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The wind screamed out of the black sky, hurling spears of rain before it. It tore solid water from the ridged and roaring wavecrests that glimmered barely seen alongside, hurtling out of blackness into blackness. There was nothing for eyes to see however they strained, nothing in the world but wind and water mingled in lightless chaos. The helmsman could not see the ship’s bows; sea and sky were all one about him, and the waves that heaved the ship up to the shrieking wind and down to the clutching water were invisible forces. On the crests the ship reeled, in the troughs she lurched and laboured, and he fought the steering oar with all his strength and weight.

The ship was a wreck already. Water surged and tumbled the lull length of her; the oarsmen worked knee-deep in it. The mast was gone, and falling had broken half the larboard oars and smashed a great gap in her gunwale. It had been patched with canvas and shields and benches, but every wave that snarled along her flank thrust spouts of water under the patches, and her strained seams were spewing their caulking. Every man who was not at the oars was bailing desperately to keep her afloat. The spare oars and sail had been lost when the sea-anchor’s cable parted, that first night of disaster; there were only five pairs of oars left, and the weary rowers had all they could do to maintain steerage-way and keep the wreck before the wind. Now and again, as the wind slackened a little, the helmsman could hear their grunts of effort, but he could not see them.

In a brief lull, as the ship lay heavily in a trough, the helmsman shouted an order in a cracked, hoarse voice, and some of the balers relieved the oarsmen. It was raggedly done, and the ship lurched sickeningly as the sea wrenched at her keel and the wind pounced on her again. The tall helmsman flung all his weight on the tiller, ducked his head as a wave hurled its heavy top inboard upon him, drew a gulping breath of air that was half water and stiffened himself doggedly. They were all done, clumsy and slow and weak from exhaustion and hunger and battering. Four days and five nights they had fought the storm, and endurance was near its end. The helmsman, grimly screwing up his spray-blinded eyes in an effort to pierce the darkness forward, knew that the ship could not last more than a handful of hours.

A man floundered aft, and stood under the break of the poop in its exiguous shelter. He coughed and spat, drew a whooping breath, waited for the wind’s screaming to slacken slightly, and then reported, “Water gaining, Niall.”

The steersman grunted acknowledgment and struggled with the kicking tiller. It was not news to him. The wind was coming now in erratic gusts of violence, and mastering the heavy steering-oar took all the strength in his weary body.

“The storm will blow itself out by dawn,” offered the other man, “and land not far away.”

“Very near, by the feel of the waves,” agreed the helmsman. “And a strong tide running with the wind. Any guess where we are, Gorm?”

“Anywhere in the Western Sea, but my guess is Wales or Wessex.”

“Neither a coast I should choose to be wrecked on,” commented the helmsman grimly. “Know what kind of shore it is?”

“Depends where you hit it.”

A squall shrieked down upon them, hurling rain and sea together at the tall steersman’s hunched shoulders. The ship lurched soddenly, and he heaved on the tiller, grunting with effort. Slowly she righted herself, and the man shook the water from his face, gasping a little. His soaked hair grappled round neck and chin and blew in heavy wet ropes past his face. The other man was hauling himself up from the starboard gunwale where he had clung, cursing in a smothered voice of pain.

“Gorm, you should be in the cabin with the others!” said the helmsman sharply.

“Not while I have two feet to stand on, Niall.”

Niall clenched his teeth, thrust and stiffened automatically to the kick of the tiller, and tried to peer at his comrade, a denser blackness in that wild dark turmoil. Gorm had an arm broken and probably a rib or two cracked as well, but he had steadfastly refused to lie with the four other injured men, awash in their sleeping-bags in the tiny cabin under the poop. He was cursing and coughing together as he clung to the gunwhale, and Niall protested quickly, “Gorm, you can do no good here!”

“Rather drown in one piece than by inches.”

“See how they fare, then.”

The wind was plainly easing, the gusts lessening in duration and ferocity, though the waves still leaped on them from astern and tore worried the length of the hull, so that she tossed like a chip in a mill-race for all the weight of water in her. The rain hissed steadily, stinging the tall man’s cold flesh. He could not hear Gorm moving in the cabin for the blows the sea dealt, thrumming through every rib and board of the groaning fabric, but he saw the faint dark loom of him as he emerged and realized that dawn was on the way.

“Thorkill is dead,” Gorm announced flatly.

