archers, and three springalds were there. In the entire city, there were only two more. As he paced, Northmen pushed longships into the river. On land, they dragged onagers into position as the warbands hurried out the mighty encampment.
“Maybe we could sally out the Merchant Quarter,” Robert said. “What if we gathered all the horsemen and charged into them?”
Odo stared at those longships. “Archers,” he said. “We need archers, and I need those two springalds.”
“You sent them into the Merchant Quarter,” Robert said.
Odo stiffened. He recognized some of the warriors in those dragons. They wore ragged furs, were big, hulking and brutal looking. He whirled on his brother. “Summon all the javelin-throwers you can find. Send them here. And archers, I need archers!”
“Most of them are in the tower,” Robert said.
Odo’s shoulders slumped. This was a disaster.
***
Bjorn laughed in triumph. “I swore by Odin we would bring down that bridge.” He shook his axe as the Twelve crowded together on a dragon’s foredeck. “Daring and resolve brought us Odin’s favor. The great Lord of the Dead finished what we began. Now we’ll show all of them what valor can do. Are you ready for battle, brothers?”
Heming roared together with his companions. He shook his she-troll, and then he guzzled from the flagon in his left hand. His Valkyrie good-luck charm hung from his neck. Ale burned down his throat and the fumes of alcohol and madness fired his rage. For just a moment, however, as he gazed at that grim tower, fear lightninged across his heart. Those stones reeked of Northmen blood. It had mocked the entire host for months. Franks stood upon it. Worse, knights were up there, knights who wielded wicked blades, knights who had slaughtered many brave Vikings.
Grimar threw an arm around his shoulder. “This is no time to brood, Ivarsson. It is time to kill. Drink up. You’re too sober for this.”
Heming tilted his head, guzzling, swallowing, swallowing—he pulled away the flagon with a gasp. His eyes burned and his thoughts blurred. Grimar said something about scaling the tower and cutting down the Franks from behind. It was madness, but Heming howled just the same.
***
Odo picked up a javelin and heaved. It didn’t help. The javelin plopped into the raging Seine and out of sight. In helpless rage and despair, he and the javelin-throwers around him watched the longships maneuver toward the broken section of bridge still attached to the Petit Pont Tower. A few of the strongest throwers stuck their javelins into raised shields or studded the planks of the dragons.
From the landside, Danish onagers sailed their stones upon the tower. Enemy archers showered arrows like a downpour. Sea rovers bearing mantelets dragged hay-bales to the very foot of the tower. The springalds fired at them and took their toll. Frank javelin-throwers and archers on the tower did their best. There was little help from the Merchant Quarter where most of the Bishop’s men stood. Over one thousands Danes waited outside the main Merchant Quarter gate. They waited north of the city by the main redoubt. If those and other city gates opened to spill Frankish men-at-arms, the Northmen would charge.
The Danes piled hay-bales against the tower, set them ablaze and retreated. Smoke billowed upward, thick, dark smoke.
“No,” Odo said.
Dragon-borne Northmen threw ropes onto the broken bridge. Danes scrambled up the wood and onto the small section attached to the tower. Arrows hissed at them from above. Danish shields lifted. Danish bowmen twanged arrows at the tower, and from certain dragons, onagers began thumping.
Odo picked up another javelin and heaved it with all his strength. It didn’t matter. It didn’t help. The javelin almost reached a dragon before plopping harmlessly into the river.
***
Heming gnashed his teeth. He slobbered. So did his brothers. They crouched behind shields held by others, by warriors careful not to glance into their eyes.
“Throw up the ladders!” Bjorn roared. “Go! Hurry, by Odin!”
Dark, smelly smoke drifted up the tower. Flames licked on the landside bales. Franks up there coughed and wheezed.
Now Vikings raced to the edge of the broken bridge and grabbed ladders handed up from the longships. They shouted, and with practiced speed ran at the tower and clacked the heavy wooden ladders against stone.
“Go, go, go!” they shouted.
Grimar was quickest. Without a shield, without drawing his deadly daggers, he grasped a rung and scrambled fast like a squirrel. Heming followed and behind him came Egil. They howled, raved and shouted the name of Odin.
A Frank loomed up top, dense smoke drifting around him. He held a rock in two hands and heaved it down at Grimar. Grimar laughed dreadfully as the stone struck his shoulder. The rock bounced and thus didn’t hit Heming or Egil. Grimar raced faster, and the Frank shouted for help. Spearmen appeared beside him. Their eyes were wide with fear as they looked down at the raving Grimar. They stabbed. He reached up and though the iron cut his hand, he grabbed a spear and ripped it out of the Frank’s grasp. The other spear-points sank into his neck and chest. Grimar bayed like a wolf. He tore out a spear-point and with a savage twist yanked that spear out of a Frank’s hands. Then the first Frank lifted another rock and heaved it onto Grimar’s head. Neck bones snapped. Grimar lost his grip. Heming braced himself and Grimar’s corpse struck him. Then Heming made a terrible noise, a shout given him by Odin. It struck those Franks staring down at him with fetters of panic, of fear. For an instant, they stared bewildered. In that instant, Heming clambered up six ladder rungs. He charged up the ladder like a cat and leaped upon the Franks. He flung one aside and knocked back the other. He grabbed the handle of his she-troll slung on his back. With a twist, a swing, she hissed in a deadly arc. Blood sprayed. Frankish bones snapped.
“Berserks!” screamed a knight, a youth with a wisp of a blond mustache. His left eye was a bloody ruin.
Heming buried the iron of his she-troll in the youth’s skull. Then Bjorn was beside him and Egil. Others of the Twelve scrambled onto the tower. The butchery began.
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Judith raised her head. The city bells clanged wildly. The peals were crazed. Not even the fiery dragons had brought the bells to such a pitch. It made her heart flutter with fear.
A great and terrible groan penetrated the walls of her cell. It was the cry of a people. Her heart quickened. More than ever, she wanted out. She longed for Odo’s caresses. She yearned to hear his lute again. Yet, that cunning witch, that old hag of a Prioress had laid a spell on her. Judith was all too aware that the Church wielded great power. It could plague her life and ensure she never married the Count, or with a Papal degree, could turn her marriage null and void. That had happened before to powerful personages. King Lothar II of Lotharingia had once divorced his wife Theutberga so he could marry his concubine. For years, Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims and two Popes had hurled censures and an excommunication at him until finally the King had humbled himself before Pope Hadrian II and taken back his wife. Judith knew she wasn’t royalty, just a poor, bastard child of a wayward Bishop. A Prioress of a great nunnery—there were worse fates than that.
A knock interrupted her thoughts. She sat, smoothed her dress, folded her hands in her lap and put serenity upon her features. “Enter,” she said.
The hinges creaked. Two sisters helped a trembling Gozlin. A third brought a stool, thumping it onto the floorboards. The Bishop’s neck seemed as weak as a baby’s. The head wobbled and threatened to tilt over. His few wisps of hair seemed like his last strands of life. He motioned the sisters away. They looked worriedly over their shoulders before the door thumped shut.
Judith waited demurely. She knew he hated being rushed.
Gozlin smacked his lips. Spittle flecked them. Red circled his eyes. “I’m dying,” he whispered.
“I shall pray for your recovery, Your Grace.”
“You are kind, child. And yet you must hate me.”
“You know that isn’t true.”
He dipped his weak head. She was afraid that if he dipped it too far it might thud against his chest. “The Danes took the north tower,” he said.
She closed her eyes.
“They set fire to it,” he wheezed.
Judith wiped moist eyes.
Gozlin wheezed painfully. His withered hands flew to his chest.
“Your Grace,” Judith said in alarm.
He shuddered and his hands dropped away. Beads of sweat dotted his face. “Nothing,” he whispered. “It was a small ache, but it passed.”
“You should lie down.”
Gozlin nodded weakly. “The pagans butchered those of our men who surrendered and threw their corpses into the river.”
She gave a small cry.
“They are without mercy,” he said. “That is why Paris must be spared them. Each man, woman and child of the city has sacrificed so that such an atrocity doesn’t occur. We have each sacrificed for Paris. Saint Genevieve knew about such things. My question for you, Judith, daughter of the late great Bishop Engelwin of Paris, is what are you willing to sacrifice to see that all our lives are secured?”
“What do you mean, Your Grace?”
“Will you seek your own good or that of the kingdom? Your father wished you a nun. I believe the saints above desire it and that Mary the mother of our Lord Jesus Christ yearns that you give your life to the service of God. Then your prayers will have weight, and that blow might be the one that topples the devil and his minions. Perhaps your sacrifice will be enough to finally drive these Northmen from our walls.”
“You can’t believe that,” whispered Judith.
“Count Odo is cunning. He has become a clever war-leader and a hard-hearted captain of battle. The kingdom needs men like him. Maybe he is the man to take Duke Hugh’s place. However, in the end Count Odo will fail if God doesn’t smile on him. You will help your Count more on your knees in prayer than in his arms as his wife. This struggle here is the great trial. This is the battle for the soul of Frankland. Will you help, or will you only think of your Earthly pleasures and positions of power?”
“You have no right to say that, Your Grace.”
Gozlin wheezed. He coughed, and afterwards dabbed his lips. “Perhaps you are right. I am an old man. But that is what I believe, and I dearly wish to search under every rock I can in order to save my doomed city.”
He swayed on his stool and began to cough and wheeze until Judith sprang to her feet and pounded on the door. The sisters took him, and they closed and locked the door behind them, leaving Judith brooding on the cot.
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The Northmen razed the Petit Pont Tower and demolished the Petit Pont, the small bridge, on their north side of the Seine. The only area of the north bank left in Frank control was the walled Merchant Quarter. The Great Pont, a large stone bridge, linked the north bank Merchant Quarter with the isle of the Cite. The tower that had withstood the Northmen for so many months was gone, together with many of the men who had defended it. In the reaver camp, the fires burned hot as warriors belted out victory songs and as they swilled toasts to Odin and Thor.
Above the walls of the Cite, high in the Tower of Saint John, two watched the Danish revelry, albeit from a safe distance.
“You put up a valiant fight,” said Count Herkenger. “No one expected you to hold that half-finished tower for so long. And think of how many Northmen your men slew.” The short Count stood straight as a spear, and as he spoke, he glanced sidelong at Odo.
“Their hour has come,” Odo whispered. His face was waxen, with dark circles around his eyes. The death of his men weighed heavily on his soul. “Look how they celebrate. Rouen, Rheims, Metz, even Charlemagne’s old capital of Aachen has fallen before this host. These Northmen have sacked every city they’ve besieged. Why are we to be any different? The noose has tightened.” Odo rubbed his throat. “I feel its constriction.”
“They won a victory, I grant you. They blaze with newfound zeal. But they have yet to breach into the city proper.”
“Good men died today,” Odo whispered, “too many good men.”
Count Herkenger’s dark eyes narrowed. “You have done wonders, you and your secret book. This, however, you must still learn, milord. And that is how to beat back despair and rise to fight anew.”
“We are too few,” Odo said, shaking his head, “and they are too many.”
“I agree with you, and Bishop Gozlin agrees.”
Count Odo tore his gaze from the revelry across the river. He blinked slowly. The inability to help his men as they had died, butchered across the river… He found it difficult to breathe.
“Do not misunderstand me,” Herkenger said. “I do not counsel surrender. Yet we must be honest with ourselves. Given enough time, the pagans can ground us down by sheer weight of numbers. Men say Duke Hugh is dying, and none of his barons dares take Neustria’s ducal host and rides with it to our aid. That is why his Grace has begged me to go seek aid from Duke Henry in East Frankland.”
“Aid?” Odo said, “Aid from East Frankland? Do you have wings that you can fly out of Paris?”
Count Herkenger grew earnest. “The Northmen won a great victory today. We see and hear how they celebrate. Now we need two things for Paris to continuing standing like a bulwark. We need help and hope. I am accounted the best lancer in the city, and I have seen to it that Goliard, my fastest palfrey, remain in fine fettle. He yearns to stretch his legs; and I’m willing to bet my life that no Northman can catch him. Abbot Ebolus will lend us fighting priests. Bishop Gozlin has blessed me. Now you must captain my escape. And I vow before Saint Germain to bring Duke Henry back with aid. And do not doubt that my winning free will fan sparks of hope in the breasts of your remaining soldiery.”
Odo grew thoughtful. Aid. Aid against the Northmen. He squinted across the river, watching the enemy campfires. Look how they danced. Look how they swilled ale, shouted and roared, flushed with victory. An angry look crept upon him. This reminded him too much of what he had seen after the woods of Louvain.
“Tell me what you plan,” he said.
Count Herkenger told him. It was daring and dangerous, but Vegetius had said that boldness often brought outrageous rewards. Maybe now was the time for boldness.
Enemy redoubts circled the city, not in a continuous earthen bank, but before every road and juncture leading into and out of Paris. Each semi-circular redoubt faced the city, a bank of piled and packed dirt with a short, stout wall of wood on top of that. Northmen manned the redoubts night and day. Perhaps as importantly in terms of Count Herkenger’s plan, the Northmen had captured many horses. The sea rovers were not cavalrymen like a knight. They were not mounted warriors, but more than a few could ride well. It would be easy enough for a troop of Northmen to ride down a lone knight trying to escape the siege. Night riding however was treacherous at best, usually only done if torch-bearing footmen paced a rider. But on a night with a full moon…
***
Two, north-facing gates admitted entrance into the Merchant Quarter. The gates’ hinges were brass, and great iron bars held the gates shut. In the left-most gate was a smaller, man-sized door. Out of that postern gate on the next, moon-bright night filed knights in mail. Behind the grim knights followed retainers holding torches hidden under clay pots. Smoke dribbled out of the upside-down pots and light shone at their feet, but the light didn’t give them away to the Northmen snoring at sentry in the main northern redoubt. The small company (with only real soldiers among them) jogged across the hard ground. Their armor jangled and shield wood clacked against draw swords. To Odo who led them the noise seemed uncannily loud. Each forward step shriveled his scrotum. His wide-opened eyes scanned the darkness. It was impossible that they had surprised the Northmen.
A knight beside him tripped, dropping his sword so it struck a metallic rock. “Shhh,” hissed others.
Odo glanced back at the gate. A lone horseman guided his mount through it. A lance lay across the saddle.
A fierce grip on his shoulder startled Odo. “Brother, are you ready?”
Odo nodded at Robert’s wicked grin.
“Now!” shouted Robert, his booming voice making Odo cringe.
Clay jars shattered. Torches flared, casting lurid light upon them. Robert yelled like a devil, charging around the east end of the earthen bank. The rest of the party followed in a mad rush, with clanking armor and hoarse oaths. Startled Danes looked up. A few rose. Even less reached for their weapons.
“Remember the Petit Pont Tower!” Odo shouted. “Avenge your fallen comrades!”
Robert already hacked at a Northman’s neck.
Behind their clangor of blades hooves thudded. Count Herkenger leaned low in the saddle and trotted past the redoubt. He sped onto the east-leading road. A trumpet blared in the darkness. A Northman more alert than his fellows jumped onto his mount and shouted at Herkenger. The Count brought up his lance, and at a touch of his heels, Goliard broke into a gallop. The Northman fumbled with a shield as Herkenger’s lance tore out his throat. Then the night swallowed up the Count as he galloped away.
Meanwhile on the redoubt, Robert whooped as he waved his bloody sword. “Let’s charge their camp! Let’s slaughter these pagan pigs!”
Odo wiped sweat out of his eyes. In the distance, Northmen bellowed with rage as they hurried out of their encampment. Other Danes at their redoubts hissed arrows toward them and shouted for the onagers.
“Sound the horn!” Odo shouted. The boy beside him blasted until his cheeks turned red. “Listen to me!” Odo shouted. “Listen to me. We slaughtered these heathens. Now back to the city and bar the gates. We’ll fight this our way, not theirs. And before we’re done every Dane will know the folly of setting siege to our beloved Paris.”
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February gave way to March as snow flurries changed into rain. The onagers thudded throughout, hailing stones, rotten flesh and flaming cloth-balls into the city. The Danes turned captured springalds on the battlements, hiding them behind mantelets. A javelin pierced Sir Arnulf’s shoulder on March 10. The barber bled him, examined the shattered bones and shook his head. The stubborn knight lingered on for fifteen more days, raving in the end, accepting no water as he panted like a dog. Men said the Northmen smeared poison on their weapons for the wound had turned black as charcoal and oozed green pus.
Danish warbands departed on forays inland, searching for food and loot. They surprised several wooden-walled villas, sacking them. The rest of the barons who had held out in the wider region now fled for cities with stouter walls as the circle of desolation continued to grow. Unfortunately, the Northmen surprised and sacked Charenton only several miles upstream of Paris. The Danes had stormed the main gate, disguised as refugees. They roved south as far overland as Chartres on the Eure River, catching a caravan of merchants, ransoming the richest and hanging the others.
Word of their ferocious deeds trickled into the city through carrier pigeons. Danish chieftains soon took to riding around the city with falcons perched on their forearms. Many on the walls observed the unequal aerial duels as hawks tore into the defenseless pigeons. One determined pigeon, however, ducked the strike of a silver-streaked goshawk and then sped as if his tail feathers were on fire. He swooped over the city merlons as archers and javelin-throwers showered the following goshawk with rocks, driving the predator away. The pigeon’s note bore glad tidings.
Duke Henry rides with his knights. Expect aid near the end of March. It was marked with Count Herkenger’s lance signet.
There was talk of another sally, but Bishop Gozlin refused permission. Mounted Northmen now patrolled daily, while nearer the walls other Danes dug horse-traps.
A week later, the Sea King assembled the host on the north bank. Sweating carters had moved all the onagers from their various locales around the city and massed them here against the Merchant Quarter. At noon, the kettledrums thundered. Horns blared. The onagers filled the air with stones, and springald javelins hissed at those on the battlements. The Danish archers crept forward behind shield-men, and for two quivers full per bowmen, they engaged the Frankish javelin-throwers. Then the great horde rushed the land wall.
Count Odo had denuded the walls of South Town and most of the Cite. He risked being weak elsewhere so they were strong here. Over two hundred Northmen died crawling up the ladders. Others perished trading fierce sword-strokes on the battlements. Unfortunately, too many Franks suffered. Count Odo had a nasty gash in his arm where an axe had kissed mail. Robert’s neck seeped angrily where an onager-stone had grazed.
After counting the wounded, Ebolus said, “We cannot face many more such attacks.”
Four days later, however, three-quarters of the Great Army marched northeast. The remaining quarter was more than enough to maintain the siege. Out of Paris’s original two hundred knights, only a handful was free of scabs or wounds. Too many lay abed or in their graves, or they limped and bore painful wounds that made putting on armor a grim task.
On the moonless night of March 28, a hooded man hammered at the north gate. A guard on the battlements threw down a torch at the man’s feet as Frankish bowmen took aim.
The man doffed his hood, shouting, “It is I, Count Herkenger! I bear tidings from Duke Henry.”
As the alarm pealed from the Danish redoubts, guards unbolted the postern gate and dragged Herkenger within. He held immediate conference with Bishop Gozlin and later that night with Count Odo in his study.
Odo poured wine as Gerold set out bread, cheese and roasted pigeon. Pale Count Herkenger quaffed the wine but ignored the food. He had a grim, stitched cut on the left side of his face that seeped a clear fluid. It was a souvenir from a Northman’s axe, and as Herkenger spoke softly so as not to pull at the stitches, he gingerly blotted the wound with a handkerchief. Alone and on foot, and running feverish, he had slipped past the Northmen.
When Odo mentioned the heroism of such a feat, Count Herkenger waved it away. “I gave you my word,” he said.
“Duke Henry has an army then?”
“A small host,” whispered Herkenger. “He didn’t believe me when I said that thousands of Northmen besieged Paris. He asked how it was possible then that the Sea King hadn’t taken Paris if thousands attacked. He spoke of the old Count Odo, not the cunning war-leader that you have become.”
Odo shifted uncomfortably at such praise.
“Several days ago, however, Sigfred marched upon us and the Duke became a believer. We had superior cavalry of course but Duke Henry knew better than to accept battle. So he marched his footmen hard, trying to maneuver the Sea King farther away from Paris. The Danes were cleverer than that. I could have told his lordship so, but he considers himself more cunning than Northmen. Now he says that he must retreat.”
“What?” Odo said, with anguish tearing at him.
Herkenger leaned forward. “When Duke Henry learned of my plan to come here he asked me to bear you a message. He’s amazed that we—you in particular—have held out for so long.”
“Will he tell the Emperor that?” Odo asked, as he tried to mask his anguish.
“No. He will tell the Emperor quite the opposite. He will tell him that his Majesty can sweep these Northmen if he simply shows himself. According to the Duke, the Emperor will then marshal a huge host. Emperor Charles fears the Northmen. They terrify him. He’ll never appear if he thinks the Danes might harm him.”
Odo struck his desk. “Then we must hold on until the Emperor arrives.”
Herkenger blotted his cheek, glancing at the handkerchief. “Can you hold on?”
“I will never surrender. You taught me that.”
Herkenger grew uneasy. “I am Bishop Gozlin’s nephew, but I don’t believe I betray him when I say that he does not believe you can hold out much longer. Too many men have grown ill, and the food supplies are running out. Men despair and wonder where the Northmen will next break into. My uncle speaks of sparing the city from ruthless razing and rapine.” Herkenger gingerly placed the handkerchief against his cheek. “He has sent messengers to Sigfred, asking for terms.”
Odo sat back, stunned. He opened his mouth and then bit back his words. He should have foreseen this. Abbot Gozlin was an old man and by all the accounts sick and growing feebler. The siege was a terrible strain on everyone. He looked up, noticing Herkenger studying him. “Tell me truthfully,” Odo said. “Will the Emperor come?”
“I cannot say. This however I have learned. Archbishop Fulk of Rheims believes that if Paris falls so all Neustria will fall. Your stand here, that fact that so few knights have held back thousands of Northmen, has emboldened and heartened the Archbishop. He has sent letters and heralds to the Neustrian barons, trying to stir them. Some of them have petitioned the Emperor. Duke Henry told me that the Emperor knows men say he cares not for West Frankland. Thus, Charles must do something to show men otherwise. Fulk and the bravest barons beat the drums of war and that has unnerved his Majesty.”