“God rest him,” Niall said. That made eleven dead; two killed by the falling mast, five lost overboard when the ship was swamped, one with his skull cracked against an oar-bench and three succumbed to injuries and exposure. Probably they would all be with Thorkill before daybreak; they must beach their struggling craft before she sank under them if they were to live, and by the leaden feel of her, scarcely responding to the tiller, he knew they had little time left. He peered forward, blinking his sore, swollen eyelids. The black sky seemed dark as ever, but he could discern the bulwarks on either hand diminishing into the night, the dull glimmer of the water rushing back and forth as she plunged, the dim movements of oarsmen and balers, and the yeasty waves ripping alongside. Faintly, almost imperceptibly, the sky ahead was greying with the first approach of dawn.

The erratic gusts were shifting, striking now on the larboard and now on the starboard quarter so that the ship was in imminent danger of broaching-to. Once she offered her broad-side to the waves she was done, and Niall fought the tiller desperately. Gorm joined his sound arm to the bitter struggle, smothering his coughing. The furious tide clutched the keel, and each wave threatened to thrust the waterlogged Raven bodily under and stamp her to the bottom. It was bitter cold, and inside his sodden clothing his body was numb and stiff with chill. Every battle with the steering-gear cost a greater effort, drained from him more and more of his failing strength.

“Set someone else to steer, Niall! You have been at it longer than any of us!” Gorm expostulated, as the wind’s fury died again to moaning and the rain’s lash-strokes eased.

“I will put the old Raven ashore myself!” Niall retorted. He had been at the tiller without respite since the previous noon, but with Gorm crippled there was no fitter man on board to set at the steering-oar. He could distinguish the black shapes of the balers, incessantly casting out the water that poured in, and the swaying rowers heaving stubbornly on the long oars. They were all shambling and clumsy now, reeling with fatigue and cold and hunger. Stores and cargo had gone during that first wild night, and they had laboured without rest in the bitter cold and wet on empty bellies. They were all bruised and cut and battered, their salt-soaked clothing had chafed their flesh to raw sores, and there was little effort left in them. Niall was in the same state himself, but responsibility for all their lives stiffened him. Land was near, dawn almost upon them, and somehow, though the ship was doomed, he must get his crew ashore alive.

“An hour or two left, if these gutless herrings can keep baling,” Gorm observed disparagingly.

That was a needless aspersion on the crew, for no captain ever commanded a better, but Gorm was never known to commend any man while he could find excuse to blame him. He was an admirable mate, but he reckoned Niall too easy a captain for the good of discipline, and considered it his first duty to chasten any who might take advantage of his weakness. Those near enough to hear him snorted and forced themselves to fiercer effort, and the larboard stroke oarsman lifted his head and croaked, “Never thought to envy a herring, but fins would not come amiss today.”

“And an end in someone’s belly, Helgi,” retorted Niall.

A ripple of weary laughter ran forward. The oarsman had long hair fair as bleached flax, gathering the dim dawnlight into a blotch of pallor against the black timbers. There was no difficulty in putting his name to him, when every other man was a featureless shape moving obscurely in darkness.

“Do not remind us we have bellies,” a baler protested plaintively, and won a mock groan from his comrades.

The rain was thinning. The gusts came less viciously; he could steady the tiller without needing all his strength to fight. As the tension eased from his muscles Niall became conscious of the utter weariness he had held back so long. He was trembling with fatigue and weakness, aching through all his body. The cold wind probed to his bones. Water splashed at him, black and bitter, from every wave that heaved at the stern; it surged about his ankles, licking at the Raven’s ribs and planking, and at every rise he saw on all sides a wild waste of dark water ridged and ribbed with white. He screwed up his eyes, trying to discover a shore beyond that roaring chaos, but though the sky ahead was paling now to grey, it was still too dark to see further than a stone's cast.

If Gorm’s guess proved right, after four days of shuttling to and fro in the Western Sea at the mercy of the Easter gales, a landing in Wessex might be as surely fatal as foundering in deep water. God only knew how matters stood in that last surviving Christian Kingdom, since Guthrum of East Anglia and Ubba Ragnar’s son treacherously surprised and slew its King in their mid-winter attack, and put the miserable land to fire and sword, but unless all resistance to their onslaught had already been crushed, shipwrecked Northmen might expect a sharp-edged welcome. Niall grimaced a little. It was no dispute of his, but it seemed he was thrust between the mill-stones.

“Whatever the shore, we must take our chance with it,” he said aloud.

“If we do not drown, we shall most likely be hanged,” declared Gorm equably. “Which would you choose, Helgi?”

The white-haired lad considered the alternatives seriously. “Whether we feed the fishes or the crows is no great matter, but surely Christian hangmen grant a man a full belly before stretching his neck?” He looked hopefully at Niall, who grinned back.