“Isn’t the Emperor in Italy pressuring the Pope?”
“He made it no farther than Pavia,” Herkenger said. “Rioters there laid hands on his sacrosanct person. He has since retreated north, and now Neustrian messengers find him amiable to their pleas.”
“But what good is any of this if Gozlin opens the gates to Sigfred?”
Count Herkenger frowned. “We have fought long and hard, done more than anyone thought we could, but what if my uncle is right and Paris can no longer hold out?”
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Deep in the shadows of a shed, Heming and Willelda tangled in the furs. It had been two weeks since Sigfred sent Duke Henry running. The Sea King had brought the host back before Paris, and word was that Bishop Gozlin was ready to surrender the city. With her dirty fingernails, Willelda raked Heming’s back. He growled like a wolf, using her. Neither saw Bjorn duck through the door, stop and stare at them.
“Heming,” rumbled Bjorn.
Willelda glanced up, with fear on her face. Heming grabbed a fistful of her hair and turned her back to him.
“Heming.”
“I’m busy,” Heming said.
Massive shoulders hunched. The other berserks in the shed glanced up from where they sharpened their weapons. Bjorn strode toward Heming and lashed out with his booted foot. Willelda mewled in pain. Like a wet cat, she scrambled out from under Heming and shivered in the corner.
Heming rolled onto his shoulder, looking up.
“Grab your axe,” Bjorn said.
Heming’s face was lean and remote, perspiring. Ever since Grimar’s death, he brooded more often and deeply, and drank far too much.
“Count Odo plies his tricks,” growled Bjorn. “He bargains with the Sea King.”
No interest flickered in Heming’s eerie eyes. He had grown stranger, and the others around him noticed. They he said had become like the Fenris wolf, a ravenous beast, unpredictable and moody.
The left knee creaked as Bjorn crouched low. Maybe he sensed this growth in Heming, his increased deadliness. Since Grimar’s passing, the berserk champion had called on Heming more and more often. Bjorn now said, “The Sea King has become restless. Spring approaches and he wishes to leave this burg. The Trickster has now promised him silver if we’ll leave.”
Many in camp referred to Count Odo as ‘the Trickster’, likening him to cunning Loki.
Something in Heming stirred. “You said the Bishop would give us the city.”
Bjorn nodded. “The Churchman trembles at the thought of us pillaging his people. He is old and sick. His manhood is shriveled.” Bjorn blew snot onto the floorboards, and he glanced at Willelda. “But the Churchman bargains hard. He wants this or that assurance. Worse, Sigfred has grown tired of the siege. All this bargaining wearies him.”
“I’m weary of the siege,” Heming said.
“We all are,” rumbled Bjorn. “And by his sorcery, Count Odo divines our restlessness. He knows that Paris has become like Asgard to us. Thus we must help the Churchman by ambushing the Trickster and thereby keeping him from offering Sigfred too much Danegeld.”
“That sounds dangerous,” muttered Heming. “It might anger Sigfred.”
Bjorn’s beady eyes narrowed. He reexamined Willelda. “Why haven’t you throttled her like I said?”
“Because she pleases me,” Heming said.
“You spend too much time with her. She steals your vigor. You must kill her. Better yet, sacrifice her to Odin.”
Heming sat up as Willelda shrank deeper into the corner. Heming grabbed his she-troll, standing as Bjorn stood, unconcerned that he wore no clothes. “I will only kill her when I’m ready,” Heming said.
Bjorn’s wide nostrils flared. The others in the shed grew tense. Then Bjorn’s beady eyes glittered. He grinned like a beast. “Women are always trouble.” He strode for the door. “Throw on a cloak and follow me, Ivarsson. We have blood to spill.”
***
Robert clanked into the gloom of the stables. He wore mail, helmet and sword and carried a shield. He marched past hurrying grooms, past hay, manure and the mingled odors of horse sweat and urine.
Odo cinched his saddle and patted the warm stallion, his muscled war-mount. He had been expecting this.
Robert stopped before him. “Let me go with you,” he said.
Odo looked upon his brother. Robert was so as their father had been, big and broad-shouldered. He was the very image of a Frank knight. Everything about him was brawny. Why, even his moustache was thick under his hefty nose. Robert matched the Danes size for size, muscles for muscles and with a love of brutal fighting. Their father Robert the Strong had been all that and also hardheaded and willful. His brother Robert was only like that when swinging a sword or wielding a lance. At the head a charge or while sweeping the battlements of enemy, Robert had no peer. But put him in charge of a county or dukedom and he was likely to spend all his time hunting stag.
“What if the Danes spring a trap on you?” Robert said.
“I’ve considered that of course,” Odo said. “But Sigfred has given me his word of honor that I may come and go in peace.”
“His word,” Robert said, puckering his lips, spitting upon straw. “I give you that for his word. I overheard a groom saying that Sigfred isn’t even talking to you. He sends out Valgard Skull-splitter to speak.” Robert shook his head. “I smell a trap, brother.”
“I’ve talked with them before this,” Odo said.
“Yes, while several steps from a gate, with the wall bristling with javelin throwers. I don’t understand why you have to ride out halfway to a redoubt.”
“Exactly because of all those javelin throwers,” Odo said. “I want to speak privately, without Gozlin’s ears hearing my words. He has his spies and I have mine.”
“You know what I think about that,” Robert said. “We should hang Gozlin as a traitor.”
“Robert, Robert, don’t you realize that that would wilt the last of our Parisians’ courage. They have grown lean and hungry while standing up to the Northmen, and now pestilence sweeps through the city. They dread the Northmen. They dread the fall of a berserker’s axe as the city burns under pillage. Gozlin has stiffened their courage. He has given them bravery. He has paraded the relics before them and preached the courage of God. If we were to hang Gozlin now, then everyone in Paris would believe that the saints had turned their backs on us. No, we must dicker with care. We must use guile. I cannot afford to lose Gozlin’s precious gift that he’s given the people.”
“I think you had something to do with that,” growled Robert. “It was your training of them, your captaincy that has thwarted the Danes time and again.”
“Whatever the case may be, I’m gaining time with this parley and hopefully forestalling Gozlin. I can’t pay these Danes enough to leave. Why, only two years ago, King Carloman paid them twelve thousands pounds of silver to leave the kingdom. I have no more than seventy pounds to give them.”
“How much time can you gain from all this?” Robert asked.
Odo put his good foot into a stirrup and heaved himself into the saddle, taking up the reins. The warhorse snorted, shaking his big head. There were twenty big stallions left in the city. The others had been butchered for meat, and to save enough fodder to feed these twenty. It had been a painful decision, one that had almost brought mutiny from his knights. Odo considered it his toughest moment, when he had forced his will over theirs and possibly through it had saved the twenty stallions for a time like this. Every day grooms walked the horses up and down the city lanes in order to keep them toned. Odo had believed it wiser to have twenty fit and well-fed stallions than a herd of half-starved ones.
“Are you waiting for the Emperor to arrive?” asked Robert. “Is that what this is about?”
From high upon the warhorse, Odo gave his brother a false smile. He knew he couldn’t gain that much time. No, he delayed, hoping for Gozlin’s death. It would never do to tell anyone else that, however. He believed that to win the siege he must gain sole control of the city. He’d had his one moment of weakness. It plagued his conscience. ‘Never again’, had become his personal oath. If both the north bank and the south bank were lost, he would hole up in the Cite and fight on, alone if he had too. He would never surrender.
Robert grasped the stallion’s bridle. “Let me go with you. No one will be faster than me in spotting treachery, and drawing my sword and fighting our way free.”
Five other knights mounted up. Each bore a long, Frankish lance, with a foot of razor-sharp steel on the end and lugs underneath that.
“Hurry,” Odo told his brother, deciding that if he died Robert could not carry on the siege against Gozlin’s wishes. Better to have Robert with him and fight his way free, if it came to that. Even Sea Kings had been known to break their sworn word.
Thus it was, some time later, that the only gate of South Town creaked open far enough to emit a horse and rider. Six knights filed through. Six Frank warriors in helmet, mail, shield and spurs urged their mighty steeds onto the plain before the city. The stallions snorted, pawing the ground. Each obviously desired to run, to stretch his powerful legs. Odo’s steed lifted his hooves high. Like the well-trained mount he was, the stallion yearned to fight and gallop, to clamp his yellowed teeth into the flesh of a foe.
The plain was an illusion, Odo knew. Many horse-traps lay here, pits covered with grass mats. He guided his eager steed toward the nearest redoubt, a block of earth and wood. From that redoubt now marched six big Danes. They, too, wore helm, mail, shield and sword. Each wore an expensive cloak and gloves. The leader, a massive Northman, Valgard Skull-splitter, wore a ceremonial horned helmet and a bright scarlet cloak to match his outrageous red beard.
Odo breathed deeply. He tried to appear at ease, but his gaze flickered everywhere. Did the Danes try to ambush him? Would these six attempt to draw their swords and attack? “Keep alert,” he whispered. “If I say ‘by Saint Germain’ then spur your stallions and fight your way free. Kill anyone in your way.”
“Do you expect trouble, milord?” asked a knight.
“Certainly,” Odo said.
“Then why are we here?” asked the knight.
“We’re matching wits with the Northmen,” Odo said. “The Sea King desires us to give up the city. Now I give him another option to mull over. Let us sap his will as he tries to sap ours.”
“I see movement by that mound over there,” Robert said, pointing with his chin. The redoubt was the largest obstruction, but there were several other mounds, heaps of dirt, flanking it on either side. The one Robert pointed out was sixty feet away.
“What sort of movement?” Odo said.
“I’d swear I saw a man peek over the top,” Robert said.
Odo’s stomach tightened and his mouth grew dry. He felt so exposed out here. Was he being a fool? Yet what else could he do? He had to try and match the Bishop’s weakened resolve by weakening the Northmen’s will.
“The Sea King gave us his word,” Odo said. “Do you think he is without honor?”
“I think he’s a murdering Dane,” snarled Robert.
“Hail, Count Odo!” shouted the lead Northman of Valgard’s party.
The Northmen fanned out in a semi-circle as Odo drew rein. Ten feet separated them. Two of the horses pawed the ground. One snorted, not liking the scent of Northmen.
Odo licked his lips and forced himself to grin. He must appear confident. He hardened his voice. “You are the Sea King’s herald?”
The massive Dane waited for the interpreter. The horn-helmeted Northman with the outrageous red beard soon nodded and spoke rapid Danish. The interpreter listened and then took another step nearer Odo. “Valgard speaks for Sigfred, who is the leader of this mighty host. You have fought well, Count Odo, but now it is time to realize the uselessness of holding out. You must—” The interpreter halted his speech as Odo held up his hand and barked out words.
“Listen to me!” Odo said. “I hold the city. None will ever take it. Even now, the Emperor marshals the hosts of Frankland and Lombardy. Duke Hugh has sent me word and the Neustrian barons are ready to ride. In the interest of my people, I am willing to recognize that you are strong. I will pay Danegeld to any who swears before his gods to leave my land. Yet this you should know. I swore before my father never to give up what was mine. Paris will never fall. This I swear before God and all the angels of Heaven.”
The interpreter studied him. Then he turned toward Valgard. As he did, two Danes of the parley party cast nervous glances toward the nearest dirt pile.
Odo caught it. So did Robert, who loudly cleared his throat. The other knights grew wary.
Massive Valgard listened to the interpreter. The huge Dane with his ceremonial horned helmet thought a moment, also studying Odo. Then he began to speak to the interpreter. At that moment, frothing, wild-eyed berserks leaped onto the mound where they had obviously been hiding, the mound Robert had pointed out. The giant of a berserk led them, his men equally terrifying and savage.
“Treachery!” roared Robert. He jabbed his spurs into the flanks of his stallion. The huge warhorse leaped in pain and rage. The two Danes who had been eyeing the mound now brandished daggers and shouted war cries. Robert viciously and expertly swung his lance. The foot-length of steel slashed the throat of the foremost Dane. The other stumbled back as the warhorse crashed his shoulder against the Dane. The other Northmen, including Valgard, staggered backward, bellowing in surprise.
Odo heaved his lance at a Northman, throwing it hard, and then he savagely yanked the reins of his warhorse. He, too, spurred his stallion, but not at the enemy. His steed nickered in pain and bolted back toward the city. It was inglorious flight. The only salve to his honor was that every other knight galloped as fast as he could toward the open gate. Even Robert had wheeled his warhorse and fled before the racing berserks. Spit foamed from the mouths of those demonic warriors. The berserks screamed insults and their eyes were crazed. Even worse, they leaped and bounded across the ground almost as fast as the horses.
“Javelin men!” roared Odo. “Javelin men, skewer those mad dogs! Kill every last one of them!”
Odo dreaded the berserks. They were demented, and yet, maybe this was for the best. The wisest way to deal with such ferocious warriors—fighters who sneered at armor—was to hide behind a wall and shower their flesh with arrows and javelins.
“Get ready!” he bellowed up at the men on the battlement, and then he thundered through the gate, drawing rein and with difficulty turning his steed.
One, two, three, four, the other knights galloped through the opening. Then Robert was through the gate. Militiamen heaved against the massive gate, slowly swinging it shut.
“Now!” a captain shouted from upon the wall.
Franks threw javelins. They grabbed more and kept throwing, heaving. Some of them threw almost straight down.
Odo slid to the ground, bracing himself. The other knights did likewise.
“Hold!” the battlement captain shouted a few moments later. “That’s good enough, lads,” he said from upon the walkway. “We made those monsters run.”
“I stuck one of them,” boasted a lad. “Did you see it? I made him bleed.”
Odo dashed up a ladder. The militiamen at the gate heaved the great iron bar onto its brackets, working the bolts into place. Odo wondered what this meant that Sigfred the Sea King was an oath-breaker. He began marshaling arguments to use against Gozlin’s desire to hand over the city to these treacherous pagans.
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Sigfred raged. The proud Viking leader strode back and forth before the flickering trench-fire of his skalli. The skalli was a log-constructed feasting hall that he had ordered built many months ago. Massive log tables lined both sides, with a trench-fire dug down the center. Sigfred wore a black cloak and wore his byrnie of mud-colored mail. His great black beard bristled and it almost seemed as if sparks flew from his eyes. He clutched a heavy spear, stopping every so often to glare at Bjorn. The other berserks sat behind their leader, Heming among them. They were weary, since most earlier had entered the berserker fit as they had tried to slay Count Odo. Now they suffered the withdrawal that always came after the fury of Odin.
“You are my man!” thundered Sigfred. “I am not yours! I gave my oath to the Count. You broke it.”
Bjorn sat on a stool, his eyes downcast.
“Do you challenge my right to rule?” Sigfred said.
Bjorn raised his monstrous head. “You are royalty,” he rumbled, “of the line of kings.”
“Then you admit that I am the master,” Sigfred said.
“I am your man,” grunted Bjorn.
Sigfred’s eyes narrowed. He stepped nearer the champion. He pointed the spear at him. “You broke my oath.”
Bjorn’s wide nostrils flared. “You are of the line of kings, descended from Odin himself. You rule, not I. Yet I am Odin’s man, O King. He gives royalty such as you berserkers like me so we may charge with fury and slay the king’s enemies. Sometimes, though, when temptations come, it is the duty of Odin’s man to do the right thing.”
Sigfred eyes burned with passion. “Do you dare to pit your will against mine?”
Bjorn shook his head. “I am your man. Yet I ask you to consider this, my King. Nowhere have the Franks been able to stand against us. For years, we have marched undefeated in battle. Whenever they marshal in strength, there we have destroyed them. Now two hundred Franks, two hundred real warriors have holed up in this pile of stones. They have thumbed their noses at us. They have shit on our axes. If we accept Danegeld now and leave… men will say that they have defeated us.”
“That will be a lie!” snarled Sigfred.
“A lie or the truth, men will say it,” rumbled Bjorn. “Maybe it will give other Franks and Saxons the courage to stand against us. No! We must break this burg and crush it utterly, my King.”
Sigfred breathed like a bull. His voice grew ominous. “Who rules here?”
“You rule,” Bjorn said. “Yet an honest man gives his lord advice. I have spoken to Lord Odin. I have communed with him, O King. Ever since winning Attila’s cup, I have heard the words of Odin with greater understanding.”
Sigfred grew uneasy. He lowered his spear and plucked at his beard. “Valgard says you are a wild man, a foaming hound who knows neither friend nor foe.”
Bjorn laughed darkly. “Did I swing at him? No, none of us did. I know who is friend and who is foe.”
Sigfred looked hard upon Bjorn. After a time he nodded. “Hear my rede, berserk. You speak with Odin. Good. Ask him how to gain the city, for your life hangs upon that knowledge.”
“What do you mean?” growled Bjorn.
“I mean that my bodyguard will not break my word!” roared Sigfred, slamming the end of his spear against the floorboards. “Take the cup of Attila, swill blood if you must and then beg Odin for a revelation. I do not care how you do it, Bjorn, but since you say Odin demands that we stay here, than I demand that you give me the city or die. You must buy back my sworn word with blood, with rapine and the death of every Frank in the city. But Odin help you if you fail.”
“I will not fail,” rumbled Bjorn, his small beady eyes burning afresh with fanaticism.
***
As Bjorn sought his Odin answer, pestilence swept through Paris, knocking more defenders off the walls than any Danish attack. Word of this gave the Sea King hope, for despair obviously sapped the Parisians. He could see it in the faces of the defenders on the walls. In an exchange of words, the nitpicking Bishop dropped his most frustrating demands. Perhaps Count Odo ran the defenses, that cunning bastard. The Bishop, however, ruled the city’s heart. The Sea King agreed to every of Gozlin’s conditions but one. Sigfred then sent his wizard into the city to parley. In a small room adjoining the Church of Saint Etienne, the old Bishop wavered, desperately clinging to a single point: Sigfred had deceived Count Odo earlier. The Sea King had broken his word. How could he, the Bishop, now trust Sigfred’s word? The wizard explained that berserks were like wolves, better than hounds at hunting, but sometimes not as trustworthy. The wizard assured Gozlin that the berserks would stay outside the city. The wizard, his rat-like eyes aglow, then pointed out that Paris’s saints had deserted the city. Why otherwise did plague strike the defenders but not the besiegers? Gozlin paled, his wrinkled hands trembling. He asked for one more night for prayer and consideration. He would give an answer on the morrow. The wizard agreed and confidently strode out of the domed town.
It was April 15, 886.
The next morning on the 16th, Bishop Gozlin lay dead in the Church of Saint Etienne. By an odd set of circumstances, the Northmen learned of the death before the Parisians. To the north gates, Sigfred sent heralds who announced the grim news. Exhaustion, shock and the enormity of the Bishop’s death leeched the people’s courage. Wails of despair soon echoed off the walls loud enough that Danes waited outside in expectation.
“The Bishop’s death will help us more than his surrender would have,” prophesied the wizard.
Clad in his black byrnie of mail, Sigfred towered over the Finnish wizard. They stood in an earthen redoubt opposite an enemy gate. The Sea King kept muttering, “So close. So very close.”
The small wizard with his wisp of a beard urged Sigfred to good cheer and ticked off his gnarly fingers as he gave the reasons why. “One,” he said. “Everyone knows that Count Odo never was a warrior. He plays a lute, spends hours reading old parchments, and word is he pines for a woman.”
“He’s the son of Robert the Strong,” muttered Sigfred. “And you know how often the Count has bested us.”
“As a figurehead only,” said the wizard. “He was a tool in Gozlin’s hands.”
“Odo and Gozlin hated each other.”
“An illusion,” said the wizard. “By it they made it seem as if the Count was his own man. I suspect Gozlin used him as a counterweight in his bargaining with us. Now that Gozlin is gone, the Count will wilt. If that stubborn old Churchman lost his fire, the poet cannot long keep his?”
The Sea King angrily turned on the Finn. “Have you watched him on the walls, the way Odo swings his sword?”
“Poets are actors just like our skalds,” the wizard said in a soothing voice. “The Count is a straw man. Gozlin’s will kept those farmers on the walls. That iron will is now gone. Hear them wail and take heart, O King. Paris will soon be yours.”
Sigfred grunted, with his lips pressed hard together. He hated Paris. He hated this burg of stone. He was sick of besieging it, and yet, he didn’t know how to leave gracefully, how to leave without losing face. If Bjorn failed him… Sigfred’s features hardened as he thought about the berserk champion. He would have to be careful with Bjorn. Bjorn was like a bear, his bear today and kept on a chain. Yet even chained bears could turn and rend you to death. Bjorn had caused his kingly word to be broken. Sigfred well realized that it was a challenge to his authority. He could not let that stand. The trouble was that he feared Bjorn. Sending men to kill the berserk might get those men killed. Trying to kill Bjorn himself, might get Sigfred the Sea King killed.
The big, sea king of the Great Army chewed his beard, weighing options, wondering what course to choose.
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Count Odo heard the same wails of despair as Sigfred. Worse, he saw the dejected faces, the fear-filled eyes. Men tore their tunics. Women pulled their hair and scratched their cheeks. Many people wandered aimlessly on the streets. Those on the walls patrolled with slumped shoulders and pale features. He had won himself more time and now he alone ruled Paris. Now, however, he had to give the city new heart, a reason to keep fighting.
Odo returned to his house, deep in thought. He soon banged a fist onto a table. He had to act fast. Vegetius had said as much. Vegetius had said that morale depended on a commander’s resolve and infusing that resolve into the populace.
Robert barged into the house as Odo pinned on his best cloak. “We’re doomed!” shouted Robert, his thick hair sprouting in many directions, as if he had just woken from sleep. “The people are soulless, brother. It’s pitiful. Let’s saddle our stallions and break out while we can.”
“Flee?” Odo asked, shocked to hear his brother say so.
Robert flung his arms into the air. “I know your book speaks otherwise. I would keep fighting if anyone else had the balls to do so. But why should we die uselessly?”