“With so many of us to dispose of, they will probably reckon it too great a waste of meat.”

“I hope they have the timber to do us justice,” said Helgi. 'And a headland where we shall make a fair showing,” Gorm supplemented.

“Hey, not so ready with your ropes, Gorm!” Niall exclaimed. “By my reckoning the fishes are the more likely to benefit!”

The grim jesting won another laugh. Niall leaned to speak in Gorm’s ear. “Open the arms-chest and give out the weapons, Gorm.”

Gorm cocked his head on one side like a wise old gull. “Arms?”

“When we strike there may not be time.”

He nodded and splashed away forward. When he at last returned the rain had ceased, the grey of dawn had spread upward over the whole sky before them, and the look-out in the bows, clinging drenched and battered to the high stem-post carved in the likeness of a raven’s head, was darkly outlined against it. Gorm proffered Niall’s own sword, and took the tiller while he clasped the belt about him. The seas showed no sign of moderating yet, and the strong current was sweeping them irresistibly into the breaking day, a fiercer tide than most seas knew. A western tide meant either the Channel or the Severn Sea, neither of which was familiar water to Niall. And now that the scream of the wind and battering of the rain no longer filled his hearing, he thought that over the surging sea he could hear the rhythmic boom of breakers.

He lifted his head like a tall hart, straining to hear. Beside him Gorm opened his mouth to speak and then checked, his ugly troll’s face, with its salt-rimed spiky whiskers, suddenly intent. “You heard it too?” he muttered.

“And misliked it.”

The look-out flung up an arm and yelled sharply. “Breakers! I hear breakers ahead!”

Niall peered through the murky twilight, wondering whether the land were to larboard or starboard. “Avast rowing! Backwater!” he shouted above the rapidly rising thunder of great combers bursting on rocks, and the oars threshed at the water until the stout wood bent as the rowers fought to check the Raven’s way and force her back. Wind and current had the ship fast, and she groaned and shuddered like a living thing. Then, greyer than the grey light, dim and ghostly and insubstantial-seeming as mist, he saw the curve of cliffs reaching round from his right hand to a headland whose foot was a smother of tall spray beyond the Raven’s bows.

Niall flung all his strength against the tiller. “Give way, larboard! Backwater, starboard!” he yelled. The Raven lurched and struggled like a wounded crab, almost inert with the weight of water in her, and the steering-gear creaked and strained. Gorm’s body pressed against his, and slowly, reluctantly the ship answered and came round. A wave surged up on the quarter, surged over and crashed a great black deluge onto the poop. It rushed and frothed the length of the ship, and she settled soddenly. The patch in her larboard side, fully exposed to the sea’s force as she obeyed helm and oars, spouted white at every make-shift joint. Slowly, slowly the desperate men fought her towards the point.

Dark rocks thrust gleaming out of boiling white foam. Low, steep grey cliffs loomed clearer and clearer, and at their feet, all along their curve, their jagged fangs grinned blackly as the waves leaped on them in an angry white smother, lashed high up their flanks and fell back to strike against incoming combers and hurl pillars of water at the sky. The sea swirled and dimpled, dragging and breaking over hidden reefs. Niall measured the distance to the headland and the arm of raging surf it reached across their bows, and gasped a prayer through clenched teeth.

“God, let us make it! Sweet Saviour, let us weather the point!”

The Raven listed further and further to larboard as the sea thrust under the patch, for all the frenzied work of the balers. Cross-currents gripped and twisted her as the waves wrangled among the rocks. A violent lurch kicked Gorm from the helm and threw him back into the knee-deep water, where he floundered weakly. Niall, winded and gasping, savagely fighting the tiller, could do nothing to aid him. Another comber broke over the poop, beating him down as he struggled to rise. The ship no longer had buoyancy to ride the crests; they broke on her as on a rock.

“Fins would be the better gear,” choked Helgi Whitehead, shaking the sea-water from his face as he worked hip-deep in a dark flood. Then the sea closed its jaws on its prey. The patch tore away, and as the headland rose gaunt and dimly shining on their starboard bow, the tide flooded in. Another wave broke over her poop and filled her to the oar-ports. Then her stern heaved up wearily. Gleaming rocks lifted their teeth out of the roaring tumult on her starboard side.

“A wet burying for us, and the fishes have it,” commented Helgi Whitehead as the Raven poised herself, and then she struck.

Niall was catapulted straight over the bulwarks by the impact.

Blinded and half-stunned, he was buried and borne down under roaring, solid water. He rasped against the Raven’s hull, his lungs bursting and bright lights flashing across his vision. Automatically he struck out. For a brief moment, in the trough of a wave, his head broke the surface and he gulped spray-filled air; then another breaker crushed him down and the undertow dragged him under, still fighting. Something struck his whole side a violent blow, pain paralysed him, and he sank helplessly into black darkness.

His senses came slowly and painfully back to him. At first he was vaguely aware that he was sprawling face-down on something rough and hard, and an intermittent icy wetness assailed his legs. All round him was a noise of roaring water and rattling stones. He opened aching eyes, raised his head a little and focused them on damp pebbles. He stared at one that was striped grey and white as though it could tell him how he came here. Then he turned his head. A few feet away a gull that had been inspecting him with its evil yellow eye uttered a harsh, derisive yelp and flapped away to seek another meal.

Niall’s right arm was doubled under his body, his left flung wide. With a grim effort that sent pain stabbing through him, he heaved himself up on his elbow, waited with his swimming head hanging down until it felt safe to lift it, and then struggled up, propping himself on his left arm to stare dazedly out over the sea.

It was high morning, and the storm blown out, though a brisk wind was driving frothing breakers slantwise across the little bay, and white clouds were scurrying overhead in a blue sky. The headland with its fangs of rock reached out on his left; some odd freak of the currents had swept him past the point and round into the slack water beyond, to cast him up here. He had lain on this shingle for some time; the receding tide had left only his legs in the water. It was close to a miracle that he lived at all. He looked about him, turning his head with some difficulty. Gulls were screaming and calling, soaring over the tumbled water and dotting the dark low cliffs with their white bodies. A pair of oyster-catchers ran back and forth along the water’s edge, piping plaintively. Nothing else lived. There was no sign of the Raven, nor of his crew. Niall tried to rise, but fierce pain wrenched him and he sank back onto the pebbles, sick and shuddering.

The tide had left his feet when he moved again, and this time managed to sit up. The pain centred itself in his right thigh, and half-stupidly he twisted to examine it. From hip to knee his braies were clotted to his flesh with sticky blood, but he could move the leg, so his first hideous dread of a broken thigh-bone was mistaken. The fear had helped to clear his head, and he fumbled clumsily at the knot of his cross-garters, hard and tight with soaking. Vaguely he remembered a struggle for life in black water, and a stunning blow. He must have been dashed either against the Raven's hull or a rock, but he had no more than grazed it. His leg was scored with shallow slashes, and most of the skin was gone, painful but trivial. He looked out over the roaring breakers and the rocks and drearily wondered how he had passed them alive.

Presently Niall struggled to his feet and staggered a few paces to a boulder that offered him support. He leaned against its rough side spotted with limpets and stared again at the headland. He groaned aloud. From this angle he could see the high prow of his Raven, wedged between the rocks and still thrusting a carved black beak at the blue sky. The waves clawed at her, flinging white fountains of spray over the proud head. All else was lost and broken in the wild green water that sparkled under the sun, and another tide would tear away that last wreckage. Not a man of his crew was in sight. He set his teeth and pushed erect, and limped painfully over the loose shingle to the great rocks lower down under the headland. Gulls screeched and soared, the oyster-catchers opened broad pied wings and flapped away, and the pebbles roared and rattled in one great grinding tumult as the waves crashed upon them.

He came past the rocks, and exclaimed sharply. A few yards away a dark body tumbled in the surf, grounding as the waves receded and floating as every creamy crest surged up the shingle. Niall stumbled down the slope. Pale hair streamed like strange tow-coloured weed, and he splashed into the sea croaking, “Helgi! Helgi” The first wave almost washed his trembling legs from under him, but he braced himself, staggered in with its backwash over ankle-deep, and grabbed at a clinging sodden tunic. He heaved at Helgi’s shoulder, and fell to one knee in his weakness.

The next wave broke over him and tried to roll him over and drag him away, but he shook the water blindly from his face and got to his feet, still gripping Helgi’s tunic. He dragged him, inert and heavy, over the turning pebbles and beyond the sea’s clutch. In the shallow water the body grounded firmly, and he could pull no further. He rolled Helgi onto his back, and then cried out and flung up his arm before his eyes. He turned and staggered back up the drying shingle, tripped and fell full-length. There was no mistaking Helgi’s flax-white mane, but of his impudent face there was nothing left, after the rocks had had their way with him.