Odo fingered his cloak, staring at the floorboards. Hearing Robert speak like this, knowing that his brother had lost heart… his brother had been like a rock during the siege. He had leaned on Robert and taken great comfort from him. If even Robert had now lost—Odo clutched his cloak. He shook his head and looked up at Robert.
“I cannot flee,” Odo said.
“What?” Robert blinked at him. He ran a big hand through his hair. “You’ve gone mad reading that book. Yes, yes, I agree it’s given you battle cunning. But, Odo, look at the people. They can’t fight looking like whipped curs.”
“You’re right,” Odo said. “That’s why I must speak to them.”
“Speak?” Robert said. “What can words do?”
Odo quelled the queasy stir of his gut. The people despaired. They had lost their rock. Gozlin spoke to heaven. Gozlin had the ear of the saints and through them the ear of God.
What can I give them that will fire their hope just as strongly? I must give them hope. I must fill them with courage.
First, he needed it himself.
Odo donned black gloves, giving himself time to think. He soon nodded brusquely and forced himself to speak sternly. “Comb your hair. Dust off your best cloak. And wipe that look of fear off your face. Are you afraid of Danes?”
Robert slapped his chest. “I’ve killed more Danes than anyone.”
“Then stand up straight and square your shoulders. I’m not finished fighting. Come and show the people that you’re not finished either.”
“To what purpose?” Robert asked.
“Let us go and find out.”
***
Odo and a handful of his most stalwart knights shouldered through the milling masses packed into the market square. People cried out upon sight of him. They plucked at his garments as tears streamed down their cheeks. They asked him what was going to happen to them now. Others begged him to ask the Northmen for mercy.
“We’re lost without our father!” wailed a man.
Odo noticed that the priests weren’t here. They probably prayed in the churches for Bishop Gozlin’s soul. He thought briefly about Judith. Before this day was through, he would press her against his flesh again. Then he shoved the pleasant thought aside for this more vital matter.
“Make way!” Odo shouted.
His knights took up the cry, roughly shouldering people out of the way.
“Tell me how you can fight Northmen with men like these?” Robert shouted into his ear.
Odo grabbed a trumpeter, holding the man close as he shoved and pushed toward the hangman’s platform. He pushed the young man up the stairs, following close behind as he gave orders to his knights to let no one else onto the wooden stage. Then Odo looked out upon the sea of people. He hadn’t expected this. It curdled his stomach. What could he say? They had loved Gozlin. Now they were like helpless children. If he couldn’t cure them of this fear, the Northmen would no doubt coming boiling over the walls. He had to lance this despair now. How, that was the question. Doubt filled him. Who was he? For years, he had drunk wine and gambled. He had played the lute and read Latin verse.
At his side, he balled his gloved fingers into fists. Maybe reading Latin verse was just the thing. He had read the great speeches of Julius Caesar and others. They had swayed the multitudes. Priests swayed men by words. Why couldn’t he sway them? Odo took a deep breath. Yes, he should keep doing as he had done learning from Vegetius. Today it was time to take a page from the great commanders of the past. He drew his sword. Before this surging sea of weeping, wailing, hair-pulling humanity, he waved the sword, trying to gain their attention.
Men and women ignored him as they stretched imploring hands toward Heaven. They wept for the saints and for God Almighty to take pity on them. Their lamentations grew deafening, frightening, like a storm about to smash the city.
Odo sheathed his sword and gripped the trumpeter’s arm. “Give me a blast like the Day of Judgment!” he shouted.
The young man stared at him. Odo felt the youth trembling.
“Blow your horn!” roared Odo.
The young man lifted his silver horn and drew a deep breath. He faced the crowd. A mighty peal rose above the cries. Many, with tears streaming down their cheeks, grew silent as the horn resounded with its challenging call.
Odo began to shout. “People of Paris: you must take heart!” And then he knew exactly what he had to say. “Last night I prayed with Bishop Gozlin. We sought the counsel of Heaven together. Then our dear father turned to me. Oh, we have not always seen eye to eye, but in his last hours I made my peace with Bishop Gozlin. I did so because of what he said to me. I saw such courage in the Bishop’s actions that shame bit me for the times I had argued with him. Do you know what our beloved Bishop did?”
Dazed people stared up at him.
“Do you know what Bishop Gozlin did?” Odo shouted.
A few stirred. “What?” several men shouted up at him.
“I was amazed at his courage,” Odo said. “I told him he could not do such a thing. I almost forbid it as Count of Paris. But his love for you was so great, so mighty that he told me he must do it.”
“What did he do?” cried a woman. “Tell us, tell us about our father.”
Count Odo nodded as the mob edged closer and strained to hear his words. Sores dotted their faces. They were thin and wore ragged clothes. Overwhelming grief cloaked them. Might they tear the platform—and him—to pieces if they found his words displeasing? Odo shoved such fearful thoughts aside. He plunged into his lie, hoping it would give these poor people of Paris the hope they needed.
“Bishop Gozlin knew that Saint Genevieve sought out the Lord Jesus Christ for us in His throne room in Glory,” Odo shouted. “Gozlin knew that Saint Germain and the Virgin Mary implored the Son of God to save Paris. The Bishop turned to me last night and said, ‘Count Odo, I must see the Lord Jesus myself. I must tell Him face to face how His people in Paris suffer under the Northmen. I must tell Him how brave they are, how they have vowed never to surrender to those pagans from the cold North. I will clutch the Lord’s knee and weep before Him. I know the mercy of God. I know His heart breaks at our plight. O, Count Odo, I know that the saints above will add their pleas to mine. Then, how can it be that Jesus’ heart will remain stony? I tell you, I must go, Count Odo, because of my great and dear love for my flock in Paris.’  Brave People!” roared Odo. “I was moved as never in my life. I he said could not go. The people might surrender in despair if he left. Do you know what he did then? Oh, I could not believe my ears. I was stunned into silence. Do you know what our great Bishop did?”
“What?” a woman yelled.
“Tell us, tell us!” shouted a butcher.
“Do not spare us anything,” pleaded a woman holding a baby.
Count Odo nodded. “Yes! I will not spare you a thing. You are the people of Paris who have stood off the Great Pagan Army. You are the unbeaten warriors of Frankland. Oh, how the Danes rage against us, but for every trick they try they have faced our swords and our sharp arrows. They have howled like dogs and run every time from us. Who made them run? You did! We did! So I will tell you what the Bishop did when I told him that you might despair at his leaving.”
Count Odo scanned the waiting throng. Some wiped tears from their eyes. Everyone listened.
“Our great Bishop Gozlin laughed at the possibility of your surrender. He laughed so heartily and smiled so widely that I was amazed. ‘Surrender?’ he roared at me. ‘My people of Paris will never surrender. They will beat off the Danes and show the world real Franks. However, now I must go, Count Odo. Now I must make the final journey and speak with Christ Jesus, our Lord. But promise me this, Count Odo. Promise me that you will never surrender.’  I looked him in the eye. I held his hands, and in the most solemn vow I could make, with my palm on Holy Writ and the other on the bones of Saint Genevieve, I swore a binding oath. My oath wasn’t just to fight until death. No! I swore to defeat these Danes and make them run!”
With mouths agape the people stared up at him.
Odo drew his sword. “And I swore to gather an army. I swore to rouse the barons of Neustria and raise such a host as to slaughter these heathens. I swore to force the Emperor to fight! I am the son of Robert the Strong, and I know now that Bishop Gozlin is in Heaven imploring God to drive these wicked pagans back into the hell of ice and snow from whence they came. This, however, I do not know. I don’t know if you’ll stand with me. If you will stand with me, if you will accept Bishop Gozlin’s charge, then I want you to shout to Heaven so that the Bishop will hear you. Will you do that?”
“Yes!” shouted a man.
Count Odo nodded.
“Yes!” shouted someone else.
Count Odo waved his sword. “Then shout it out, all of you. Let Bishop Gozlin hear, and then, by all the saints, we shall ring the church bells of Paris and let the heathens know that their hour of doom is at hand. Shout!”
The bull-throated roar that issued from them startled Odo. They cheered, they cried and they shouted and shook their fists. The frenzy of their emotions frightened him. He almost clamped his hands over his ears and ran down from the platform. Their grief had turned into rage against the Northmen. The transformation unleashed raw emotions that almost swept him away. Then he realized that this is what words could do. It awed him. It left him limp as he listened to their shouts.
He waved his sword. He pumped his fist. He opened his mouth and bellowed forced laughter. Then thankfully, the church bells of Saint Etienne pealed and drowned out their horrible shouts.
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It was impossible to hide his grin. Odo wanted to be magnanimous in victory, but these priestly bastards had stolen his woman and now she was to be his again. Judith, dear Judith, how he yearned to hold her again and kiss her again and in the fullness of time—say in a week or less—he would marry her and they would be man and wife. His cavalry boots rang on the stone tiles as he followed Ebolus into the depths of the Church of Saint Etienne. Candles flickered. Wooden statues eyed him with uncanny life. Did the saints chide him for threatening to gut the abbot like a hog if he refused him Judith? He had apologized immediately, of course, but Ebolus had understood his danger.
Odo checked himself upon sight of her. She knelt by the altar. He savored the churn of his gut and the anticipation of pressing his lips against hers. She wore a nun’s habit, was clothed with it from head to toe. He wanted to laugh at that little ploy.
Her face lifted.
Odo tugged Ebolus’ sleeve. The abbot turned sagging features toward him. The siege had eaten the abbot’s fat so loose skin hung from his jowls.
“Leave us,” Odo whispered.
“Milord,” objected Ebolus. “She is a nun of the Church. The rules forbid her to be alone with a layman.”
Odo’s mouth tightened as he turned toward the abbot.
“Milord,” Ebolus said, “can I stand on the ramparts against heathens—having learned the art of courage from you—and now back down in God’s house?”
Odo drew his sword, an ominous hiss.
“No!” cried Judith.
Ebolus stumbled backwards and reached in his robes, pulling out a cross and lifting it two-handed.
Odo hesitated. He yearned to hew down the abbot. He quivered like a hound about to receive meat. Yet it would be bad if he slew a priest in a church.
“Milord,” Judith said. She came toward him. Her beautiful hair lay hidden under her hood, her perfect face surrounded by white linen. Tears welled in her beautiful eyes. Her cheeks glistened in the gloom.
Odo lowered his sword. Then his sword clashed against the tiles. “Judith,” he breathed. “Beloved.” He held out his arms.
She recoiled as the tears began to drip. “No, milord, you mustn’t touch me.”
He ignored those silly words as he strode forward and grabbed her shoulders. How thin they were. Then he crushed her to him, feeling the heat of her body against his. “Oh, Judith, Judith,” he whispered.
“Dearest,” she said.
He looked into her moist eyes and with his thumb gently wiped a tear. “You mustn’t cry. You’re mine again. We’ll never be apart, not in this world or the next.”
She shook her head.
He laughed, and he kissed her salty lips. She melted against him, and then she stiffened and pulled back.
“No,” she said. “I cannot. Do not make me sin, milord.”
He swept his hand toward Ebolus. “Do you fear him, beloved? Don’t. If he so much as preaches a word against me or you I shall float his corpse to the heathens.”
“Odo,” she said. “How can you say such a thing?”
“I have turned into a harsh captain of war, my love. It’s these pagans, those Northmen, but don’t fear. I am still the same. I shall take out my lute again and sing you love ballads. You shall be my wife.”
“I am already married, milord.”
Odo frowned. He began to feel the first stirrings of real fear. “Gozlin is dead. He cannot threaten you now.”
“I’m not worried about his threats, milord.”
The crunch of his gut didn’t feel good anymore. “They kidnapped you, but they can’t do that again. No bishop, no archbishop, not even the Pope himself, will ever tear you from my arms. Don’t you understand?”
“I do, I do,” she whispered. She struggled free from him. “I have prayed every night for you. I will always think of you, milord. Then I realized… I realized—”
“No!” Odo shouted. “Don’t say it. Don’t believe their lies.” He clutched her hands. Her knuckles were skeletal. “You don’t have to remain a nun. You have always been a novice. That isn’t binding.”
“Don’t you understand?” She stroked his cheek. “I decided. I am the new Prioress of the Saint Genevieve Nunnery. I have signed my name to the creed. I have taken the brass ring. I am a bride of Christ.”
He grabbed her hand and stared in horror at the grim little ring, the brass ring that all nuns wore. “Did they put this on you?”
“I put it on by my own free will, milord.”
His eyes grew wide. Then he began pulling at the ring.
“Milord!” she cried. “Don’t. Don’t make this harder for us.”
“Let me take you away from here,” he whispered. “They have bewitched you. Let me sing to you at night. Let us dine together. Walk under the stars, dearest, and you’ll see this in another light.”
“I have prayed,” she whispered. “My prayers saved your life the day the Northmen tried to ambush you. If I hadn’t been praying… you must live, milord. You are the Count who has stopped the heathens. You will be mighty and victorious. And it will be my prayers that helped you.”
He stumbled away. In a daze, he felt upon the tiles for his sword. When his hand wrapped around the hilt a murderous rage took hold. His lips writhed into a snarl and his eyes alighted upon the abbot. “You did this,” he hissed. “You bewitched her.” He stalked the abbot.
“No,” Judith said, lifting her skirts and hurrying before the monk. “You mustn’t commit murder in the Church, milord.”
“Stand aside,” growled Odo.
She threw herself around Ebolus and looked back at Odo with imploring eyes. “Go, milord. Go and know that my thoughts shall always be about you. Go and defeat these Northmen. Save the kingdom.”
“Judith,” he said. “You are my heart. They are ripping out my heart. If you won’t be mine, nothing else matters. Don’t you see? Gozlin, that hell-spawned imp of Satan, that drooling idiot, has risen like a fiend from the grave to poison your mind. He haunts us. Oh, how I hope that God roasts his soul in the fires of Hell! He is a devil, a monster. I’d rather call the most wretched berserk my friend than him.” 
Ebolus muttered horrified, pious words.
Judith hushed the abbot.
“Don’t break my heart.” Odo sheathed his sword and held out his arms. “Come away with me. Be my wife. Don’t let this cursed religion stand between us.”
“Please, milord, don’t blaspheme. I do this…” Judith let go of Ebolus and ran into Odo’s arms. She held him with manic strength and kissed him on the lips. The salt of her tears was hot. “I love you, milord. I will always love you. Nevertheless, I am married to Christ now. I am another’s. We can never be together, not while the heathens overrun the land. You must slay them, milord, and I will pray forever for you.”
“Let us flee together, Judith.”
She hugged him and kissed him once more, and then she let go and stepped away. “Good-bye, my beloved. Go with God.”
Odo stared at her. He wanted to cry. Instead, his face stiffened. He took her wrist. “It is this place. I feel Gozlin’s spirit all around us. Once you’re free again and realize they tricked you… Oh, then it will be different. I don’t doubt your sincerity, my love, but their imprisonment shall not stain your heart for long.”
“You must let her go,” Ebolus said.
Odo sneered. “You would be wise to keep silent, monk. I spare you in honor of this great day. My Judith was gone but now she has returned.”
“And what will happen when the people see you dragging a weeping and reluctant nun out of the Church?” Ebolus asked.
“What do I care?” Odo said.
Ebolus lowered the wooden cross. “Milord, you spoke most wonderfully this morning. It stirred the people. But if you take this holy nun and commit lust and adultery in your house then the people will know that you lied.”
“You’ll tell them?”
“I won’t have to,” Ebolus said. “The gossip of it will rage throughout the city. Then they will ponder your stirring words. Some might recall that olden emperors of Rome were quick-witted and spoke cunning eulogies such as you did today. Their faith will shatter and the Northmen will storm the city. Then you, Judith and all the people will perish. Is your lust worth that much?”
“Have a care, monk. The people know nothing about the Caesars and the old political games they played.”
“Surely not, milord, but they will learn.”
“From you?” Odo said.
“Me, or any learned cleric who preaches the word of God and has read as you do. Though do not doubt that the people might well ponder it for themselves if they see you taking a nun by force.”
“Your life is in your tongue,” warned Odo.
“You have changed, milord, and so have I. I am not the fat glutton I used to be. You are not the young rascal who diced away his life. I have learned courage on the walls. I have held up a shield, been jarred to my teeth by axe blows and in return bashed the heads of pagan warriors with my mace. You have taken on the gravity of your high station and are near to giving these Northmen a defeat that will rankle in their craw more than any battle in memory. However, if the people call you a liar, an inventor of tall tales then their courage will fail and their belief in victory will wither like a yanked weed. You can take Judith by force, and through it forfeit your soul and everything that you’ve fought for. But you cannot have both.”
“So say you.”
“You know that I speak the truth,” Ebolus said.
“Oh, Odo,” Judith said. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never should have fled the convent. I see that now. I learned it so very late. I would spare your heart if I could. Nevertheless, you must go. You must leave me to this life of prayer and good works. I beg you not to think harshly of the abbot or the bishop. They are men of God. Please, my dearest, go and beat back these monsters from the North, and remember that in my heart I am always with you.”
Odo turned so she couldn’t see his tears. He stumbled away, dead inside, shattered, and with a new, blinding hatred for the Church and its crafty minions. He would make them pay. He would them rue the day they cheated him of his great love. Oh, how he would make them pay.
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As April lengthened and the signs of spring strengthened, Sigfred became increasingly moody and restless. One night when the ale flowed freely and in the presence of others, he reminded Bjorn about the broken oath.
“What has Odin told you, Bjorn?” the Sea King sneered as he slouched upon his throne-like chair. They were in the skalli, the shutters thrown open for fresh air, with haunches of swine roasting over the trench-fire. “How will Odin give Paris into my hands, eh? You have yet to tell me.”
Laughter rose from the tables, the loudest from Valgard Skull-splitter. “It is one thing to charge unsuspecting men,” Valgard told Bjorn, “another to break into a walled city.”
The skalli grew quiet as Bjorn lurched unsteadily to his feet. He had drunk much mead and his wide face was flushed with anger. “Who here doubts that Odin speaks to me? Let him say so, and then let him meet my axe, if he dares!”
Valgard surged up. “No one doubts your axe-skills, berserk. But all here know your boasts about Odin and his voice. Very well, you’re so wise. Tell us how to defeat these Franks.”
Bjorn shook his axe, bellowing, “Meet me man-to-man!”
“Not until you bring us into the city,” Sigfred said, as drunk as any. “Instead of pushing your snout into the ale cup, speak to Odin. Listen to what he tells you, and then come and tell me.”
In the firelight of the great log hall, Bjorn’s beady eyes shone with madness. Warriors grew uneasy as he struggled to master his rage. Then he growled low words at his berserks. One-by-one they rose. Heming was among them. They shuffled from the hall, brutish monsters, and stumped into the starlit darkness, following Bjorn.
“Get my cup,” Bjorn told one.
That berserk hurried away.
“We must sacrifice to Odin,” Bjorn said.
Heming knew he meant Willelda. Heming was, however, even drunker than the champion. He swayed, blinking, his eyesight blurry and his thoughts churning.
“I will drink blood this night,” Bjorn said. “Then Odin will give me visions. Heming! Have you slain that woman like I told you?”
Heming peered up at the stars. He remembered that night in the apple grove with his father, Ivar Hammerhand. He remembered the oath to his father, and that Ivar had swung in the Odin Tree. He had sworn to Odin to slay Bjorn for that.
“Heming!”
Heming unglued his lips and grinned fiercely. “I know how to win the city,” he slurred. “Odin has shown me in a dream.”
Bjorn loomed before him. The small eyes in that strange, wide face, with that huge lower jaw, bored into him. “You lie in order to save your woman.”
“I lie?” roared Heming. He spat onto Bjorn’s boots. “No one calls me a liar, not even you.”
Bjorn clutched Heming by the throat. Heming fumbled for his dagger. Bjorn hurled him onto the ground. Heming sprang upright. Bjorn clouted him hard across the face, knocking him back down.
“I am the master here!” roared Bjorn. “Who doubts that?”
Heming rolled onto his feet, although he remained crouched. A dagger gleamed in his fist. He readied to hurl himself upon Bjorn.
“What did Odin tell you?” Bjorn shouted drunkenly. “Hurry, speak!”
The fog of Heming drunkenness and his rage at being struck made it hard for him to comprehend Bjorn’s words. He judged distances and wondered if he could plunge this knife into Bjorn’s throat before the other could draw his sword.
“Tell me Odin’s words!” bellowed Bjorn.
Slowly, Heming rose, swaying, the faces before him blurring into and out-of focus. A sly, drunken cunning came upon him. He remembered his father swinging in the Odin Tree. He remembered his oath to Ivar Hammerhand. “I know how to take the city,” he said.
“Then tell us!” shouted Bjorn.
“The walls,” Heming said. He laughed at the idea, at the simplicity of it.
“What about the walls?” Bjorn said.
Heming made a wavy motion with his hand. Then he stood back, waiting to see what Bjorn thought about his brilliant idea.
“Odin’s plan has struck him dumb,” said a berserk, not in jest, but in seriousness. The others nodded.
“Heming,” Bjorn said, reaching out, squeezing Heming’s shoulder. “Speak to us the plan.”
Heming made the same wavy motion with his hand. “Up and over the walls,” he slurred. “Don’t you see?”
“See what?” Bjorn said, growing angry again. “We’ve tried that many times.”
Heming shook his head, wondering how they could be so dense. It was perfect, and it would see Bjorn slain like the beast he was.
“What? Speak!” roared Bjorn. “And wipe that silly grin off your face.”
“At night,” Heming said, “just a few us. We slip over the walls, slay the guards and open the gate for the rest. Then the Great Host slays everyone.”
“That’s no plan,” Bjorn said. “That’s madness.”
Of course, Heming realized, knowing that if Sigfred accepted such a plan that Bjorn would have to lead it.
***
Late that night Sigfred listened as Bjorn spoke of the plan. The huge berserk kept pointing at Heming. Heming didn’t think his plan so wise anymore. He was no longer quiet so drunk. He realized that not only would Bjorn go over the wall and die, but he would, too.
“The Franks keep a sharp lookout for just what you suggest,” Sigfred said, scowling.
Bjorn licked his lips, glancing at Heming.
Heming bobbed his head, wanting to say that he quite agreed. But he realized that whatever punishment Sigfred inflicted on Bjorn, Bjorn would give double to him, and probably slay Willelda, too. “Odin knows that,” Heming said, just drunk enough to lie with conviction. “That is why he says to first march your men by those walls several nights in a row.”
“Why?” Bjorn said.
Sigfred lifted his black eyebrows, studying Heming. “Yes, clever,” said the Sea King. “The Franks will become used to seeing men there. After a week or more, the Franks will become bored of it, even when we’re near the walls. I should have thought of that myself. Then on a moonless night, with the Twelve painted black with charcoal, you throw up grappling ropes, climb into the Merchant Quarter and hurry to a gate and open it.” He gave Bjorn a mirthless grin. “I accept Odin’s plan. And since he gave it to you, you shall lead it and win the glory.” Sigfred smiled hugely, rising, clapping Bjorn on the shoulder. “Praise be to Odin and his berserks. Paris will finally be ours.”
***
As much as Odo hated Abbot Ebolus, he refused to return to the divided defense of Paris that Gozlin had practiced while alive. Thus, Odo daily met with the abbot. Today they marched through the Church’s storehouses, deep in underground vaults, tallying the remaining hams, cheeses, wheat sacks and wine casks. Afterwards, Odo and Ebolus conferred in the nave of Saint Etienne, standing underneath an image of the praying Virgin Mary. Her eyes were shut in anguish, and Odo idly wondered what she thought about to cause her such pain. The abbot and he spoke about the possible length of the siege and the dwindling food stocks. Many had died to wounds and pestilence, but many more still devoured the long-horded stores.
“Women, children and any man too old or weak for the walls will have his rations cut in half,” Odo said. “Any priest or monk who doesn’t swing a mace or throw a boulder will also go on half rations. I would put the soldiers on that, too, but they need full bellies to stand against Northmen. Vegetius is quite clear that starving men seldom make brave fighters. I quote: Famine makes greater havoc in an army than the enemy, and is more terrible than the sword.”
Ebolus nodded slowly, by his features showing that he was unconvinced. “Most of the monks have already been eating less. The priests will find the rationing more difficult, however.”
“Then let those swing a mace,” Odo said. “Doesn’t Scripture tell us, He who doesn’t work shouldn’t eat? I’ve simply modified it to he who would fight. Now, there are too few knights left. Many of those bear ugly wounds. Therefore, I will mingle more of your fighting priests and monks with the knights. At all costs, we must preserve the deadliest soldiers. The others must protect the knight. Those priests and monks who fight away will not return to the cloisters as they have been doing, but stay in the barracks or house with the knights and militiamen they’ve joined. They will fight together, live together and win or lose together. They must become a band of fighting brothers, led by the knights.”
Ebolus became grave. “It is not only your generalship that has saved Paris, milord. God has also aided us. Without His grace we would all be dead.”
“I have never doubted that,” Odo said stiffly.
“We must pray, beseech Heaven through the saints and continue to maintain our vigil before the relics. That is the true task for the man of God.”
“Your wounded will do all that,” Odo said.
“Milord, we must give God our best, not our leftovers.”
Odo fixed the abbot with a stern gaze. “Who is the best? I deem it the wounded monk who has given his body to defend others. Does not Scripture say to pray and fast? Doesn’t it also say that he who suffers is done with sin? The wounded man of God will be on half rations and his wounds will pain him. Thus, he fasts, at least in a sense, and his suffering helps him conqueror sin. Thus his prayers will be redoubled in effectiveness.”
Ebolus stroked his chin. “If the situation were not so dire, milord, I might believe that to be flippant logic. Do you truly believe your own words?”
Odo brushed that aside with a wave of his hand. “I am well aware of what you have done through prayer and parading the relics, and what the Bishop did when he was alive. You give men hope. You have stirred their courage. You must continue to do so, but I need more fighting men. Pestilence and wounds have stolen too many. At all costs, we must defend the walls. Now with this new Danish trick of night-maneuvers, too few of my men get enough sleep.”
Ebolus rubbed his chin, his eyes filled with worry. “What do the Northmen hope to achieve by this trick, milord? Do you know?”
Odo shook his head. The night marches plagued him. He didn’t know the reason for it. For several nights now, he had been on the walkways, watching the Northmen gather into their host, torches crackling in the darkness. Bands of Danes ran near the wall, digging holes and throwing up embankments. They peppered the battlements with onager stones and arrows and raised a ruckus. It had made the soldiers of the Merchant Quarter edgy and afraid.
“Vegetius speaks of night fighting,” Odo said. “It is a dangerous gamble. Darkness panics men, makes the simplest plan difficult.” He shook his head. “There is tricky afoot. That’s why I want a knight at every point on the wall. I want your men used to taking orders from the knights.”
“Why not take men from South Town like you did before?”
Odo smiled starkly. “I wonder if that is the trick, brother. Does Sigfred hope to fix my thoughts on the Merchant Quarter so he can slip warriors unseen into South Town? No. We will flesh out the defenders with your priests and monks, agreed?”
Ebolus sighed. “My uncle would have never agreed. You know that, milord. And I do not like this new rationing, but… Yes. I agree. Paris is in your hands. Your plans make sense. Pray do not forget God in your calculations, for it is He who ultimately gives or withholds victory. It is He in the end who allowed you access to this secret book.”
Odo gave a brusque nod and then marched out of the Church of Saint Etienne. He rubbed his eyes. He was so tired. His body ached for sleep. Yet there was so much to do. What was Sigfred’s plan with the night maneuvers? The Sea King was up to something. What?
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For two weeks, the Northmen maneuvered at night before the Merchant Quarter’s northern wall. Many Danes grumbled about it. It made them angry. More fights than usual broke out among them. Talk of lifting the siege grew louder. The Franks had taken to laughing and slinging filth at them. The Franks shouted insults from the battlements, asked them if this was a new Danish dance or if goblins had invested their camp and made them afraid to sleep at night. Once, a Viking band had flatly refused to march out. Sigfred spoke with the leader, took him into his plans.
“Bjorn will go over the walls?” asked the chieftain.
Sigfred nodded.
The chieftain grinned. He had no love for Bjorn. “Yes, we will march then. I want to see what happens when the berserk falls into their hands.”
At the end of the two weeks, the host did not marshal before the walls. Sigfred let the men stay in camp. Instead, select bands maintained the appearance of marshalling. They made a din of noise and launched many onager stones.
“I have found,” Sigfred told his wizard, as they stood in the largest redoubt and several feet behind a thudding onager, “that a cunning man often outthinks himself. The Count will wonder what we’re doing, why so few of us parade before the walls. He will grow suspicious and soon think that we merely mean to tire out his men. That will be the moment for Bjorn to strike, the second night after they drop their guard.”
“If you crawl near their wall,” said the wizard, “as I did last night, you’ll see that the Franks have grown bored with our demonstrations.”
“Three more nights,” Sigfred said, “and then it is time to see if Odin indeed spoke to my berserks.”
***
The berserks of Bjorn had grown grim. Each in turn had asked Heming if he was certain that Odin had spoken to him. It had turned Heming even more moody than before. He practiced with his she-troll, raced hard in the woods, regaining his wind as he forbad himself any drinks. Finally, the moonless night arrived. It was a witch-night filled with evil spirits and hidden trolls.
The wizard came to them, offering a spell of protection. Bjorn nearly killed the Finn with the flat of his sword as he drove the wizard away. “Odin guards us!” shouted Bjorn. “We need no stinking spells! Tonight,” he told his Twelve, “we break the siege. Tonight, we bask in glory.”
The berserks rubbed charcoal over their faces and limbs and painted their swords and axes lest they shine in torchlight. Each chose his darkest furs. Then they slunk to a small redoubt near the wall. It was far from the gate they planned to open. As they studied the wall in their sector, none saw a Frank lift his head over the battlement. Far down at the other end of the Merchant Quarter, two hundred Vikings lit torches and cranked their onagers.
“Silence is our weapon,” rumbled Bjorn. “We must kill without sound. Now, follow close behind me.” Bjorn dropped to his belly and so did each of the berserks. They crawled out from behind the redoubt, and like snakes slithered toward Paris.
Heming had his she-troll slung tightly against his back. He crawled nearest Bjorn. They crept through grass, as the wall loomed higher. Heming’s gut churned, and the need to fart became overwhelming. How had he been so stupid as to come up with a plan like this? Why hadn’t he slain Bjorn in his sleep? This wasn’t vengeance; this was suicide. Any moment he expected a Frank to stand up on the battlement and throw down a torch as javelin-throwers showered them with missiles.
Without incident, however, they reached two siege ladders hidden under grass mats. A week and a half ago, Vikings had placed these here. Heming flung aside several mats, dared stand, and along with others picked up his ladder. He wanted to roar, to shout, anything to get rid of the fear that raced up and down his body. He found that he was trembling, and hoped that none of his brothers realized it. How could they remain so calm? Their faces were grim and determined. It felt as if his eyes boggled outward, trying to leap from their sockets. Their calm awed him. They marched in step with the ladders, two, huge wooden constructs, with six berserks to each.
The wall towered over them, and still a Frank hadn’t peered down. It was amazing. Bjorn whispered instructions. This was the terrible moment. Heming grunted as he helped lift the ladder. As gently as possible, they set the giant ladder against the wall. Heming froze at the clack of wood against stone. Bjorn rushed past, climbing fast, with the rungs creaking at his weight. Heming awoke at that and followed hard on his heels. The familiar feel of rage now surged through Heming’s limbs. No Frank shouted. No rocks rained down. Then Heming scrambled over the battlement and saw why no Frank had given the alarm. Each man lay stretched out, asleep at his post. Bjorn plunged a dagger into a monk. Heming’s knife came out. He slew two men in their sleep, the sharp iron sliding in oh so easily. A knight in mail awoke and coughed an alarm as a berserk thrust a dagger deep into his throat.
“Odin guides us,” Bjorn said in a strange and terrible whisper. He drew his sword and picked up a Frank’s shield. The Merchant Quarter spread out before them in the darkness. “Now follow me. Don’t get lost.”
They hurried down a ladder. Heming jumped the last few feet. They were in Paris. Black houses loomed all around them. The lanes were almost pitch-black because the buildings blocked out the starlight. The lanes seemed like caves, except for torches and bonfires that flickered in the distance. From nearby, a pig grunted in its pen. A dog barked once and then grew quiet. It seemed magical that no one gave the alarm. Maybe Odin had given him the idea. That thrilled Heming. Surely, the others would look upon him with greater respect.
“Hurry,” hissed Bjorn.
Heming threw away his dagger and grabbed his she-troll. A fierce grin stretched his mouth.
In the dark, with each man’s hand on his neighbor’s shoulder, the berserks moved down a narrow lane. Buildings towered on either side of them. Then a sleepy-eyed monk with a candle stepped out a door. He must have heard something. He raised the candle, squinting in their direction. What the flickering light revealed caused the monk to stumble back against the house, his eyes wide. “D-Danes,” he said, trying to shout, only getting off a croak. Bjorn rushed the monk, hacking at his neck. The monk slid against the wall, dead, his candle falling beside him, the flame guttering out.
“Faster,” Heming said, rushing past.
“Wait, you fool,” hissed Bjorn.
“Odin guides me,” Heming said, waving his she-troll. He no longer whispered, but spoke loudly as he broke into a trot, heading toward a bonfire that threw enough lurid light to guide him. The other berserks grinned, running after Heming. They came upon three men, knights it appeared. “For Odin!” roared Heming. He leaped to the attack, his axe swinging in a whistling arc. The thud of it against flesh made him howl with joy.
“Northmen!” a man bellowed from the wall, lifting a torch. “Northmen are in the city!”
All along the battlements, from on the walkways, Franks began to shout in alarm and fear. Many raised torches.
Then Heming saw the gate. The bonfire roared beside it. Franks with shields and wearing mail stood around the fire. One of them cupped his hands and shouted up at a man on the walkway. The other berserks gathered around Heming. Bjorn took in the scene at a glance. His eyes glowed like a bear’s, or so it seemed.
“Strike them down, brothers. Then guard Heming and me. We will unbar the gate. Ready?”
“Odin!” shouted a berserk. The others roared with him. And with Bjorn in the lead, they charged. It was a short, brutal fight, with the clangor of iron and the heavy thuds of oak. Two of theirs died, with swords shoved into their bodies. The Franks lay in murdered heaps. Then the berserks formed a ring around Heming and Bjorn, facing outward.
Heming gripped the huge cold bar that kept the gate closed, and he strained. Bjorn grunted at his side, and Bjorn’s wide face flushed crimson. Heming gritted his teeth. His muscles bunched. The iron bar was impossibly heavy. Yet the two of them lifted one end up an inch from its bracket. Then Heming’s hands grew slippery with sweat. He couldn’t keep his grip.
“Look out,” he wheezed, the ungainly metal slipping out of his hands.
For an instant, Bjorn kept the end raised. Then he hissed, letting go and staggering back. The iron clanged as it dropped back into its bracket.
Franks from all around began to converge toward them.
“Don’t let them open the gate!” shouted a knight.
Kettledrums began to roar outside the city. Familiar horns blared.
“Help us!” shouted Bjorn. “The bar is too heavy. We need all of you!”
As Franks sprinted toward them, the berserks dropped their weapons and spun around. They put their hands under the bar, all of them in a line.
“One, two, three!” shouted Bjorn. “Heave!”
The berserks strained, and they lifted the huge iron bar out of the brackets. A spear sailed, flashing in the torchlight. With a meaty thud it sank into the small of Egil’s back. He crashed against the gate and fell on the bar. He happened to be near the end, beside Heming. Several berserks near Egil sprang away from the bar and lunged for their weapons. Heming, frustrated at letting go earlier, strained to hang on. But with the others releasing their grip and his start at Egil’s grim wounding, it weakened his hold. For a second time, the iron slipped out of Heming’s sweaty grip. The berserks had lifted the great bar out of the brackets, however. Now Heming’s end fell. The tip smashed against Heming’s left foot, crushing three of the toes. Heming howled. The others heaved the bar. It rolled off Heming’s foot and clunked against the heavy wooden gate.
“Can you walk?” someone bellowed into Heming’s ear.
Sweat poured off Heming. He crashed against the gate with his back. Agony burned in his foot. His leg throbbed with the pain as he shuddered.
In began to rain Franks as they jumped down from the walkway above. Others city dwellers charged, wild with desperation and terror of the Great Army. Weapons clashed as they battled the berserks of Odin. Iron sparks flew. Axes shattered shields. Men screamed hideously. The berserks of Odin slew Franks even as spears sank into their bellies and swords hacked into their necks. Enough of the Twelve survived however to roll the iron bar away from the gate. Heming pushed from on his knees as his vision blurred.
Outside the city, Northmen howled, horns blared and then the vanguard of the Great Army shoved against the great gate. The doors to the city swung inward, and the pagans from the North burst into Paris.
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Odo awoke to the distant blare of horns, to horrible screams and to the distant, crackling roar of fire. He lay on his cot, in the dark, wondering if he dreamed again of that night after Louvain when the Northmen had burned their Frankish prisoners. That had been a terrible time. Then it struck him as odd that he should dissect his dream like this while dreaming. With an oath, he sat up, realizing that the sounds were real. He must have only slept for two or three hours. He staggered to the window, throwing open the shutters. A red haze glowed from the direction of the Merchant Quarter, the same place from where came the screams and the blaring horns.
Gerold crashed into the room, his normally bland face twisted with violent emotions and his eyes bulging. “Milord!” he shouted. “The Northmen have broken into the city!”
The words struck Odo like a blow. He struggled to breathe. How had this happened…?
A haggard priest clutching a mace followed hard on Gerold’s heels. The priest panted, his tonsured hair plastered against his scalp. “What should we do, milord? We’re doomed, doomed.”
“Where did you come from?” Odo whispered. He struggled to understand what was happening.
With his mace, the priest pointed at the Merchant Quarter. “I have watch over the bridge, milord.”
“What bridge?” Odo said.
“The Stone Bridge,” said the priest. “The bridge that connects the Cite with the Merchant Quarter.”
“Yes,” Odo said, his sleep-fogged mind beginning to grasp what occurred. “Tell me more.”
“A-man-ran-to-us-milord,” said the priest, speaking too fast.
“Slow down,” Odo said. “Make sense.”
The priest gulped air. “Danes are in the city, milord. The man told us the Danes have broken in.”
Odo stared at the fiery glow as weakness seeped into him. Sigfred had tricked them. All that marching and then not marching—how had the Danes broken in? How had this happened? Most of the defenders were in the Merchant Quarter. The pagans were in the city. It was over. It meant death.
“Milord, milord!” cried the priest.
Odo stared at the terrible glow of fire, no longer hearing the priest’s quickly spoken pleas. The man spoke too fast. The priest was terrified. The Danes were in the city. How had this happened?
Odo shook his head. He closed his eyes. He rubbed his face.
“Milord, milord!” shouted the priest.
The Danes would loot Paris. They would burn it. They would rape all the women. They would likely take the knights, stuff them into a giant basket, hoist them up into the air and then set them on fire. It was just like Louvain. No one could defeat the Great Pagan Army. The Danes always won. They always destroyed.
“Milord, milord!” said the priest.
“Quiet!” Odo shouted. “Stop your blathering!”
The priest stared at him bug-eyed. “Milord, we’re doomed, doomed. We’re all going to die.”
Something welled up in Odo. He took a violent step toward the priest and slapped him hard across the cheek. “Shut up! Don’t speak!”
The priest stumbled backward, thumping against the door. “Milord, milord, what are we going to do?”
Do? What can we do? The Northmen are in the city. How did it happen? Odo’s features hardened. How it happened didn’t matter. What mattered was what to do now.
Odo strode to the priest.
The priest flinched.
Odo grabbed his arm. “Think, man, use your wits. Tell me what this man said.”
The priest sucked air, blinking at Odo.
“God has protected you,” Odo said, wanting to slap the priest again, fear and anger making it hard to think. He had to think. He had to use his reason, his carefully gained Roman knowledge. He spoke deliberately. “You must tell me what this man from the Merchant Quarter told you.”
The priest nodded. “The Danes have broken into the Merchant Quarter. The man babbled about berserks having climbed the walls to open the gate.”
Odo thrust away the priest. How had berserks climbed the walls? He shook his head savagely. He had to think! He stumbled to his desk, lifting parchments.
“What are we going to do?” cried the priest. “We’re doomed.”
“The Count told you to shut up!” snarled Gerold.
Odo squeezed his eyes closed. What would Vegetius do? The berserks had opened the main gate into the Merchant Quarter, if this information was even true. The bulk of the defenders were in the Merchant Quarter. If the Great Pagan Army poured into that half of the city, they would surely be butchering those defenders even now. He would no longer have enough fighters to man the rest of the city. The siege was over. The Danes had won.
“No!” Odo shouted, striking his thigh. He needed to save men. He needed to go into the Merchant Quarter and save fighters. He needed to rally stragglers and lead them to the Cite so they could fight another day. If he did that, he might still defy the Danes. Fight Danes in the open? He quailed at the idea. He didn’t want to die. No! He was the Count. He had to risk his life in order to save Paris.
Odo whirled around and in several quick strides grabbed the priest’s arm. “Run back to your post.”
“Milord?” said the priest, his haggard features growing taut.
“Keep to your post, do you hear? Do not let any Danes cross the Stone Bridge. Do you understand me?”
“But-but.”
“Paris is not lost!” Odo shouted at the priest. “You are a man of God. Do you not believe in miracles?”
“Certainly, milord. I do, I do. But the Danes—”
Odo shook the priest, his fingers digging into the man’s arm. “Hold your post! Do not let any Danes pass. Do you understand me?”
The priest nodded mutely.
“Then go!” Odo shouted, pushing him into the corridor. “Run!”
The priest stumbled away, turned and ran.
Gerold stared at Odo.
“Have you also lost your courage?” Odo said.
Gerold blinked slowly like ox, but he did it repeatedly, up and down, never stopping.
Odo jabbed a finger into Gerold’s bull chest. “You once kept your head when my father died. Can you still keep your wits, even though the Danes have broken into the city?”
The blinking stopped. Gerold scowled. He nodded.
“Good,” Odo said. “I’m putting you in charge of the Stone Tower.”
“The Merchant Quarter is doomed. We must hold the Cite.”
Why couldn’t other men see it? Had reading the Roman book changed him? Odo spoke slowly, trying to make Gerold understand. “To hold the Cite we must hold the Stone Tower tonight. You must hold that tower with priests and monks. You must hold it against all Northmen, only letting Franks pass across the bridge and into the Cite. If the tower falls tonight, Paris falls. If you hold it until I return we may yet save the city.”
“I do not understand, milord.”
“You don’t have to understand!” Odo shouted. “Grab your weapons. Go. Hurry! Obey me. The life of the city is in your hands.”
Gerold turned without another word, lumbering out of the room.
Odo rubbed the heels of his hands against his eyes. He was the one who understood. The others simply needed to obey him. Maybe that was the secret to a good commander. He groaned. The Danes were in the Merchant Quarter. The bulk of the defenders were there, no doubt even now being butchered to the last man. He snarled. Then he raced to his chest, flung it open and grabbed the padding that went underneath his armor.
***
Time moved luridly that night, jumping like shadows. Odo scarcely recalled what happened until he reached the Stone Bridge. He spoke orders calmly, having pushed aside his anguish. A commander must always appear confident. That fed his troops confidence. He even managed a laugh. Twenty hardy knights followed him a-horse, the last unwounded knights left in Paris, unless he could save the others in the Merchant Quarter. Each knight wore heavy mail armor, a shield, lance and a sword strapped to his saddle. The big horses snorted uneasily at the sound of flames and the rancid smell of smoke. Veteran footmen walked ahead of them, the toughest he had. A few held torches and shields. The rest had shields and spears. Odo paused long enough at the Stone Tower to issue commands.
The Stone Tower was really a pile of mortared boulders at the end of the Stone Bridge. The seawall of the Merchant Quarter abutted the tower on either side. The tower rose much higher than the seawall and higher than the nearest merchant storehouse. A tunnel in the tower connected the bridge to the road in the Merchant Quarter that led to the main gate that the Northmen had stormed this night.