The gulls were yelping and gliding round the body when Niall moved again, and the bolder ones were already ringed about it. As he lifted his head, one hopped upon its breast, and the hooked yellow beak lunged at the raw skull turned to the sky. Niall gasped and feebly snatched up a stone to throw. The bird soared up and swung in circles, shrieking malevolently. Niall shuddered, crossed himself and muttered a prayer for the dead, and then grimly turned away. For the first time it came to him that he might be the only man who had reached the shore alive, but he thrust that hideous thought from his mind. The other survivors must have landed on the other side of the point; it was an unlikely trick of the eddy that had swept him round it. As soon as he was steady on his feet he must climb it and find them.

He turned his back resolutely on the sea and looked to the land. The shingle yielded to coarse pebbly sand, and beyond that rough tussocks of sea-thrift and wiry grass climbed the slopes and topped the headland, where the gulls were nesting. Behind them tall dark woods lifted to the sunny sky along the steep banks of a narrowing cleft. Niall stumbled painfully up the shingle and floundered through the pebbly sand, where empty shells crunched under his rawhide shoes.

He heard a ripple of water, and suddenly realized that he was desperately thirsty. He struggled slantwise along the slope, tripping among the tussocks, and came at last upon a tiny brook hurrying over its stony bed to the sea. The water was brown and turbid from heavy rain, but he dropped heavily to his knees, cupped his hands and scooped it up, gulping avidly. Then pain knotted his belly, and he doubled up in a spasm of nausea, vomiting the sea-water he had swallowed. He sprawled on the wet grass for unreckoned time, limp with exhaustion. At last he roused, drank again, rolled onto his back and rested for a little while.

Niall no longer felt hunger, only a numb emptiness at his middle and a trembling weakness in all his muscles. He was equally numb to cold, though there was scarcely any warmth in the spring sunshine and the sharp wind bit through his sodden, sticky clothing. It would have been very easy to lie where he was until sleep drifted him uncaring into death’s hold, but thought of his men drove him. He lifted his head and looked at the headland he must climb to seek the wreck’s other survivors. Then he heaved himself to his knees and to his feet.

He reeled and steadied himself with difficulty, a very tall, powerful young man in a scarlet tunic that had been splendid. His black hair hung dulled and tangled over his shoulders, but his beard was trimmed close. Broad gold rings clasped both arms, a heavy chain of silver and amber hung about his neck, and a circular brooch of intricately-entwined golden dragons with garnet eyes was pinned at his throat. The oddly-curved knife at his right hip had haft and sheath of bright bronze patterned with silver inlay, his sword-belt was of linked silver plates, and the pommel of his sword-hilt was also silver. His lips twisted in a grim smile as he reflected that his gear made him well worth murdering.

He was looking for the easiest way up the slope when he heard a yell that was no gull’s cry, and turned his head. Higher up the headland on his left stood a man, sharp and dark against the sky. He brandished a spear and hallooed, legs braced apart as he twisted to summon his comrades. Heads and shoulders bobbed up along the crest, half a dozen or more; then someone shouted high and clear, and three of them diverged along the edge of the woods to cut him off from escape that way.

Niall was in no state either to run or fight, but he was not a sheep for easy butchery and he would not fare forth alone. He backed down the beach to set the tall rocks behind him. Men were slithering and scrambling down the headland and over the tussocks and crunching sands, shouting to each other as they came. They were not warriors, but peasants in rough homespun and sheepskins; there was no helmet, shield or byrnie among them, and they were armed with knives and clubs and a wolf-spear or two. His end would do him no honour; in normal vigour he would have laughed and run at such a rabble. Now he clambered painfully over a ridge of rock, floundering on the slippery seaweed that draped it, and then over another, to set his back against an up-jutting mass of stone patterned with grey-white limpets.

The first of his pursuers, fleet and slight and crowned with flame, reached the rocks as he faced them, and without further ado hurled his spear. He twisted aside, and it rang angrily, rebounded and rattled at his feet. He looked down into a furious beardless face, livid with hatred, and a curious shock assailed his entrails at the realization that a child would slay him. The daring lad leaped up onto the slippery weed and sidled crabwise to his left, and two more spears levelled for a throw beyond him. Niall crossed himself stiffly, drew his sword and lifted the cross of its hilt briefly to his lips, and commended his soul to Christ and the holy Saints. Under his breath he began to repeat the prayers for the dying, ducking under the second spear as his dazed brain fumbled the words. A stone beat into his midriff and doubled him up, gasping feebly. The next spear would finish him. But the lad had flung up a hand, shouting an imperious command, and the spear did not fly. The men below stood fast, gaping at him. Niall straightened up and stared dizzily into the level grey eyes in a lean freckled face. Fire-red hair blazed in the sun and dazzled his weary eyes.