Odo put Gerold in charge of the tower. Gerold was the only man he trusted not to bolt and run. The monks and priests peered pitifully into the burning Merchant Quarter, flinching at the shouts and roars of wild Northmen.
“There is nowhere to flee,” Odo told them. “If this tower falls before I return, you will surely die. Now God loves a valiant man. By holding the tower tonight, you guard the holy relics of Frankland. Think of that while you man your post. Northmen will piss on your precious relics and smash them to pieces in praise of their pagan gods. But if you hold here this night you will gain glory in Paradise. What is death to such holy men as you? Where is Death’s sting?”
“Where do you go, milord?” asked a nervous monk.
Odo put on his spangenhelm as he sat high upon his warhorse. He took up his lance. “I go to slay Danes,” he said. “And maybe there are some of our knights left who we can help escape here to this tower.”
The footmen shifted uneasily. Even though they were veterans, tough men, they cast terrified glances at the burning city. Danes raced everywhere. The cries of the dying rose above the roar of fire.
“Their entire army is in the Merchant Quarter,” said a monk.
“Hold them in place, Gerold,” Odo said. He forced aside all pity. Tonight he must become as ruthless as his father used to be. A warlord needed to instill fear so that his men obeyed him. He swept the monks and priests with a fierce gaze. Then he addressed Gerold. “Kill them if they try to desert their post.”
A priest gasped.
Odo faced his tiny army, his twenty knights and tough band of footmen. He shook his lance. “Remember this, my lads! We are disciplined fighters. Keep your shield wall intact and stay together. The Danes are already looting. They’re running wild, trying to be the first one to find good treasure. A strong group of Franks like ours will frighten them. Now look alive! Bishop Gozlin looks down from Heaven to see if you have the balls to save your city.”
Odo shook his reins, and using the main road, he marched his band into the burning Merchant Quarter. Smoke hung heavy in the night. Dancing flames made shadows writhe. Danes darted about everywhere. Wood splintered as axes hewed into barred doors. Women screamed. Men bellowed and then shrieked in agony. The Merchant Quarter died this night. Odo’s main hope was that his brother or some other knight had retreated to a church. With such a small band as his, Odo knew he had to strike fast and then retreat. If the Danes blew their horns and gathered their fighting men, they could sweep his pitiful few aside.
It was about surprise. He had to surprise them. Surely, the Danes weren’t expecting mounted knights in the middle of a sack. What were twenty knights to hundreds, to thousands of Danes?
“Milord,” shouted a torch-man, a man on foot. “Look! Danes approach.”
Odo realized that he was about to find out how good his twenty knights were. A knot of Danes marched down the road toward them. These looked like warriors determined to reach the Stone Tower. Maybe those were picked men that Sigfred had sent ahead. They seemed halfway organized. It was time to attack, time to surprise the Danes.
“Open ranks!” Odo shouted. A terrible tingling began in his arms. Fear clawed in his stomach. Was he a fool? The Danes had won the Merchant Quarter. He should race back to the Cite and keep alive.
His footman jangled as they parted, half hurrying to one side of the road.
“Let us kill these fools!” Odo shouted. And before he could reason it all out, before he lost courage because he listened to his fear, he spurred his warhorse.
Behind him clattered his knights in all their panoply of war. Each of them sat on a prized steed, a pampered stallion trained in the dreadful art of charging. For this moment, Odo had saved his horses. For this moment, he had kept a handful well fed and toned. Odo stood up in the stirrups and clamped his thighs around his warhorse’s barrel body. The big muscles churned. His stallion snorted.
As warhorses trotted out of the darkness at them, Danes stopped in shock and milled in confusion. They shouted to one another. There was little room to maneuver on this dirt street. Some of the enemy braced themselves. Others looked wildly around.
Odo shifted his shield as his stallion’s trot quickened. He dropped the gleaming, foot-long point of his lance, aiming it at the nearest enemy. His stallion shifted from a trot and into a gallop, the hooves thundering. Odo did not couch the lance under his armpit, as knights would do in a later age. He held the lance with his right hand, using an over-grip. Most of his knights did likewise.
The Danes jostled against one another. Two turned and ran. This wasn’t a set block of shield men, but a surprised crowd. Because of that, Odo did not expect cunning feints, a shift onto the other side of his horse so he would have to lance crossways, on the other side of his horse’s head. It was time for brute Frank power, the shock of warhorses against footmen.
“Saint Germain!” bellowed Odo. His razor-sharp steel sliced flesh. The blow almost numbed his hand. He tore a blood-gushing hole in his foe and sent the Dane spinning. Incredibly, the warrior swung his sword, but he had been pivoted so it swished harmlessly. The knight behind Odo speared the Dane in the back, cracking both the lance and enemy bones.
The knights thundered through the Danes. One Frank tumbled from his saddle, his thigh hewed by an axe. Danes, however, lay stretched out on the road. As the knights wheeled their horses, shouting Frank footmen crashed against the surviving Danes. It was vicious, bloody work, spears punching into flesh. Warriors screamed or gurgled on their spurting blood. In moments, it was over, the few surviving Danes fleeing into the darkness.
With blood pounding in his ears, Odo viewed the carnage. “Do you see!” he shouted. “We can slaughter the best they have. Now form ranks. Pick up your torches. We have men to save and Danes to kill. First, let me hear you cheer, by Saint Germain. Cheer!”
They did, raggedly.
It would have to do. They had to move fast. They had to attack and save Franks before the bulk of the Danes realized what happened.
Odo shouted until his throat cracked as he reformed his small band, with the footmen in front and with his knights behind. They marched down the street, flames leaping above them. Smoke hung heavily in places, and that aided them, shielding them from enemy eyes. Their band was a mere pittance compared to the Great Pagan Army. Danes looted everywhere, butchering the helpless folk of the Merchant Quarter. The Northmen smashed into buildings. They heaved fiery brands onto roofs and hacked whoever opposed them. Sometimes Danes yelled that Franks were loose in the city. The Northmen were already drunk with easy victory, however. The enemy didn’t sweep through the city as an army, but as pillagers, looters, trying to be first to a place and grab the good treasure. The hard fighting must have already taken place around the battlements and at the gate.
“Look over there, milord,” shouted a knight. “Those Danes are pointing at us. They’re sending out runners.”
“Leave them,” Odo shouted. “We—”
As they rounded a bend and came out from behind a block of buildings, they heard fierce, pagan chants. That sound meant Danish warriors working themselves up to attack. Ahead, fire and torchlight gleamed off packs of Northmen in mail and bearing shields and swords.
“This is it!” Odo shouted, twisting around, his saddle-leather creaking. He had been right. He had known the Franks would rush to the one place they could defend in the Merchant Quarter. Unfortunately, someone in the Great Army had also kept his head.
Danes surrounded the Church of Saint Vincent, one frequented by merchants. It was a stone built church, large and impressive, with stout oaken doors and equally stout oaken shutters. Franks fought at each window. Some hurled javelins or twanged arrows. Already flames roared atop the roof, but that fire hadn’t been going long. Danes bellowed at the Franks to surrender. Danish archers hissed arrows. Up the lane, Northmen dragged two springalds. If they set those up to fire into the church windows, it would drive the Franks deeper into the church. The rest of the Danes chanted and beat their shields, waiting for that moment when the Franks must rush out or die like boxed-in rats in a burning trap.
“What are we going to do, milord?” asked a grim-eyed knight. They were in shadows, still hidden from the Danes.
Odo brushed sweat out of his eyes. The church was big. That the Danes hadn’t taken it yet meant that a goodly number of stubborn Franks still lived. Those Danes were so intent upon their prey that they hadn’t seen his little band. Surprise was all he had, surprise and a little less than twenty knights on horse. Odo whirled on his men.
“Listen to me. Paris needs those men holed in Saint Vincent. If we can’t free them, the city dies. We’re going to charge the Danes. It madness, lunacy, but it must be done. Each footman must blow a horn, wave a torch or bellow with all his might. You must follow behind us and throw yourself at those Danes.”
“We can’t take them, milord. There’s too many.”
“It is night, by damn!” Odo shouted. “Shadows make an unknown man huge. We must chase them away, if only for a moment. We must scare them. They won’t be expecting this, surely not knights on horse. You saw what we’ve done already. Now let’s finish it. Let’s finish it and then get back to the Cite.”
Before they could gainsay him further, Odo lifted his lance, ordered his knights into a line and spoke over his shoulder. “There’s a cap of silver for every footman who follows me and gets back out alive.”
“Silver, milord?” shouted a footman.
“On my word as Count,” Odo said. Odo glanced at the knights forming themselves into position. “This is where a knight earns a barony. There is where a knight gains a name that the minstrels will sing throughout the ages.”
“I’ll hold you to that, milord,” said a big knight.
“I swear it before Saint Germain,” Odo said. “We are the knights of Paris. We are the ones the Danes cannot defeat. Here is where you become a baron. To gain that high honor, however, you must kill Northman!” Odo raised his lance. “Sound the trumpet! Attack!” And as the trumpet blared with noise, Odo shouted and spurred his stallion.
They attacked out of shadow, from the direction no Dane expected any Franks to appear. Dancing, fiery light shone upon them. Shadows made them monstrous. Trumpets pealed. Torches waved as footmen bellowed and followed hard behind the stallions. But it was those glittering lance points. It was the terrifying steeds, almost seeming as if they snorted fire. It was the sparks from iron-shod hooves striking cobblestones. Most of all it was a dreadfully unwelcome surprise.
Danes scrambled to get out of the way, those nearest the knights anyway. Northmen nearest those men saw their comrades take to their heels. That began a reaction all along the line. It was like a blow, a gust of gargantuan wind. Danes shouted in fear, wondering what awful menace had surged up out of the darkness. Less than an hour ago, none of these Danes would have flinched. But the hard killing was over, or so they had thought.
Odo cleared the area around the Church, killing no one, merely chasing off Danes. He soon reined his mount and shouted frantic orders.
Those in the church acted at once. Knights, militiamen, monks and priests boiled out the doors and out the windows. They were much less in number than had first defended the Merchant Quarter this evening; but they more than doubled the number of Paris’s defenders—if they could all get back alive onto the isle of the Cite.
Perhaps if the Franks had stood their ground and fought it out, it might have ended differently. Instead, they marched away on the road. When a number of Danes gained their courage and followed, the knights charged again. Jarls shouted at their men to form a shield wall. Too many slipped away in the darkness to loot for their share of the treasure. Why face a fierce Frank on a monstrous horse and gain wounds when there were women and treasures to find. They could take care of the Franks later.
Surprise, ferocity and speed aided Odo. This wasn’t a thin line of Franks caught by ramping Danes in the city. His kernel of knights and men-at-arms had fought on the walls for weeks. They now fought en masse, under their Count’s eyes. They had warhorses and grim determination to make it to the Stone Tower. The Danes who faced them kept looking over their shoulders and wondering what other treasure fellow Vikings snatched up while they were here fighting Franks. Because of these things, most of the men who had exited the Church of Saint Vincent made it through the Stone Tower and crossed the long Stone Bridge. The others lay dead or dying in the Merchant Quarter.
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Several hours before dawn, the last soldiers propped up straw men on the Stone Tower’s battlements, fixing lengths of wood to them like spears. Then they slipped out the tower and raced across the bridge and into the Cite.
The Danes discovered the deception an hour after sunlight, storming the Stone Tower and completing their capture of the Merchant Quarter. Sigfred and his jarls soon climbed the tower, studying the Cite from it. The heavy stone bridge linked the two armored shores.
“Send the berserks across,” rumbled Valgard. “Let them smash through into the island citadel.”
“No,” Sigfred said. “Danes with mantelets and a ram might break the gate, but berserks will never axe their way within.”
“We must keep attacking the Franks as they reel from this blow,” said Valgard. “They have lost half their city, most of their knights and will be filled with despair. Now is the time to finish it.”
“Yes!” shouted a jarl.
“Those are wise words,” Sigfred said. “You and your men shall lead the way to victory.”
Valgard stared at the bridge and at the grim-eyed Franks that prowled the tower that guarded it. “We must strike now,” he said stubbornly.
“We have captured many of their stores,” Sigfred said. “Our warriors are drunk on Frankish wine and ale. We cannot strike now.”
“Let them taste the dregs of famine,” suggested the wizard.
“Yes,” Sigfred said. “We will starve them and make their lives miserable with our catapults. Then… then we shall see.”
“Must we waste our spring and summer here?” asked Valgard.
“Not if you and your men wish to lead the charge across the bridge,” Sigfred said.
Valgard stomped away. Soon the other jarls left.
“Cunning Count Odo saved them,” Sigfred said. “That was a brave deed.”
“It was lucky,” said the wizard.
“A warrior can never be too lucky,” Sigfred said. Then he too left the battlements, shouting orders.
***
The bitter weeks passed in duels along the river walls. Onagers flung rocks. Springalds hissed javelins. It kept Franks wary, but it took few lives. The distance of the Seine was too great here. Those who had survived the siege so far had become accustomed to a blur of motion, which sent them ducking behind a battlement. Sometimes a fiery ball whooshed overhead. Those burst apart with burning cloth. When such fireballs landed on the dirt, people let them burn. When they landed on a house, silo or church, women delegated to the task raced to such scenes and flung dirt on the flames or beat dangerous sparks with old animal skins. Even so, several roofs burned, and the smell of soot lingered in the Cite.
As the weeks passed, the survivors buckled theirs belts another notch tighter or unknotted their rope and retied it around a shrinking belly. Hunger weakened them and the specter of famine haunted their thoughts. Odo finally slaughtered half the warhorses, and for days people dined on meat. To prop waning hope, he preached about the approaching Emperor. They had to hold until the Emperor’s Host chased off the Danes. It was only a matter of time.
In the Danish camp, the weeks passed with growing monotony. New spring grass pushed itself out of the ground. It was time to move on, said many, time to plunder fresh towns.
The Danes might have hurled themselves upon the Cite. They might have sharpened their swords, piled into the dragons, sailed onto the tiny spars of land on the isle of Paris and set up their ladders. Before, that sort of attack would have faced stones flung from both sides of the river. Arrows and catapulted stones or dropped rocks would have seen the sinking of many a dragon. The seawall of the Merchant Quarter and that of the Cite would have been like sailing up a mountain gorge. Now the Danes owned the Merchant Quarter. Now they could think about a river landing on the Cite. The trouble with the idea… no Dane spoke about this aloud… but most had grudgingly come to recognize that these Franks were tough. These Franks on their stone walls fought with zeal. Now a Dane was tougher and there were more of them than Franks. But to storm the Cite would cost too many lives. That was a battlefield certainty. The Vikings of Sigfred and the Vikings of the jarls hadn’t come to West Frankland to die to gain a stinking pile of stones. They wanted treasure. They wanted beauties. Yet their pride couldn’t let them just sail away from Paris. The Great Pagan Army had sacked many cities much mightier than this little burg. Besides, virgin Burgundy awaited them up the Seine River. That’s why they needed to take the rotten pile of stones: so their dragon ships could pass unharmed on the journey to Burgundy. Surely it was just a matter of time before the Franks realized the hopelessness of their position. They were starving these stubborn bastards into submission. So the Danes waited, fighting boredom by shooting their springalds and launching onager-flung stones.
Not everyone, however, had such patience.
***
Heming shifted upon the bench, his leg thrust out under the table. He swirled a goblet of Frankish ale, moodily staring at the amber-colored swill. His damned foot throbbed. The day after the assault, the wizard had amputated the three crushed toes. Bjorn had pressed a hot iron on the stumps, burning flesh and sealing the wound. For days afterward, Heming had lain in agony, in a fever. Willelda had hourly checked his foot. No black lines of poison had ever shot up his ankle and into his calf. The wizard would have amputated his foot and then his half his leg if it had. Heming had been lucky.
He didn’t feel lucky.
He was Ulfhednar. He was the wolf, the quick berserk, fast in with a lightning attack and then fast to the side, a leap, a spin and then a deadly swing of his beloved she-troll. How was he supposed to do all that with a throbbing foot? How was he supposed to keep his balance with three missing toes?
He sipped the ale, his eyes hooded as Sigfred grumbled about the length of the siege. Warriors threw dice on the table. A spearman sharpened his weapon with long, slow strokes of a whetstone.
The Twelve had dwindled. There were only six of them left, but they were more famous than ever. They were the berserks who had broken into the Merchant Quarter. Warriors considered them beloved of Odin. Surprisingly, despite his ownership of the cup of Attila, despite his captainship of the Twelve and his brutal size and strength, Bjorn was no longer the most famous among them. That lot had fallen to Heming. The reason was simple. Odin spoke to Heming. Odin had given him the plan that had allowed fierce warriors to crawl unnoticed over the walls and open the city gate. The camp warriors recognized Heming, often hailing him. Bjorn had witnessed many of these greetings and had overheard warriors praising Heming, wondering what Odin would show the lucky berserk next.
Bjorn now rolled bone dice onto the table. Men keenly watched the dice jump, tumble and then come to a halt. A warrior laughed. It wasn’t Bjorn. The big berserk snarled and banged a massive fist upon the boards, making the dice jump again and land with new pips showing.
Now Bjorn laughed. His wide face split into an ugly grin. He raised dangerous eyes. “I win,” he said.
“What?” shouted a lean warrior, a Northman from the Danelagh.
“Look at the bones,” Bjorn said.
The lean Northman was one-eyed, with the left side of his face pushed inward, the left cheek long ago crushed by the mace-blow that had split his eye like an egg.
“You struck the boards,” said the lean Northman. “I won.”
“Look at the bones,” Bjorn said, his manner ugly.
The lean Northman reached for the pile of silver coins.
Bjorn dropped a huge paw on the Northman’s hand, pressing the hand down onto the table. “Why do you reach for my coins?” Bjorn said, hatred shining in his black eyes.
The lean Northman jerked his hand out from under Bjorn’s. With an inarticulate shout, the Northman hissed his dagger free of its sheath and slammed the point into the oaken boards.
“You cheat!” spat the Northman.
The warrior sharpening his spear stopped the long, slow strokes of his whetstone. Sigfred stopped speaking as others turned and peered at Bjorn. They also peered at the one-eyed Northman from the Danelagh. The other gamblers edged away from the two. Heming set down his goblet and with his wrist wiped his lips.
Bjorn hunched his shoulders and appeared more like a bear than ever as he stared at the lean Northman. The one-eyed warrior stared right back, outraged.
“Look at the bones,” rumbled Bjorn.
“You look at them!” snarled the one-eyed man.
“Do you say I cheat?” asked Bjorn.
“You banged the table!”
Bjorn lowered his head, leaning toward the one-eyed Northman. The berserk’s wide nostrils flared.
Vikings grew nervous, edging farther away from Bjorn.
“Look at the dice,” rumbled Bjorn, and murder shone in his dark eyes.
The one-eyed Northman had panted throughout the exchange. He glanced around. What he noticed was hard to determine. His gaze flickered to the great pile of coins, to the dice and then at Bjorn glowering before him. The one-eyed Northman gave an inarticulate cry, jerked his dagger out of the table and thrust at Bjorn’s head. It caught Bjorn by surprise, even though the huge berserk twitched fast enough so the razor-sharp blade sliced the right cheek instead of poking out his right eye.
Bjorn roared, and as blood dripped from his face, he smashed his leather-wrapped wrist against the inside of the one-eyed warrior’s arm. The gory dagger spun from the man’s hand. Bjorn lunged across the table, spilling coins and goblets as warriors shouted, leaping out of the way. The one-eyed Northman frantically reached for his sword as Bjorn surged to his feet, dragging the warrior across the table.
“He cut Bjorn!” shouted a warrior.
“Bjorn cheated!” cried another.
Bjorn roared as veins stood up on his neck. Spittle flecked the corners of his mouth. Meanwhile, sword-iron slid halfway out of the one-eyed Northman’s scabbard. Bjorn flung the lean warrior onto the dirt floor. The one-eyed man tried to scramble to his feet. Bjorn reached into the trench that ran past the long table and grasped a stout length of wood, the end burning with fire. He thrust the brand into the one-eyed warrior’s face. The Northman from the Danelagh howled in agony as the stink of burnt flesh sizzled into the skalli.
“Stop this!” bellowed Sigfred.
Two warriors who had been watching leaped at Bjorn, landing on his back and bearing the brute to the floor. Bjorn’s chin struck dirt. He roared with rage.
Sigfred rose from his chair. “Help them,” he ordered. “Hold down the madman.”
More warriors piled onto Bjorn. They were tough Vikings. Some veterans held one leg, others another. They pinned Bjorn’s arms and held down his twisting torso. Bjorn raged as the berserkergang took hold. One Viking wove his fingers into Bjorn’s thick hair, keeping the snapping teeth from latching onto any of the other men’s arms or hands.
Meanwhile, the lean Northman from the Danelagh kept howling, clutching his face. “He burned my good eye!” he wailed. “He burned my good eye! I’m blind!”
***
The formerly one-eyed Northman from the Danelagh was Valgard Skull-splitter’s cousin. Huge Valgard questioned those who had witnessed the dice game. When he learned that Bjorn had made the dice jump a second time by banging the table, he went to Sigfred and demanded justice.
Heming sat in the skalli. It was a day after the bloody brawl and the spring sun had made it a hot afternoon. Flies buzzed over half-chewed bones that the dogs had left in a corner. Sigfred sat on his chair in the place of honor, brooding. The Finn wizard stood behind him in the shadows.
“He blinded one of my warriors!” shouted Valgard. The red-bearded jarl stood below the dais, facing the Sea King.
“Your cousin tried to blind Bjorn,” Sigfred said.
“Yes!” Valgard shouted. “He did it after Bjorn cheated at dice and laid hold of my cousin.” Valgard pointed a sausage-sized finger at several uncomfortable Vikings. “They saw it. They will speak the truth.”
“What would you have me do?” Sigfred asked.
“Give us justice,” Valgard said hotly. “Blind Bjorn in turn.”
Sigfred sat up. “Bjorn only burned out one eye.”
“He blinded my cousin!” shouted Valgard. “Bjorn should be blinded in turn.”
The door into the skalli smashed open and Bjorn stalked into the gloomy hall. He wore a helm and a great fur cloak, with his sword belted at his side. He also carried the cup of Attila. Behind him followed the four remaining berserks of the Twelve.
Strong warriors moved aside for Bjorn. Even here in this savage company men feared the bear of Odin.
Heming clunked his goblet onto the table. He had drunk too much again. He drank in despair and he drank to dull the throb of his painful foot. Vaguely, he wondered why Bjorn hadn’t summoned him as he had the others. Did Bjorn think him a cripple? Was this a sign? Heming glowered. And in his glower he told himself that the cheater carried Ivar Hammerhand’s cup. Heming shook his head, frowning. The cheater? Bjorn was a cheater? Heming nodded slowly. Bjorn hadn’t fought his father fairly. Bjorn had not won the cup man-to-man. He had attacked Ivar Hammerhand by surprise. Bjorn had never given Ivar a fair chance.
Bjorn now planted himself before the Sea King. The cut on Bjorn’s cheek had turned an angry red as it seeped a clear liquid. It made the eyelid above the cut flicker and twitch more than ordinary.
“I told you to wait outside,” Sigfred said.
Bjorn set the golden cup of Attila on the end of the table. He set it down loudly.
“He is a cheater and a thief,” said Valgard. “No man can trust him, not even his king.”
Bjorn sneered at Valgard. With a fist, Bjorn thumped himself on the chest. “I am the luck of the Great Army.”
Valgard spat at the floor.
Bjorn laid a hand over the cup. “This is the talisman of victory. Once it belonged to Attila the Hun. He almost conquered the world. Now it is mine, and through me, the magic of victory and the power of Odin flows into the Great Army.”
“What victory?” Valgard asked.
“Paris,” Bjorn said.
“We only have half of Paris,” Valgard said.
“Because we must shed more blood,” Bjorn said. “The cup is empty and it needs blood.”
“We’ll give it your blood,” Valgard said.
Bjorn scowled. He didn’t like that. His fierce gaze swept the assembled warriors. “Who here is man enough to spill my blood?” When no one spoke up, Bjorn faced Valgard. “Will you attack me in a mob as they did yesterday? Will you try to slay the warrior who has given you half of Paris? Will you anger Odin and throw away the army’s luck?”
“Heming has the power of Odin,” Sigfred said. “It was Heming’s dream that gave us the Merchant Quarter.”
Bjorn turned his gaze onto Heming.
Heming noticed that Bjorn’s dark eyes no longer seemed like a bear’s. They seemed flat and cold like snake eyes.
“Bah,” Bjorn said. “Heming is a cripple. Cripples have no luck.”
“Luck?” Heming said, slurring his words. “Do you think cheating brings you luck?”
Bjorn’s gaze tightened, and that pulled at the poorly scabbed cut on his cheek. That eye twitched. “Who calls me a cheater? Do you, Heming?”
“Yes,” slurred Heming. “You are a cheater. You slew Ivar Hammerhand through cunning and surprise. You won the cup of Attila by cheating. Odin doesn’t love you.”
Warriors began to murmur among themselves. Valgard Skull-splitter studied Heming. The Finn wizard stepped out of the shadows and whispered into Sigfred’s ear. The Sea King stroked his great black beard.
“I will not be mocked by a cripple,” Bjorn said.
Heming thrust himself to his feet. His wounded foot throbbed, but he was drunk enough so it didn’t matter.
“I am no cripple,” Heming said.
“You lay in the skalli every day like a sick hound,” Bjorn said.
“You have never healed from a wound?” asked Valgard.
“Is he still a warrior?” Bjorn sneered.
Heming touched his Valkyrie amulet. He pressed his wounded foot against the floor. It throbbed, but the pain was bearable.
Sneering, Bjorn turned away.
“I am a warrior,” Heming said.
Bjorn whipped back to face him.
“I am a warrior who says you cheated,” Heming said.
Bjorn’s lips curled.
“I agree with Heming!” Valgard shouted.
“So do I?” said one of Valgard’s men.
Bjorn picked up the cup of Attila. “I say that whoever calls me a cheater must face me man-to-man. I will make him swallow his words, swallow his teeth and swallow my sword.”
Heming sat down on the bench.
Bjorn laughed. It was a low and ugly sound. “Men say Odin spoke through Ivarsson? That is not so. Heming has the courage of a magic-maker, which is say, none at all. Look how he wilts at my challenge. Do you think Odin truly speaks to him?” Bjorn shook his head. “I will sacrifice Heming’s slut to Odin. I will place her beating heart in the cup. Then I will pay Valgard wergild for his cousin’s blinding. I am Odin’s man and the rage of Odin came upon me yesterday. Odin will pay wergild by giving us the city.”
As Bjorn spoke, Heming felt under the bench until his fingers curled around the haft of his she-troll. He stood up, lifting his axe above his head. He shouted, “I call Bjorn a cheater, and I accept his challenge. Yes. Let us fight. It is time for me to keep my word to my father.” He spoke at Bjorn. “Know, Cheater, that I swore to Odin, to Thor and by the cup of Attila to slay my father’s killer. That day had come. You are doomed to die.”
Warriors looked to Sigfred. The Sea King nodded as he shrewdly studied Heming. “Let us see who Odin’s man is.”
The Finn wizard stepped up and raised his hands, his voice shrill. “Surely Odin will give his chosen berserk the way into the Cite as Bjorn has said.”
“So be it,” Bjorn said.
***
Outside, Bjorn tore the great fur cloak from him, pitching it to a waiting berserk. With the low sliding sound of metal, he drew his sword, a fine blade of Rhineland-forged steel. It glittered in the afternoon sunlight. Bjorn wore his matted fur tunic, leaving his huge arms bare. Gold rings circled his biceps. He had won each ring through a valorous act. Bjorn smiled. It was a vicious thing. He was huge, troll-blooded, a throwback to primeval days. He was the deadliest warrior of the Great Army, the most feared. His strength was legendary. His wrath had become a byword. No man could kill him. That was well known. He was Odin’s man. He owned the charmed cup of Attila.
Bjorn swished the sword through the air. He made savage, growling sounds.
Hundreds of Danes circled the pair. Warriors stood hushed, watching. Few liked Bjorn. Many hated and loathed him, although they would never say that to his face.
Heming tore away his tunic. He was lean, whip-corded, with his muscles writhing like ropes across his torso. There was no fat upon him. He was tall, had wide shoulders and lean hips. He looked like a starved wolf, and he limped. His eyes were glassy and warriors understood that he was drunk. Heming curled his fingers around the haft of his she-troll, yanking the axe-head out of the dirt where he had lodged it. Heming’s hair was tangled across his eyes. His sunken cheeks… there was something despairingly wild about the young berserk. He seemed like a creature of the half-world, one doomed and unlucky. Yet this warrior had seen dreams given by Odin. The dreams, or nightmares, had obviously cost him much of his humanity.
Bjorn gnashed his teeth and his face turned crimson. “Come and die, Ivarsson.”
Danes with shields nervously shifted their feet. They stood around the two. It would be their task to keep Bjorn from killing any others in his madness. Heming… could such a starved wolf slay the great bear of Odin that was Bjorn?
Heming neither gnashed his teeth nor rolled his eyes. He peered at Bjorn with glassy stare. The youth seemed wooden, almost beyond his body. He swayed ever so gently and his lips moved as if whispering to unseen ghosts.
Bjorn gripped his sword so his knuckles whitened. He hacked the air again. Froth bubbled from his lips. His dark eyes gleamed with madness and the veins on his neck stood up. Then he roared. It raised many nape hairs on those who watched. Bjorn shuffled toward Heming like a great bear. His muscles swelled and a terrible laugh bubbled from the depths of his being.
Heming yet swayed, with his lips muttering their unheard litany. The glassiness of his eyes deepened, almost as if he received a vision. The youth seemed beyond the fight, somewhere else in his mind or perhaps communing with the gods.
It seemed to the hundreds of Vikings that Heming was about to die a sacrificial death, that he would be slaughtered where he stood. Perhaps the youth had reasoned that in this way he would cheat Bjorn. Bjorn shuffled faster. If he had qualms about killing a motionless man, he didn’t show it. Bjorn’s mouth curved. He raised his sword to strike.
“Move, Heming!” shouted Valgard.
“Don’t let him kill you!” bellowed someone else.
Heming fingers tightened, but that was almost imperceptible.
The Finn wizard whispered to the Sea King, “He is a cripple and wants to die with a weapon in his hands so he may enter Valhalla. We made a mistake.”
Sigfred the Sea King stroked his great black beard.
Heming gave the faintest of smiles, a slight upward twitch of his lips.
“We shall see,” muttered the Sea King.
Other Vikings bellowed at Heming to watch out.
Bjorn’s dark eyes seemed like little pin dots. He roared as he rushed Heming, the Rhineland-forged sword a blur as it struck.
Only Heming no longer swayed gently. He leaped like a wolf. It was smooth, fast, with nothing of the drunkard about it. He leaped, spun and his she-troll flashed in a deadly arc. The iron edge clanged against the golden armband of Bjorn’s left bicep. It sheared through and bit flesh. Bjorn howled. For all his bulk, he was fast like an attacking bear. He jerked away and chopped down with his sword. Sparks flew as it clanged against Heming’s axe-head. The heavy sword drove the axe down. Bjorn let go of his sword then. He stepped in as he grabbed at the lean berserk. Heming also let go of his weapon. Neither sword no long axe would do any good at wrestling range. Both weapons were heavy and badly out of position.
Vikings groaned. Everyone knew that once Bjorn got his hands on Heming that the fight would quickly end.
Heming let go of the axe haft and drove the heel of his hands up against Bjorn’s jaw. Heming struck a vicious blow, and it would have snapped the neck of a lesser warrior. Bjorn’s neck muscles were too thick for that, however. Bjorn grunted. His head tilted back, and Heming wriggled free therefore as Bjorn’s fingers touched his flesh.
Bjorn panted in surprise for only a moment. A fearsome grin twitched across his frothing lips. He bent down, and his thick fingers wrapped around the hilt of his sword. Heming also bent down. His fingers dug into the earth. As Bjorn stood, Heming flung dirt into the berserk’s eyes. Then Heming dove. His outstretched fingers grasped the haft of his axe. He tucked, hit the ground and rolled a complete summersault, spinning around as he regained his feet. It was a marvelous thing, and it put him far enough away from Bjorn so Heming could freely swing his axe.
Vikings roared approval.
Bjorn bellowed rage. He slashed air as he clawed his eyes and shook his head.
Heming’s bad foot throbbed. It hurt. But he could fight. He could still move nimbly.
“Behind you, Bjorn!” a warrior shouted.
Bjorn turned.
Heming hewed, driving his she-troll with the perfect twist of his hips and the full force of his shoulders. He did not aim for the more certain body blow. He knew how dangerous Bjorn was. If the axe lodged in ribs, Bjorn could survive and cut him down with the sword. Heming aimed at Bjorn’s head. The axe flashed and the razor-sharp, iron edge smashed against Bjorn’s left ear. It clove halfway into the skull, wedging in as if a woodsman chopped into an oak tree. Bjorn pitched sideways. The motion tore the axe out of Heming’s grasp.
It didn’t matter. The captain of the Twelve, the owner of the golden cup of Attila, Bjorn the Bear, pitched onto the cold earth, dead.
It took a half beat before the Vikings realized what had happened. Then they began to roar and cheer. Heming had done the impossible. He had killed the bear of Odin. He had slain Bjorn. Heming had become the new champion, and he’d fulfilled the vow to his father.
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Weeks on the road told harder on Peter. Dust coated his black robe. His face became gaunt and he hunched his shoulders. Yet there was a subtler change in his bearing. His eyes didn’t dart quite as they used to, and his step, although slower than before, had become surer. Before there had lingered about him something of the fox, the keen swivel of his head and with calculation in his eyes. That had been replaced with the feeling of a hound that sniffs a scent, determined to follow the scent to its source.
The hard travel hadn’t changed Lupus much. The only difference was that he kept his knife out in the open, thrust through his rope-belt for easy use. He had kept his weight and found new garments. Lupus had decided to return north with Peter because he said that had grown weary of Rome and Lombardy and wanted to see what had happened in West Frankland. He was curious.
Each wayfarer held a rope to one of the mules, trudging up a dirt path, with vineyards on either side of them. Clouds gently moved through the sky, occasionally hiding the sun. It was the middle of May and they neared the Loire River. Rumors had reached them that Paris yet stood, although the Merchant Quarter had fallen to the Northmen. It was just a matter of time before the rest of the city fell.
Peter wheezed, and he tugged the coarse rope. His mule clopped along, hanging its head, carrying the great treasure of the pilgrimage: the bones of Saint Simplicius. Peter felt the steep climb in his thighs, but he pushed on harder than Lupus. He had to get back to Paris and rescue Willelda before the city fell. At night, he clutched the bones and whispered prayers, asking for insight on how to slip past the Danes and how to find Willelda.
Peter reached the summit first, and he stopped, staring down at Tours far below. It was a city along the Lorie River. It had stout walls and held the great shrine of Saint Martin of Tours. It was also the city of Duke Hugh of Neustria. Men called the Duke ‘the Protector of West Frankland’, the greatest and most important noble of the kingdom. Once, Odo’s father, Robert the Strong, had been the Protector, until Vikings had slain him and destroyed his ducal host. Shortly thereafter Hugh had filled the vacated position and had helped raise Odo and his brother.
Lupus joined Peter on the summit, the green valley of the Loire spread out before them. Serfs toiled in the fields far below and serfs toiled on the vines on the slopes. The Lotharingian jutted his chin at the knight heading toward them along the winding road.
The knight wore mail and rode a great warhorse. He seemed an older man, with a huge, flaring moustache. Behind him followed several youths on palfreys. Those were squires, no doubt. The hooves clopped along the road. Unlike their mules, each of the horses was iron-shoed.
In time, the knight—he was indeed older—reined to halt before them, glowering down from the height of his stallion. The great horse snorted, eyeing the mules as if he wished to bite them. The mules wisely kept Peter and Lupus between themselves and the warhorse.
“Who are you?” the knight said, speaking roughly.
“I’m Peter the Monk, milord. This is Lupus, who aids me in my pilgrimage. We went to Rome for a relic and now return to Paris.”
“Paris?” the knight said, taken aback. “Don’t you know it’s under siege?”
“We know, milord,” Peter said.
“The Great Pagan Army squats around it,” the knight said. “No one can get into Paris with them there.”
“I can, milord,” Peter said.
Lupus glanced sharply at Peter and then he looked up at the knight.
The knight stroked his moustache, deep lines appearing in his forehead. “You said you have a relic?”
“I carry the bones of Saint Simplicius,” Peter said.
“And you’re simple in the head if you think you can get into Paris,” the knight said.
The youths on the palfreys laughed.
Peter dipped his head. “Danes burned my abbey, milord. They captured my abbot and me. Before I escaped, my abbot laid a holy charge on me.”
“That of gaining your relic?” the knight asked.
“And rebuilding Aliquis Abbey,” Peter said.
“There’ll be no rebuilding with the Danes there,” the knight said.
 “The Lord will drive them off,” Peter said.
The knight scowled, the deep lines once again appearing in his forehead. “Have you seen a vision of this?”
“I have not, milord.”
“Then how can you know what the Lord will or will not do?”
“Saint Simplicius was a holy man, milord. I have his bones. He will now beseech heaven for us.”
“We have many relics,” the knight said. “Yet none have driven the Danes from us.”
Peter had acquired something more than holy bones in Rome. He now had the ability to smile serenely like a holy man. He had seen it on the faces of many of the pilgrims. More importantly, on the night of acquiring the bones he had come to believe in the efficiency of relics.
“The Northmen burned my abbey, milord. My dying abbot gave me a holy charge. I have gone to Rome and returned with a new relic to help me in my task. The bones are a sign from God, milord. That He means to see the Northmen driven away so that I may rebuild the abbey. If that were not so, why have two men such as Lupus and I succeeded? We are not great men. We are quite ordinary.” Peter’s smile grew. “I think, too, milord, that God wishes to save the serfs, their wives and daughters.”
“What about their sons?” the knight asked.
“And save the sons, too, of course,” Peter added with a blush. He had been thinking about Willelda.
The knight grunted as he eyed Peter. “Relics are well and good, monk. But it takes hard fighting to chase off Northmen. Serfs can’t fight. Churchmen can’t. It’s the knights that will do the fighting, and the dying. What does God say about that, eh? Will he save the knights of Frankland from death?”
“As to that, I can’t say,” Peter said.
The knight glowered.
Peter lost some of his smooth serenity. The manner of a fox in the weeds returned. “Saint Simplicius was a man of the people, milord. In the arena, soldiers beat him to death with leaden whips. Simplicius was not a fighting man. Yet Count Odo wrote me a letter and gave me the coins that allowed the pilgrimage. He sent us to Rome. Perhaps God allowed us success to show that He favors Count Odo.”
Saddle leather creaked as the old knight leaned down toward Peter. “You’ve spoken with Count Odo?”
“Oh, yes, milord,” Peter said. “I copied De Re Militari for him.”
“What’s that?”
Peter paused, wondering if he should talk about it. Most knights frowned on reading and writing as something unmanly.
“Come, come, you can trust me,” the knight said. “I’m one of the count’s friends.”
Peter’s shoulders twitched. It might have been a shrug. God had aided them so far. He must continue speaking the truth. He mustn’t lie. Otherwise, God might not help him get back to Paris and rescue Willelda.
“De Re Militari is an old Roman book of war, milord. I copied it for Count Odo.”
The old knight scowled, looked confused.
“The ancient book was in the Church’s library, milord. It belonged to Bishop Gozlin. It was my understanding that the count wished to use the tricks and tactics taught in the book and use them against the Northmen.”
The old knight laughed, glanced back at the youths on their palfreys. The youths glanced at one another, perhaps not understanding the joke. “Now that is interesting news, monk. It is very interesting. Count Odo has used this ancient, Roman book to great effect. He has obviously become a man of war to have kept the Northmen at bay for so long.” The knight tugged at his moustache. “He has become like his father, Robert the Strong.”
“He means to kill the Northmen, milord,” Peter said. “He means to see them all dead.”
“Does he now,” the old knight said. He grinned. “You must come with me, monk.”
“Milord?” Peter said.
Lupus’s hand strayed toward his knife-hilt.
“Duke Hugh of Neustria died seven days ago,” the old knight said. “It happened on May twelfth. The call has gone out and now many counts and barons ride for Tours to decide upon the duke’s successor. I’m beginning to think that Count Odo might be our man.” The old knight tugged his moustache, grinning down at Peter. “I want you to come to the council. You will speak to the barons of West Frankland and tell them what you told me.”
Peter and Lupus traded glances.
“Milord,” Peter said, “I’m not sure that—”
“I’m Baron Walafrid of Rouen, and I want a Protector who wants to kill Northmen. You will speak to the barons about Count Odo, and maybe you can stir some of them to join you on your pilgrimage to Paris. By my understanding, Paris could use some fighting men. The Emperor gathers an army in East Frankland, but he is slow to face Northmen. Our Emperor is something of a coward when it comes to Danes.”
Peter bowed his head, confused. Knights on horse could not slip into Paris unseen. He had envisioned floating downstream while hiding amongst a raft of reeds. With swaggering knights beside him, the Danes were certain to spot and butcher them before they could reach the city gates. How was he supposed to rescue Willelda then? Had he been wrong about the relic?
Peter cleared his throat, forcing a smile. “I’m sorry, milord, but—”
“Lads!” the old baron shouted to the squires. “It looks as if you’ll have to escort the monk and his serf to Tours.” He gave Peter a hard smile. “I’m going to insist on this. Your pilgrimage can wait until we make certain that Paris doesn’t fall to those sons of Satan.”
Peter wilted. “Of course, milord, it will be as you say.”
“That’s right,” old Baron Walafrid said. “It will.”
 



 
57.
 
Near the end of July and with a sister of the nunnery at her side, Judith stood on the walls of the Cite near the Church of Saint Etienne. Fear twisted her stomach and made her clutch the end’s of the shawl that she’d wrapped over her head. She was stuck behind these walls, a mouse with a thousand hungry cats waiting to devour her. She was always trapped behind walls. Everything had seemed so clear when Bishop Gozlin had died. Count Odo held Paris against the best the Danes could hurl at them. Then those vile berserks had climbed the walls at night and opened the gate into the Merchant Quarter. Silos had fallen, more than half of their food stocks. Too many valiant soldiers had also died that night. According to what she knew, they were stretched too thinly along the walls.
She had grown thinner these past weeks, as despair had gnawed her. She missed Odo. That had surprised her. Stories of his hard fighting, his recklessness had torn at her heart. She was responsible for that, and it ate at her. Now the end approached. She stared at the marshaled might of the Northmen and knew fear as never before. Did the hunger do that? She realized now as she faced death that power wasn’t so sweat as love. She had made a terrible mistake. Worse, she had sworn binding vows. She wore Christ’s ring. It was no longer possible to run into Odo’s arms. She tightened her hold of the shawl.
Why had the Danes taken so long to muster their brutal strength? Had they merely toyed with them all this time? Oh, Paris was doomed. She was doomed. She choked down a sob that tried to wrench out of her throat. She refused to cry. She had made her choice. She had chosen power and authority over love. Her inheritance didn’t seem so important now. It all seemed vain.
“There are so many, madam,” the old sister whispered.
Masses of Danish archers lined the seawall of the Merchant Quarter. They wore bright tunics and stared at Paris like hungry wolves. Weeks of sniping had proved that by yanking a bowstring to his cheek, a Danish archer could send an arrow across the swirling waters of the Seine and to the north wall of the Cite. Such arrows lacked hissing power, however. This Judith knew by speaking with monks who had patrolled the north wall. She also knew that if such an arrow struck unprotected flesh it could still wound. Flights of arrows from masses of archers would find targets, especially if the soldiers of Paris were otherwise occupied. Teams of Danes wrestled springalds into position. Springald-driven javelins had proven a deadly menace these past weeks. They reached Paris with hideous strength, able to pierce the stoutest shield and kill the bearer. Only the battlements and ducking fast enough saved a soldier from those. Onagers also waited to deal death. Judith hated the onagers. Last week, a stone had crushed her dog, killing the little dear before her eyes.