“Are you Christian?” the lad demanded sharply, in speech differently accented but much like his own.

Another shock smote him; this was no lad, but a girl with her gown hitched almost to her knees and two thick ropes of red hair swinging past slight breasts. He stared witlessly at her, and her brows came together. She stooped and snatched up one of the fallen spears to menace him.

“You crossed yourself! Are you Christian or heathen?”

Niall's sight was blurring, so that the sunny shore vanished in a mist through which only the red head and grey eyes shone like a winter sun, but he caught at his failing wits and croaked, “Christian.” His sword drooped, intolerably heavy, from his weak hand, and he clutched at the limpet-studded rock to hold himself upright.

The girl came closer, staring keenly and suspiciously up at him. “Only pirates have come from the sea before you,” she said grimly. “But if you are truly a Christian you need not fear us. Come down.”

Niall leaned against the rock to brace his melting legs and mutely shook his head. If he moved from its support he would fall, and it was swaying like the gunwale of a ship at sea. The red-haired girl, whose bright eyes were now the only reality in the darkening mist, saw how matters went with him and started forward, calling to the men to help. Her voice faded thinly in his ears. Before any could reach him the last strength ran out of him. His knees buckled, the mist whirled and fell upon his head, and he subsided ignominiously full-length on the slippery weeds at the girl’s feet.



[image: 2]


Niall woke to darkness and quiet. He sighed and stirred drowsily, and for a moment, feeling no hard planking beneath him shifting to the lift of the waves, he thought himself in some port of the Middle Sea, waking in a soft shore bed, and everything that pressed vaguely at his memory a nightmare. But he lay alone, which was not his custom when he lay ashore; there was no stir in the darkness but his own breathing. He moved more purposefully, and tried to put out a hand. He was so swaddled that it was impossible. Straw creaked and rustled under and about him, and dull pains assailed him. He lay rigid, memory spearing sharply into him with keener anguish; the Raven’s end, the dark water, Helgi dead on the shingle, the red-haired girl. He stared up into the darkness, his face contracting with bitter grief. But the straw was soft, the bed warm, his exhaustion still heavy. His eyes fell shut, he rolled onto his side and burrowed deeper into the softness, and slept again.

When some sound roused him for the second time, he woke alert and in one piece, lifting his head to look about him. Streaks of sunlight golden with dancing dust-motes slanted round the frame and through the chinks of a ramshackle door of warped boards, lighting the windowless gloom of a small shed. He was bedded in a heap of straw that nearly filled it, and he was warm and dry and comfortable for the first time in many days. He peered into the dark corners, but no one was with him, and he let his head sink back and relaxed in the quiet with a little sigh.

He had been kindly used. He was closely wrapped in a soft woollen blanket and heaped over with sheepskins. His skin felt fresh and smooth to his exploring hands, no longer crusted with salt, and his thigh had been bandaged. Even his hair had been washed clean of the sticky sea-water, and when he wriggled his arms free of the blanket and linked his hands under his head, it curled over them in its usual disorder. Some faint recollection came to him of being carried into a crowded room, of a hot fire, many hands stripping him, the blessed comfort of hot water. The red-haired girl had indeed dealt well by him, and when anxiety gripped him again for his men from the Raven he thrust it away. Few of them were Christians, but surely his faith must be their shield too?

Anxiety would not be dismissed. He frowned at the dancing dust-motes, and all at once realized what was amiss. Gorm and Ari and Einar and all his comrades would never leave him senseless in strangers’ hands, alone and unguarded; if they were in this place, if they so much as knew where he lay, they would not be kept from his side. Yet he lay alone. He sat up, suppressing a groan. He was as stiff as a wooden dragon-head, and every muscle in his body twanged protest. He struggled out of his coverings, glanced impatiently about him for his clothing, and then caught up the blanket and swung it round his shoulders to cover his battered nakedness. Clutching it with one hand, he thrust open the crazy door.

A shaggy man squatting against the outside wall came to his feet in one lunge and presented a spear-point at his belly.

“Stand!” he growled.

Niall stared at him. Bitter blue eyes under a thatch of greying brown hair surveyed him malevolently, and the hands that gripped the spear-shaft were white-knuckled with fierce intent. His seamed and leathery face was alive with passionate hatred that desired nothing better than to drive the spear-point through to his backbone, and Niall did not stir a muscle. He knew he was too stiff and slow to evade the blow, and he waited impassively.

The man spat aside. “Wakened for judgment, heathen murderer? Thought you would sleep for ever!”