If it were only the archers and springalds that Paris faced…
Downstream of Paris floated a horde of dragon-ships packed with shouting Northmen. Each of those fierce warriors wore mail armor like knights and held brightly painted shields. They waited for the signal to attack, meanwhile blaring horns and acting like eager hounds. Even to Judith it was obvious that they planned a direct attack against the Cite. It’s what Bishop Gozlin had always feared. He had walled the island, but because of the lay of the isle, there were small juts of land where a determined foe might jump ashore and set a siege ladder. The Danes would be vulnerable then, easy prey to Frank javelins and dropped boulders, but there were so many Danes. If the Danes kept coming, surging up the ladders… Judith didn’t see how Paris’s few defenders could stop them.
She’d listened before to Abbot Ebolus speak about Odo, how at times the count had stripped the defenders from one place to bolster another. The Danes must have discovered that clever trick. On the south side of the Seine, facing the walls of South Town waited serried ranks of Northmen. Those tall heathens bore shields, spears and teams of ladder men. Among them waited more hated onagers and many young Danes with armfuls of javelins. South Town’s walls were the strongest, but soldiers still had to man them. Count Odo could not strip defenders from it today. Why, even upstream of the city waited a flotilla of smaller boats. The Danes had carried those on their shoulders, splashing them into the river. Danes hooted and shouted from them now, forcing soldiers to garrison the upstream battlements. Paris faced destruction from every side. The city had its walls manned with hunger-weakened defenders. Every able-bodied priest, monk, serf and cobbler stood on the walls. Their grimy hands gripped spears and shifted battered shields. Every knight left, wounded or not, waited on the battlements. Even so, there were not enough. The women of Paris stood with them, their task to drop stones on the enemy.
Judith shivered. She didn’t want to die. She wondered why she had thrown away love for authority and position. She had been a fool, but it was too late now, much too late.
Her fingers clutched the ends of the shawl. The arrayed host of the Great Pagan Army had marched or rowed into position early this morning. Then they had waited. The waiting clawed at her. She wasn’t a fighting man, trained to endure this. Yet she suspected that the waiting ate at every defender. The Danes were cruel.
“What’s that over there, madam?” the sister asked.
Judith shook her head, uninterested in anything but her misery. She had thrown away love. She had authority and fleeting power. Her lips thinned. She must use what she had. If she couldn’t go back to Odo, she must survive and see what tomorrow brought. How could she or anyone survive the wolves of the North? Perhaps… perhaps there was a way to survive by being the prioress. Yes, the Danes would likely destroy her nunnery, but nobles and serfs alike gave to nunneries. Maybe after the Northmen left, nobles would help rebuild it. New serfs would eventually drift here and begin to work her lands. Well… work the nunnery’s lands. Yet she would control it.
In her heart, she jeered at her cunning. How was she supposed to forget this awful siege? The city was dying on its feet. Maybe this attack was mercy. Hunger and sickness had shriveled the people’s courage, and death had taken far too many. The graveyard had become more crowded while the churches and houses had grown empty. Crosses stood jammed together in the cemeteries. On many of those crosses were pinned a white lily of Paris. Judith turned bitter. It was incredible that this festering, flea-bitten, smelly burg in the middle of a river had stood so long against the terrible pagans. Why, even if the Emperor raised a host and marched to their aid… could the Emperor beat the proud Sea King? No one was bolder, more aggressive and haughty than a Northman, no one more deadly in battle.
“Is that a Dane?” the sister asked.
“What?” Judith snapped.
“Over there on the bridge,” the sister said. “Look, he’s walking out and he carries a flag.”
***
As Judith stared where the sister pointed, Odo and Robert stood on the western battlement. Each wore mail, with a sword belted at his side. Odo expected the main attack here, from the dragon-ships as they attempted to storm the island, raise ladders against the wall and end the siege in butchery.
“Why didn’t they do this sooner?” Robert asked.
Odo was dazed at their strength, at the sheer number of Danes. Sigfred must have called in every wandering warband. The answer why seemed clear to him. It had to do with those first few days in the half-built tower of the Petit Pont. They had fought off the first attacks. They had slain Danes and gravely wounded others. Siege battles were always the costliest in terms of dead and wounded. Vegetius had taught him that. Walls multiplied strength. Even pitching a javelin ten feet upward stole the missile’s deadliness, while hurling a missile ten feet down greatly added to its ability to pierce shields and smash through armor. Stout walls and brave defenders meant that the attacker had to accept many dead. The Danes weren’t an army of conquest like the Romans of Julius Caesar, but looters and raiders. Looters weren’t ready to accept many dead. Looters wanted to live in order to enjoy their loot.
The siege had lasted too long, however. The looting Danes were finally taking it personally. Maybe they felt insulted that Paris had withstood them for so long. The Danes had half the city. The other half should fall. In their pride and anger, they must have decided that they would storm Paris no matter what it cost.
It was probably that simple.
Odo’s only hope was that he could kill enough of them on the first assault to make them reconsider a second mass attack. It was possible, however, that he killed so many, that the Danes became enraged and sent wave after wave against the walls. Or, of course, the city might fall to this attack.
“What’s that?” Robert asked.
The gate to the Stone Tower, the one in the Merchant Quarter, opened and out stepped a Dane bearing a white flag. He began to trudge across the bridge and toward the gate in the Cite. The sister beside Judith pointed at the herald. Many Franks pointed.
“What does he want?” Robert asked.
Odo nodded shrewdly. “To get us to surrender without a fight.”
Robert scowled. “Should I order archers to shoot him?”
Odo knew that’s exactly what he should order. But he was so tired of it all. He hadn’t any word of the Emperor. He was all alone on this isle and faced the might of the Great Pagan Army. His thoughts drifted as the herald waved his white flag. Dead Gozlin had stolen Judith from him. Why couldn’t he forget that? He should put it out of his mind. But he couldn’t put it out of his mind. He wanted her… maybe even more than he wanted to kill Danes. It was harder these days to remember that old vow. He was hungry most of the time, and the endless siege and losing Judith… it had gnawed at his will.
“Odo?” Robert asked, shaking his shoulder. “What should we do?”
“Count Odo of Paris!” bellowed the herald. He had powerful lungs. “King Sigfred wishes to speak with you. He is willing to meet you in the middle of the bridge, just you and he. Are you willing to talk, Count Odo?”
“Is this a trick?” Robert asked.
Odo knew he shouldn’t speak to Sigfred. He needed to stay hard and show the defenders of Paris how to stand like iron. He wondered, however, if he couldn’t trick news from Sigfred by talking to him.
“Count Odo!” the herald shouted.
“Archer,” Robert said. “Can you send a shaft through his heart?”
“Milord?” the archer asked.
“No,” Odo said. “Don’t shoot. I’ll meet with Sigfred.”
“Is that wise?” Robert asked.
“That will depend,” Odo said.
***
Sigfred the Sea King, the massive barbarian leader, jangled in his mud-colored armor. He bore a huge shield and carried a spear. He wore a ceremonial horned helmet. His huge black beard gave him dignity. He strode toward the middle of the bridge as if he owned the world. He grinned as he eyed the battlements of Paris. He laughed as Count Odo limped toward him.
Odo only limped slightly, but it was there. It galled him. He should have sent Robert. Robert looked so much like their father, their once strong father. Odo sighed. He was slight compared to the huge Dane. Yet his armor gleamed, as did his helmet and shield. At his side swung his knightly sword. Once, it had been his father’s sword. A Dane had killed his father.
I am who I am, thought Odo. That wasn’t terribly profound, he knew. He simply had to use what he had. He hated these Danes and he feared them. Look at the archers lined on the walls. They could kill him in an instant.
I must be brave. The Danes respect courage.
“Count Odo!” Sigfred shouted. He spoke heavily accented Frankish.
The Sea King had stopped, but Odo limped several steps nearer. “It is a fine day,” Odo said.
“A fine day to die?” Sigfred asked.
“There is no good day to die,” Odo said.
Sigfred drew in a deep breath through his nostrils. “Look at my army, Count Odo.”
“I have.”
“It is huge.”
“Yes,” Odo said.
“It will storm Paris this day.”
“Your army will die on the walls of Paris this day,” Odo said. “Then the Emperor will chase the remnants out of Frankland.”
The Sea King ignored the reference to the Emperor. “You don’t have enough knights to defend everywhere at once.”
“I suppose we shall find out if that is true or not.”
Sigfred smiled. “Count Odo, you can save your life. You can save the lives of your brave knights. Why die needlessly? You have fought well. Now you may ride your warhorses, take your swords and armor and live to fight another day.”
The idea hit Odo hard. Why not ride away? Let someone else worry about these Northmen. Why had it fallen onto him to stop this Great Army of Danes? He knew why. He had been useless all his life. Then the Danes had chased him into a fox’s den at Louvain. The Northmen had burned Franks in wicker cages. He had returned to Paris burned in his soul. That monk had copied De Re Militari. Now he had learned how to fight. If he didn’t stand against the Danes, who would?
“Think of my offer, Count Odo. Life is sweet. Death is long.”
Odo dipped his head. “I will give you silver if you take your army and go.”
Sigfred laughed. “I will take your silver today in any case.”
“Danes will die,” Odo said.
“The weaklings among us will die,” Sigfred said.
“We will burn your vessels as they land on the isle.”
“Bah! You’ve used up all your pitch. You don’t have any left.”
“Of course we don’t,” Odo said. “You keep telling yourself that. I’ve always wanted to burn your hated ships. They’re a curse on Frankland.”
Sigfred eyed Count Odo. “How much silver?”
“Seventy pounds.”
Sigfred shook his head. “We have besieged your city a long time. My warriors want treasure. Seventy pounds of silver—it is not enough.”
“Soon the Emperor arrives.”
Sigfred sneered.
It was either excellent acting, or the Emperor was still far away in East Frankland. That embittered Odo. The Emperor should already have marched for Paris. He should already be here.
“Once I leave this bridge,” Sigfred said, “we shall attack until Paris is dead.”
Count Odo peered at the waiting dragons. He looked up at the Danish archers.
“We shall sweep you from the walls,” Sigfred said.
Count Odo turned back to glance at Paris. He saw Judith up in the battlements. His mouth tightened. He faced Sigfred. “We have stopped you, Dane. We have stopped you for many months. Attack if you wish. I will kill your army on my walls.”
“You are a fool.”
Odo laughed grimly. “Now isn’t that strange. This fool has kept you at bay all these months.”
Sigfred stiffened. “Do you wish to die?”
“No,” Odo said. “I wish to kill Danes. There’s a difference.”
Sigfred nodded slowly, and just as slowly, he began to back away, his eyes now on the battlements of Paris.
The talk was over.
***
Men pulled Odo through the gate. He hurried up creaking stairs as a great hurrah sounded from outside. It was the bull roar of Odin’s warriors. Odo dashed up the last steps, panting as he raced onto the battlement.
The Great Pagan Army moved. Dragons surged toward the Cite, oars slashing the glittering waters. Arrows rose like hail from their decks, slashing against Paris’s walls, rattling against stone or hissing overhead.
“They come, brother!” Robert shouted.
Odo accepted his helmet and mashed it down on his head, tying laces under his chin.
A sea of Northmen raced against South Town, but Odo had no time to watch them. Arrows flew from the Merchant Quarter, as did springald javelins and hissing onager-slung rocks. Weeks of practice had honed the Danes into deadly marksmen.
As Odo settled his shield into position, dragon keels crunched onto land. Roaring Northmen spilled out of the ships and raced toward the island’s battlements. They carried ladders or bows, firing up. A hail of Frank javelins, the cast of each defender aided by throwing straight down, mowed the front ranks of Danes like spring hay. City catapults thudded and rocks and clay jars rained upon the packed dragon ships. The rocks crunched wood or crushed bones. The jars shattered, spilling the last of the city’s oil. Fire arrows followed. Whooshes told of lit oil. Northmen screamed. Others trampled through the fire and jumped onto the lips of land, surging toward the battlements. In the teeth of raining javelins, the ladders clattered against stone. Up surged maddened Danes, their eyes wild and sunlight shining off their swords and axes.
Odo gripped his hilt and tightened his hold of the shield. “Kill the Danes! Sweep them into the river!”
The clangor of iron on iron, fiery sparks and screams told of the deadly duels along the battlement. The Danes were like demons from hell! From their ladders, they attacked with wild frenzy. Berserks led them and springald javelins from the Merchant Quarter found too many Franks.
“Saint Germain!” Odo shouted. He slashed at a helmet, cleaving it in half and spilling a Northman’s brains. From upon his ladder, a Northman swung up and his axe clouted Odo’s shield. Odo swung with the fury of despair, determined to reap what souls he could before they captured him and stuffed him into a wicker basket. Beside him, Robert howled.
Northmen swarmed up the walls. The city faced doom as some Danes leaped onto the battlement, driving back hunger-weakened defenders.
An onager stone crashed against a Dane ready to hew Odo with his axe. It sent the Northman reeling into him, knocking them both to the plank walkway. The Dane groaned. Odo fumbled for his dagger and shoved it in the warrior’s guts. Then he rolled the Dane off him, climbed to his feet and picked up his heavy sword.
A howling berserk climbed over the merlons. He swept his long axe, killing the Frank in his way.
“Heming!” chanted the Danes on the ladders.
This Heming moved cat-quick, thudding his bloody weapon in a knight’s neck. Then Robert was there, strong Robert. He chopped into Heming’s shoulder. Heming laughed wildly, hewing. Robert’s arm cracked and it hung at a strange angle, broken. Heming kicked Robert aside.
Odo charged with his shield. He banged the berserk hard, jarring himself and making the warrior stumble. Odo clanged again, grunted from the exertion. Fingers appeared on the shield’s rim, and with a wrench of fierce strength, the berserk tore the shield from Odo. Odo swung wildly, terrified, crunching his sword into the madman’s side. Heming glared at him. Didn’t the berserk feel pain? Sick with fright, Odo lowered his shoulder and rammed him. The berserk bellowed, stumbled backward and then pitched over the battlement. He disappeared down into the sea of howling Danes.
Odo picked up his sword and slashed two-handed. He shattered enemy swords and smashed helmets. The little charcoal-burner appeared beside him, with a spear in his grimy hands. He thrust it into a Dane’s guts.
“Clear the walls!” Odo shouted. “Push them back!”
Robert with his broken arm stood beside him, hewing with his sword. They cleared their part of the wall and began to heave stones down upon the Danes.
“Milord!” screamed a man, pulling Odo away from the merlons. “Look over there!”
Danes were on the wall.
“You, you and you!” Odo shouted. “Follow me!” He thudded across the planks, slashing as he went. Then he and his small band smashed into the Danes. It was brutal fighting. He roamed the walkway, and he saw Abbot Ebolus once, gore on the abbot’s spiked mace.
Time became one long agony of hot air, the splash of blood and a sword hewn into teeth or banged against an upraised shield. Paris tottered. Arrows showered from the Merchant Quarter, striking Dane and Frank alike, seldom killing, but causing fear as if a swarm of wasps attacked. Women shrieked like banshees as they hefted rocks over their heads and hurled them down on Northmen climbing the ladders. Helmets clanged. Cheekbones broke. Teeth shattered. A springald javelin punched through a woman’s back, sprouting between her breasts. The Danes died, yet still others flowed up the ladders, chanting Odin’s name or calling upon the Thunder God. The fury of months enraged them. Franks died on the battlements, but for every death, ten Danes perished. It was the knights—the last of Paris—that reaped the bitterest harvest. Count Odo stood like a titian on the walls, arriving in time to cut down any Dane who made it over the merlons. The entire while, dragons burned, the fires threatening to leap onto the rest of the packed tight vessels.
Then—finally—horns roared. In the face of those grim knights, Danes retreated. The wall was simply too high, the number of rocks raining down on them seemingly endless. The fires on the dragons had also become too hot and threatened too many other sound ships. Countless Northmen waded past the burning dragons and clambered onto others. The current took those vessels, floating them away from the bloody ramparts.
On the battlements, Odo tore off his helmet and wiped stinging sweat from his eyes. Robert groaned as he examined his broken arm. The charcoal-burner was dead, his brains spattered on the merlons. Everywhere, the women of Paris were mingled in death with their men.
A stooped serf handed Odo a cup. He slaked his thirst as he panted, sweat and blood soaking his mail. His gaze searched out South Town. It had held.
“I must see the barber about setting my arm,” Robert whispered.
Odo handed the cup to the serf. “We did it,” he said. “We held.”
Robert grinned through his pain.
Odo wiped his face with a clean rag, and he examined the dead littered on the walkway. There was too many dead, far too many.
“Another attack like that and we are undone, brother,” Robert told him.
Those nearby perked up to listen, watching Odo.
He sensed their gaze and their concern. Robert was right. They couldn’t survive another such attack. Odo forced himself to grin. A commander must always appear confident before his men. “Another attack, brother? Surely, you jest. We slaughtered Northmen. They squealed like pigs and fled. No. We have saved Paris this day. Now let us strip the pagan dead of their mail and stack their swords. I want to hand out these fine armor suits as prizes to those who fought the hardest among us. From this day forward, even the footmen of Paris will go mailed into battle.”
 



 
58.
 
Peter was terrified as he bounced on his mule, clutching his precious relic. Count Walafrid towered beside him on his great warhorse. Behind them followed nearly two hundred horsemen. Lupus had wisely remained in Tours.
Peter had spoken to the council of barons, as Walafrid had demanded. There had been vicious debate among the barons, much shouting and powerful men pounding their fists on the boards. Some had stood and drawn blades. Churchmen had bravely stepped between those. In the weeks of shouting, it had become clear that most of the barons favored Count Odo—if he could survive the siege. None of those barons, however, cared to ride to Odo’s aid. Finally, Walafrid had challenged them to join him and the monk as they rode to the city.
That’s when Peter had known he was doomed. He knew why, too. He had not given up his love for Willelda. It gave him restless nights. He had prayed. He had begged God. Finally, he had decided that if he couldn’t have Willelda, he would accept death.
Now as he bounced along on his mule, he didn’t want to accept death. He wanted to live—and he still wanted Willelda. He glanced back. The band made a brave spectacle. Pennons fluttered, lance-heads gleamed and bright helmets reflected sunlight. Peter shivered. They would never fight their way through the ring of Danes. It was madness to think so.
The mounted fighters were a strange mixture of hot-blooded youths grown bold by tales of Paris’s heroic defenders. Among them were also hard-bitten horsemen. Many of those had joined because they said they had scores to settle with these, until now, unbeatable Danes. A number of those men had belonged to Duke Hugh’s small army. Perhaps they reasoned that Count Odo as the new Protector would elevate them in status. Two key points had persuaded the barons toward Odo. He was the son of Robert the Strong, the old Protector, and one of West Frankland’s best, and Odo’s long survival in Paris.
As they jangled through a forest, Peter clutched the bones of Saint Simplicius and began to pray that he face his coming death bravely.
***
Four days through the forests brought them to a hidden glen six miles south of the city. There awaited several young serfs who had sold cabbage to the Danes. Count Walafrid held the father in custody in Tours. These serfs could buy their father’s freedom by guiding them through the Danish lines.
“You brought too many,” grumbled the oldest serf. “I can’t slip you all past the Danes.”
“Then we’ll fight our way in,” declared Walafrid.
Peter crossed himself as he watched the serf.
The weasel eyes scanned the big soldiers, the strong horses and iron weapons. “You don’t have enough to fight their shield wall and there are too many that we can trick the Danes. Your best chance is hard riding, milord, and hope that you surprise them. But they won’t take to surprise like they used too, I reckon.”
“What then?” a noble youth asked.
Count Walafrid slapped his mailed chest. “I will ride scout. I will bring us through.”
“Is that wise, milord?” asked a scar-faced horseman.
“Wise?” said Walafrid. “Does Count Odo hold Paris because it is wise? He does it because he is brave.” The old count pointed at Peter. “Did the monk go to Rome for a new relic because it was wise? Peter, show them the relic. Then you will pray for us.”
Peter slid off his mule and carefully unwound the linen. He lofted the ancient skull of Saint Simplicius. His hands shook, but the horsemen didn’t seem to mind. “Oh Lord,” he said, with a quaver in his voice. “Let us slip past these Northmen. Guide us into Paris that we may help great Count Odo, the killer of Danes.”
“There you have it,” growled Walafrid. “The saint rides with us. Who wishes to turn back?”
The hot-blooded youths cheered, while a few older horsemen grumbled. No one accepted the offer, however.
Walafrid turned to the oldest cabbage seller. “Bring us as close as you dare. After that we trust to our horses and swords and the prayers of Saint Simplicius.”
The serf swore under his breath, and soon he and his brothers led them along a wolf run. He held up his hand once and motioned them back. Danes patrolled up ahead. He found another route and took them to the edge of the woods. He pointed north with a crooked, nail-less finger.
“Over that rise you can see their camp, milord. Go west of the vineyards and make sure you thread carefully in the old ruins. On either side of it are horse traps that the Danes dug. After that—gallop. They have scouts posted.” He shrugged. “Maybe you’ll die fast and lucky.”
“What’s that mean?” said a knight.
“A joke,” said Walafrid. He swung into the saddle.
Peter couldn’t stop shaking. Had he made it all the way to Rome and back to die before the walls of Paris? It seemed terribly unfair. He tried to pray. He was too frightened, remembering that night in the abbey when the Danes had surprised them. The awful screams of his burning brothers often tormented his sleep. Yet… Willelda waited in that evil host. He had to ride if he had any hope of rescuing her. He didn’t know how he could rescue her, but surely if God allowed him to reach Paris alive there had to be a way.
Then Peter clung to the mule’s mane as his small beast trotted to keep up with the horsemen. Ahead were Northmen. Peter moaned, sick inside, his gut churning. He hoped he didn’t throw up. He hoped no Dane speared him in the stomach.
***
Odo paced in his study. Paris no longer had enough defenders. One more attack would see the end of the siege. For days now, he had marched teams of serfs in Danish mail, sending one team down and another up. He wanted to make it seem that he still had as many knights as before. It was a simple trick and he knew that Sigfred wasn’t fooled by it.
Since the attack a week ago, Danish warbands had sailed away or ridden captured horses inland. They foraged, he supposed, always leaving enough Northmen around to Paris to block it. It was just a matter of time before they assaulted again.
Would the Emperor never come?
Odo sat down and rubbed his face. He was so tired, so weary of trying to remain strong. At least he had killed Danes. He had killed many of them before the walls. Why then did he feel so empty inside?
“Judith,” he whispered.
He put his arms on the desk and lay his head on his arms.
A little later, came a knock on the door.
Odo lifted his head with a start. The door creaked open. He blinked in surprise. “Judith?” he said.
She wore a yellow dress. She was so thin, yet she was beautiful.
“Why are you here?” he said.
She approached him, holding out her hands.
He rose stiffly, taking her hands in his. He noticed that she no longer wore the iron ring of a nun. “I don’t understand.”
She came into his arms and kissed him. “Can you forgive me?” she whispered.
He held her. He held his Judith. She was so thin. He kissed her again. “You must stay with me,” he whispered.
“Yes,” she said.
His mind swirled at that. “I mean it.”
“So do I,” she said.
“But… what about the nunnery?” he asked.
“I have left it.”
“Abbot Ebolus will hold you to your vow.”
“Will he?” she whispered.
“Judith,” he said, his arms tightening around her. “You must not toy with my heart.”
“Oh milord, we only have a few days left, but even if we survived this siege, I will stay with you. Let them call me the ‘count’s harlot’. I am yours and you are mine. I want you more than I want authority or power.”
“I will give you authority as my wife.”
She touched a finger to his lips. They kissed, and then a trumpet pealed a call to arms.
***
Peter bounced wildly on the mule. Count Walafrid galloped ahead of them, while all around Peter thundered the two hundred who had come to help Count Odo. Paris’s wall rose before them. Unfortunately, Danes boiled out of a stockade built near the city.
Church bells began to ring. Trumpets pealed from South Town.
Peter moaned as Danish killers with shields, axes and others with bows hurried to block their path. Two Danes in particular raced ahead of the others.
Count Walafrid slashed his sword at the closest. The Dane tumbled from his path. A spear flashed from the other, knocking the horse sideways so it stumbled and went down. The old knight was still agile enough to jump free, however. Walafrid still held his sword. The Northman drew a big blade. Walafrid charged, and the old knight slashed and parried blows faster than the Dane parried. The old knight limped back to his horse as the noble steed struggled upright. Walafrid remounted, and galloped as the rest of the Danes rushed toward him.
“Save him Saint Simplicius,” Peter prayed.
The knights around Peter cheered and spurred their huge steeds, galloping faster. The Danes turned to face them, forgetting about Walafrid. The Danes tried to set up a shield wall. The two hundred horsemen hit them like a wave, smashing through, killing some and a few of them dying in turn. Peter’s mule dashed like lightning, an arrow hissing past his head.
Then the gates of South Town creaked open. Out boiled a ragged band of serfs and knights led by Count Odo. They, together with the two hundred horsemen from Tours, chased off the guarding Danes. Then they wheeled around and fled before the gathering host of Danes that marched from their main camp.
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In August, the Emperor entered Neustria, although well north of Paris. As more Frankish knights rode into Laon, Charles the Fat—the Emperor—awaited events at the royal manor of Quierzy-sur-Oise. There the Emperor tasted many new dishes and wrote angry missives to the Pope. At last, in late September, as the last contingents rode in from Lombardy and swelled his ranks, the Emperor warily moved toward Paris. Unfortunately, the time of knightly service was already up for those who had first arrived. Each contingent brought its own supplies. When every ham and flour sack was gone, those knights turned around and headed home.
At last, in October, the Royal Host appeared below the heights of Montmartre and in sight of the city. Without a fight, the Danes gave up the Merchant Quarter, retreating onto the south side of the Seine, daring the Emperor’s mighty host to try to follow them.
There was rejoicing in Paris… until men learned that the Emperor had begun negotiations with Sigfred. By November, they settled terms. By royal permission, the Danes could sail upstream of Paris and raid Burgundy that winter. That part of the empire did not acknowledge Charles. The Emperor reasoned, apparently, that Burgundy deserved the hard hand of the Northmen as punishment for their rebelliousness. The agreement also stipulated that if the Danes quit West Frankland by March 887, they would receive 700 pounds of silver as bonus.
The great and terrible siege had ended with a Carolingian whimper.
***
Except… it wasn’t quite that easy. Count Odo and his followers were outraged. To have waged such a heroic struggle and now let the Northmen pass under their bridges…
“If any Dane tries,” declared Odo in a missive stamped with the lilies of Paris, “they will be slain, sunk and sent to hell.”
In a tiff at this slight to his person, the Emperor headed back for East Frankland, taking the mighty host with him.
The Danes debated it and agreed they’d had enough of these stubborn Franks on that pimple of stone. There was also the small matter of Count Odo having taken control of the Merchant Quarter again. The Count had also restocked the city with supplies and gained three hundred new knights as reinforcements. Besides, the Danes told themselves, they had won the right to pillage Burgundy and with silver in the bargain. Therefore, they dragged their dragons well around the city. They rolled each ship on logs, out of range of Paris’s springalds and fiery arrows. Then they re-floated each dragon in the Seine, well upstream of Paris. That winter they ravaged Burgundy, spending six months besieging Sens.
There everything might have ended, but the cowardice of the Emperor was too much for even his East Frankish barons. In 888, they deposed him, and several months later Charles the Fat was dead and so was the great Carolingian Empire. In East Frankland, they crowned the Emperor’s nephew as king, but the West wished for no more East Frankish Emperors. They decided that since their only Carolingian was but a boy that a king should come from among their own notables. The most notable of them all was the hero of the Siege of Paris: deadly Count Odo, son of Robert the Strong. He had held off the Danes for an entire year, something no other warrior had ever been able to do. Thus, he became the first king of a realm soon to be known as France.
Meanwhile, as a reward for bringing the timely two hundred horsemen, Peter became abbot of Aliquis Abbey and with promised silver and workmen to begin the rebuilding. The relic of Saint Simplicius was proudly displayed and monks flocked to join.
Then one rainy winter day, Peter heard a knock at his door. He had his own stone house now. He lit a candle and opened the door, and stood in shock. Willelda stood before him.
Peter stepped outside, and he glanced sharply right and left. He couldn’t see a soul. He bit his lip, thinking hard. Then he took Willelda by the hand and led her into his house, closing the door behind them and locking it with a stout length of oak.
 
The End
 
If you enjoyed The Great Pagan Army, you might also like The Sword of Carthage. Read on for an exciting excerpt.
 



 
The Sword of Carthage
 
 
Historical Note
 
Five centuries after the founding of Rome began the longest, continuous war in ancient times. In terms of numbers of men involved, it saw the largest naval battle in history. The next largest was during World War II when the Americans crushed the Imperial Japanese Fleet at Leyte Gulf, in October, 1944.
Rome battled Carthage. Rome had patriotic legionaries, tough allies and the aggressiveness of youth. Carthage—the richest city on Earth—controlled a sprawling maritime empire, hired vicious mercenaries and ran its military campaigns like a hardheaded business venture.
Between them, they fought a war that shook the ancient world.
 



 
Prologue
The Oracle
 
There was a scratch at the door.
I held my breath as the ostrich quill in my fingers quivered.
A creak sounded. In the dead of night, it was an ominous noise. I pictured an assassin outside my door, a killer with an envenomed blade and cold hatred in his heart. Would he be a Roman spy? Their dreaded legions had never beaten me on the battlefield, a stain upon the vaunted glory of Rome. Or would he be an Iberian bravo whose chieftain I had slain? Maybe he was a Celtic madman. The last had absurd notions about freedom that might have made an Athenian demagogue blanch.
I dropped my ostrich quill and picked up an Iberian short sword. My mercenaries called it the espasa. The Romans had named it the gladius hispanicus, and after the war had adopted it as their national weapon. It was a double-edged stabbing sword made of highly tempered steel. It was a murderous weapon, perfect for the shove and push of close combat where desperate men decide the fate of nations. I was too old for it now, too sick.
In the flickering lamplight, I noted my veined hand. Once my wrists had been powerful, my arms as bands of iron. By Baal, I yearned for the fire of youth! I’d become like an overused candle, burned out by bitter warfare and racked by a wasting disease. The priest-physicians of Eshmun had assured me that the god might yet heal my illnesses. They were notorious liars, but the hope of health consumed me nonetheless.
My breath rattled in my throat. I hawked and spat on the floor. Old age was disgusting. I shuffled to the door and flung it open.
I almost cried out. The dark corridor was empty. My heart beat wilder because of it. Sickness, age and the hours of darkness heightened irrational fears. I knew that even as I knew that the killer was fast and cunning. I backed up to my writing table and groped for the lamp even as I kept watch of the corridor. Armed with the flickering light, I advanced into the hall, with my sword ready.
I shuffled down the tiled hall and threw open the door to the speaking chamber.
A guard turned. He was a member of the Sacred Band of Baal. His black eyes took in my sword. This was the oval chamber where I often addressed the officers. It held a hundred mementoes from a dozen battlefields, trophies won by cunning and courage. The guard was big, a Carthaginian noble.
“Sir?” he said, no doubt perplexed. I wore night robes and was barefoot. He wore heavy armor and carried a shield and spear.
“Who entered this corridor?” I said, angry at his sloth.
He shook his helmeted head.
I almost put the blade under his throat, suspected him to be part of the plot. Maybe he read my intent.
“Sir,” he said, “you’re pale, your eyes are red. You look feverish. You should lie down.”
I barked an old man’s laugh, which dissolved into a coughing fit. My sword clattered onto the tiles and the lamp dashed out its light as it shattered. The strong hands of youth helped me down the corridor, guided me into my bedchamber as I wheezed.
He tried to lay me down.
“No, no, he’s sure to come here,” I said.
“Sir?” he asked.
“The assassin, you fool!”
The guard backed away. Then his strident voice rang down the corridor—once my voice had sounded as loud as I directed soldiers on the battlefield.
The resident priest-physician in his billowing red robes soon hurried into the room. He fumbled over me while he prattled on with endless advice. I needed rest, to eat more figs, he said, and pray more to Eshmun. As if I could allow myself such luxuries when the hungry wolf of Rome padded before the fat sheep that was Carthage.
Why did so few of my fellow citizens not realize that Rome was a hungry beast set upon devouring the world? One does not bargain with a wolf. One does not attempt taming it, unless he desires the loss of his hand and arm and the eventual tearing out of his throat. There was only one defense against a raving beast, and that was to kill it. In Rome’s case, that would take an army greater than which Alexander the Great had conquered the East. It is well to remember that the mighty Alexander had fought Persians who often ran away. For all their grievous faults, Romans do not run from a fight.
I was building an army that would be a match for Rome. I had vowed it by Baal, Tanit and Melqarth.
“Father, what’s wrong? Why aren’t you asleep?”
I brushed aside the physician’s hands and struggled upright as my oldest son strode into the room. He was the antidote to my fears, the purge to my worries. Hannibal Barca was a son that every father should have the honor of siring. He rubbed sleep out of his eyes as he came to me.
My soldiers already loved him. He sought danger as other young men searched for maidens to deflower. He wasn’t reckless, but desired to prove his courage and the mastery of his skills. Nor as the son of the commander did he lord it over the mercenaries or disobey my commands. On the contrary, Hannibal obeyed my orders without quarrels. He was obedient as befitted a good son and a good soldier. He rode like a Numidian, crossed steel better than any Celtic bravo and had already developed a keen tactical eye. Of all my sons, he most excelled in the military arts. If I could not lead my army into the heart of Italy, I had no doubt that someday Hannibal would. Yet there was more to this grim conflict than just generalship. The old men of Carthage, the Suffetes, the Senate and even the People, had to be cajoled into bravery. The terrible war I foresaw would be as much political as military, as monetary as moral. Hannibal, my prodigy of a son, wasn’t yet ready to take my place as the divine general of Iberia.
This lean young man hovering over my bed reminded me of myself when I’d first been given a command. It had been in that brutal war against Rome, what my Latin enemies called The Punic War, no doubt the first among many.
With a nod of his head, my son dismissed the physician. Then he pulled up a stool and sat beside me.
“You have a fever, father.”
I shrugged. Fevers had often claimed me. I’d learned to ignore them. A soldier cannot allow himself weaknesses. A general must forbid them any place upon his person.
Concern filled Hannibal. “The guard said you spoke about an assassin. Did you actually see this villain?”
“I heard him,” I said.
“Where?”
“Outside the door of my study.”
An intent look fell upon Hannibal. It masked his emotions, his thoughts. It made me wonder how feverish I really was. Had I been acting foolishly?
“The priests may have overreacted, father. I’m sure they read your oracle wrong.”
He meant the priests of Melqarth in Gades. And as he had done so many times before, his ability to read my thoughts astounded me. The Oracle and its recent prophecy concerned my violent death. I admit it had badly shaken me.
The priests of Melqarth were an odd lot, certainly. They went about bare-foot, with their heads shaved and wore white linen robes. Unlike Greeks and Romans, white for Phoenicians was the color of death. Each priest had vowed himself to celibacy and had never known a woman’s embrace. Their temple was the oldest in Iberia, built over a thousand years ago on the eastern end of the isle of Gades. The first Phoenicians to settle in Iberia had erected the temple. No idol stood in its holy of holies, no image of Melqarth. Instead, an eternal flame burned upon the central altar. For over a thousand years, the fire had danced. Almost as impressively, at the temple entrance were two bronze pillars each eight cubits high. Legend held that Melqarth himself had carved the mysterious symbols that adorned the famed pillars.
The Greeks, incidentally, the gossips of the world, called Melqarth Hercules, and placed his tenth labor near Gades. In the Greek legend, Hercules stole the cattle of Geryon and erected two memorials at the western end of the Mediterranean. Greeks called the twin memorials ‘the Pillars of Hercules’, their names being Gibraltar and Ceuta. Gades was several leagues outside the Strait of Gibraltar and lay upon the outer Ocean. I excused the Greeks their ignorance. It was after all Carthaginian custom to sink any foreign trade-ships caught in our waters. Thus, most Greek information concerning these hinterlands was for them second, third and even fourth-hand knowledge. The two temple towers eight cubits high were the real pillars, not mere rocky hills. As one named after the god I could not allow myself such Greek foolishness. Hamilcar meant ‘favored by Melqarth’; and throughout my life, I have felt myself to be so.
“Ignore the priests,” Hannibal was saying, taking one of my worn hands in his youthfully strong ones. “Their warning is mere chatter. For eight years, no enemy has been able to touch you. This fever… it too will pass. You are too young to die now, too needed.”
“No man is too young,” I whispered.
Hannibal smiled. It had such power, able to melt women and befriend soldiers on the spot. He thought that anything he willed to be possible. I had sensed in him for some time this titanic will, had carefully nurtured it without allowing him to think himself invincible. Unfortunately, time and failure, things that come to all men, had not yet tempered this belief in his godlike abilities. I still needed to teach him about the venality of men, how to use that against them. He thought that he understood the power of gold and greed. What Carthaginian wouldn’t? But he didn’t completely, not yet, not deeply enough. It was a possible weakness in him.
“The priests tremble before your audacity,” he told me. “They’ve always thought you’ve moved too swiftly. How many times have they begged you to consolidate your gains before you attempt to conquer yet more territory?”
“I know what they think!”
He nodded, and I saw worry in his brown eyes.
That troubled me. My son not only had a knack for tactics, but he had spent long hours with my spymasters. Six months ago, I’d given him permission to sit with me as I spoke with Hasdrubal the Handsome, the most cunning of my sub-commanders, my son-in-law and chief political agent.
“Too many of the merchant lords of Gades fear you,” Hannibal said. “They reminisce about their old days of power, how before your coming they dictated Iberian policy. Some have even mumbled against the needfulness to publicly kneel in your presence.”
“I have made them wealthy beyond their dreams.”
“Your enemies in Carthage sent an envoy three months ago, remember?”
I grunted, understanding his point.
“The envoy has been whispering in their ears,” said Hannibal, “stirring the merchants against you, saying that you will bring the wrath of Rome upon us. A few of the merchants have actually repeated his lies in the marketplace. They say you desire divine kingship in Iberia so you may rule as tyrant in Carthage. I suspect these traitors have corrupted the priests. They use them as their mouthpieces, whispering fear into your mind. They well understand your piety concerning the Oracle.”
Could that be true? I’d always known my time was short. I knew Rome would strike again before Carthage was ready. During these eight short years, I’d forged the Army of Iberia out of wild hillmen, superb individual fighters, recklessly brave and with barbaric notions of loyalty to a person, never to a city or a state. Fortunately, Melqarth was the patron god of this region. As Philip of Macedon and his son Alexander the Great had done, I too had taken clan and tribal superstitions and centered a mystical theology upon me and my offspring. If there was a better way to forge unshakable loyalty in soldiers for their general, I didn’t know it. For them the Barca clan was the favored of Melqarth, his representative on Earth. As I had vastly extended Carthaginian territory in what the Romans called Hispania, power had poured into my hands. The mines in the Silver Mountains, those situated at the headwaters of the Betis River, had given me thousands of tons of purest silver and gold. A third of this wealth had gone to Carthage, to my agents there who kept the rabble firmly in the Barca camp. They and the Assembly of the People were the counterweight against my aristocratic foes. A third of the wealth remained with me, paying for my mercenaries. The last third I’d sent to the Temple of Melqarth and the merchant lords of Gades. I bought temporary loyalty and, perhaps more importantly, I’d purchased information. Thousands each year came in pilgrimage to Melqarth’s Temple in Gades. They came inquiring foreknowledge from the Oracle of the Holy Flame. They sought much but confessed much more, opened their hearts to the bare-footed, shaven-headed priests. Through those confessions, the unwed priests had gained intimate knowledge of the goings-on in Iberia, more than even my clever spies had brought me. I trusted the Oracle, treasuring its words, careful to weigh them in light of godly and prosaic revelations.
It was something I’d endeavored to teach Hannibal and his brothers without allowing cynicism to creep in. Certain Carthaginians, my blessed father among them, had discounted the gods as they worshipped silver, gold and precious stones. I wished Hannibal and his brothers to understand such men without becoming like them, and learn to use the power of wealth without being corrupted by it.
“You will not die through treachery,” Hannibal assured me. He shook his head. “There are no assassins in your house, no assassins within your army. Your enemies have corrupted the Oracle and now use it as a dagger against your mind.”
“There are always assassins,” I whispered.
He shrugged in the manner I use whenever dismissing trivia. “The soldiers love you,” he said. “So sleep. Gain strength. Recover.”
My eyes grew wide. “My food,” I whispered. “Someone has been poisoning my food.”
He frowned, hesitated, and said, “I will begin testing it.”
“No!” I said, clutching his wrist. “No. I do not want our foes striking down both you and me together. I will only drink from a well or a river, only eat bread from the common table and fruit I pick off the trees with my own hands.”
Hannibal hesitated again, but nodded shortly. “It will be as you say, father.” He smiled, standing. “Now go to sleep. Rest as I make the rounds.” He strode to the door, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
I wanted to warn him to be careful, but that would only worry him again concerning me. My behavior obviously troubled him. Therefore, I did what had won me many encounters. I practiced trickery, what the Romans called ‘Punic faith.’  I pretended to sleep even as through slitted eyelids I watched my splendid son watch me. At last, he closed the door.
I waited until I heard his footsteps retreat down the hallway. Then I arose, fumbled in the dark until I held my short sword. I eased open the door and crept stealthily through the corridor. I returned to my study, closed the door and jammed wood-splinters under it. By the time an assassin hammered through that, my guards would appear and skewer him.
I opened the grille of a small, bronze stove and from the embers lit a candle. Sitting at my writing table, I picked up the fallen ostrich quill and dipped it into lampblack ink.
The nature of men is to forget. We are sad creatures limited in our ability. Long ago, a Siceliot (as the Greeks in Sicily are called) had told me that the lightest ink was better than the deepest memory. Others have known this.
Ptolemy—the cousin of Alexander the Great and the first Macedonian pharaoh of Egypt—wrote an account of Alexander’s fabulous victories. Ptolemy had been a commander in that army, an eyewitness to the staggering events. Pyrrhus the Great Captain, the Master of Elephants, who fifty years ago defeated Roman and Carthaginian arms in Italy and Sicily respectively, penned a treatise on generalship. Through it, he preserved knowledge of his martial achievements. In my younger years, I had studied Ptolemy’s accounts and Pyrrhus’ lessons, and learned much from each.
Rome’s war against Carthage—the First Punic War—had been the longest, continuous armed struggle in recorded history. The largest naval battle ever fought had been between these two giants of the Western Mediterranean. By wars end the Romans had lost 700 galleys sunk and the Carthaginians nearly 500. But what occurred in Africa before the walls of Carthage was the most horrific. All that I am, all that Hannibal may become, the life or death of Carthage, all harkens back to those two fateful years in Africa. I’d lived through them. I’d been an eyewitness and a grim participant to the horrors and triumphs. Who better than I then to write about those momentous years?
I have another, selfish reason for telling this tale. I drift near the River Styx and have felt Death’s chilly breath upon my neck. Whether an assassin’s blade strikes me down, treachery betrays me or poison withers my limbs, I shall die violently and that soon. The Oracle knows. The priests of Melqarth have not lied. Men’s memories are weak, as I have said. They easily forget. My tale is inked insurance toward the speedy fall of Rome. For I have learned a secret, a potent and powerful truth. It lies in the gladius hispanicus, in the Iberian espasa—and it lies in what I learned those long years ago on the battlefield of Tunes.
Therefore, since my remaining hours are few, I must set the tip of the quill onto parchment and hurriedly scratch out the bitter story of my youth.
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