“What of my men? What have you done with my friends?” Niall demanded, cold fear clutching him.

“Get ready your own neck; you will burn in Hell wi”em soon enough, never fret!” the man savagely recommended him.

“They are dead? Murdered?” His breath caught in his throat, and he shuddered violently. The other man grinned at him in bitter delight at the success of that blow, and Niall saw, understood, and snatched at a faint hope. He might be lying to torment him. He straightened to his imposing height. “Take me instantly to your lord!” he commanded imperatively.

“And who bade you give orders here, heathen?” the man snarled, thrusting so that the spear-point jabbed into the blanket. A couple of young boys, also armed with spears, had drifted up behind him until their shadows touched Niall’s bare feet. Without turning his head or shifting his fierce eyes from Niall's face, the man said curtly, “Tell the master,” and one lad instantly turned and ran.

“Stick him through the guts, Eglaf,” said the second boy, regarding Niall with the same grim hatred.

“A rope and a tall tree will serve him better,” the man answered.

The two eyed him like wolves closing in on a deer at bay, wary and ready but sure of their meat. That sureness chilled Niall with it's implication that he was judged and doomed before he could speak to defend himself, but he paid no apparent attention. One self-betrayal was enough. The first boy was pelting back across the trampled garth, jumping the shining puddles as he ran. “Fetch him to the hall!” he called.

“Foward, you!” ordered Eglaf, jabbing emphatically at Niall’s ribs. “Keep out o’reach, Wilfric!”

Niall stalked impatiently forward, anger and anxiety lending illusory steadiness to his legs. He had no eyes for his surroundings, or for anything except Wilfric leading the way. His heart was thumping, his belly weighted with icy dread for what he must learn. One and thirty men had sailed with him into the storm, friends and comrades who had proved their love and loyalty over and over, and he clutched one hope to him; surely folk who had used him decently would not have murdered shipwrecked seamen. He did not notice the mud and dung through which his bare feet passed, nor the bitter eyes that watched from the doorways of surrounding huts.

He passed from windy sunshine, through a high wide doorway, into the smoky gloom of a long hall. Light entered through narrow openings under the eaves and the smoke-hole in the middle of the roof. A red fire glowed on the broad hearth-stones, and an iron pot, slung over it from a tall tripod, bubbled lazily. He blinked at the dimness, staring past the fire. There were no high seats facing it on either side of the long room, after the custom of his own people, but looking further he was aware of thronging figures and grim eyes at its far end, where his folk would set the women’s benches.

As he trod over the dry stale rushes, past the fire, his eyes accustomed themselves to the dim light. The high chairs were there, and a man sitting in one, his head a sharp blot of red against the dull blues and greens and browns of a woven hanging behind him. Beside him and before him in a ring other men sat on stools and benches and the floor; obviously he interrupted a meeting of the settlement’s adult males. They gazed at him with hangmen’s eyes, but he was past caring for hard looks and now, guessing at what had befallen, sure of death. He strode forward until he would have trodden upon the nearest man’s legs had he not twisted them aside. The red man opened his mouth to speak, but Niall gave him no opportunity.

“What have you done with my men?” he demanded fiercely. “Are any alive?”

The red man glanced aside at another red head on his right, the freckled girl who had surely no place in this assembly of warriors, and then answered quietly, “None.”

“Holy Saviour! You have murdered all?” Niall choked, reeled slightly as at a physical blow, and then plunged desperately at the red-haired man, to die with his throat in his hands. His own clumsy stiffness betrayed him. He tripped over the trailing blanket, men flung themselves on him, and he was borne down sprawling with a jarring crash. Pinned by arms and legs, with a weighty man sitting on his belly, he blinked up at Eglaf’s spear, hesitating over his breast-bone.

“Give the word, master!”

Niall twisted to glare malevolently at the red man, who had not stirred in his high chair. There were yet two other red-heads, on their feet beside him, as though they multiplied themselves before his distempered gaze. He tightened his lips; he would not utter a word that might be taken for a plea for mercy.

“Let him up,” said the red man calmly. “Hear me before you try again, Dane. Your men are dead, but we did not kill them.”

Niall twisted up into a sitting position as his captors reluctantly released him, staring witlessly at the red man’s grave face. “You mean—that none—that I alone—” he whispered thickly.

“You alone came alive to shore.”

Niall bowed his head upon his arms, on his updrawn knees, his brain whirling in dizzy blackness. Grief and horror rose in his throat and choked him. He had brought all his comrades to death then; Helgi and Gorm, Olaf and Ari and Einar—all his good friends and faithful crew. After a moment he mastered himself enough to lift his head and croak, “None? You are sure?” There was no doubt in him even as he asked; there could be none.

It was the girl who answered. “Sure. We have found nine dead, but the tides are strong.”

He got unsteadily to his feet, pulling the blanket round his shoulders. “I spoke in haste, and I ask your pardon,” he said wearily.

The red man nodded in dismissal. He was young, only two or three years older than Niall himself. The others were plainly his younger brothers and sister; they all shared, beside the hair, the same hawks’ eyebrows, straight nose and hard, steady grey eyes. He leaned back a little in his high-backed chair, his hands closing on the carved wooden arms, and Niall stiffened.

I am Leofric Ethelric’s son, Thane of Brockhurst,” he said. “Who are you?”

Niall Egil’s son of Waterford in Erin. This is Wessex?”

“You must know it is.”

“Only when I heard your speech.” No Viking need expect mercy from men of Wessex, and he wondered stupidly why he was not already swinging from the tallest tree on the headland as a warning to all others.

“A Dane out of Erin? We have cause to know Irish Danes.” The grey eyes were menacing as steel.

Niall made no answer. A faint impatience stirred in him; what sense was made by these long-drawn preliminaries to the inevitable? He threw up his black head in anticipation of doom, his dark eyes steadfast on the grey ones.

The red man shifted a little in his chair, and tugged gently at his short beard. “When you saw death you kissed the cross.”

“Yes.”

“But all your gear was a heathen pirate’s, and your ship a Danish galley.”

“Hang me and have done,” Niall said curtly.

“I do not hang even Danish raiders out of hand,” answered Leofric Ethelric’s son quietly. “You have this chance to explain yourself.”

Niall’s eyes widened a little; from a Thane of Wessex, in these days of blood, such a statement amounted to a miracle. “I am half-Irish and bred a Christian,” he told him.

“A renegade!” snarled the red-head on Leofric’s right hand. “A forsworn dog serving heathen idols!”

Leofric’s face hardened murderously, and Niall realized that an apostate was surer of a hanging than an unbaptised pagan in his evil ignorance. The spirit that had kept laughter alive among the Raven’s crew until she struck revived in him. He smiled at the red man. “We waste time. That I cannot disprove until all secrets are made known at Christ’s Judgement.”

The red man grimaced as though he had bitten into a sour apple. “So you, bred a Christian, have joined Ubba’s heathen host to kill and rape and plunder?”

“And claim Christian treatment when you come to justice!” the girl supplemented in frank disgust.

“I claimed nothing, and expect nothing but a rope,” Niall said pleasantly. “Nevertheless, I am not of Ubba’s host.”

“You dare deny it?” exclaimed the second red man incredulously.

“I do not glean where other men have reaped!”

The red man half-rose at that stab, his face paling in deadly fury. Then he seized and overpowered his temper to reply. “You will be the first-fruits of our harvest! We have a speedy way with war-scarred Danish warriors who claim to be Christian innocents!”

“I claimed nothing,” Niall reminded him with a wry grin, “and though after five days and nights storm-driven I reckoned myself glad of any shore, this is the first time I tread Wessex earth as well as the last.”

“Are you telling me that you are here only by chance of the storm?” Leofric demanded in frank unbelief. “That you were bound elsewhere?”

“I was bound for Spain. I am Niall Southfarer. If you were a Dane you would know my name and that I speak truth.”

“We are not Danes,” said the red girl flatly, “and have no knowledge of their captains’ ill-fame outside England.”

“He'd look well on yon tall ash above Gull Point, master,” observed Eglaf.

Leofric tugged at his beard again. The youngest brother, who had not yet spoken, said impetuously, “By his gear he must be one of Ubba’s great captains! Should not Odda have his hanging?”

“Niall smiled grimly. “You need not put Odda or me to so much trouble. I am no captain of Ubba’s.” Then suddenly his wits, which had concentrated on the task of speaking lightly in doom’s face, began to work. The last he had heard of Ubba Ragnar’s son, he had been wintering with his fleet in South Wales. Guthrum had been sitting in Chippenham with Wessex helpless before him, waiting for campaigning weather. Spring was come. Probably, he had marched and Ubba sailed to dismember the Kingdom’s carcase between them. He looked over the bitter, desperate gathering and knew it was so. “Ubba has sailed?”

“His fleet passed up the Severn Sea on this morning’s tide. Now have done pretending you know nothing of it!”

“I knew he wintered in South Wales, along with all Erin.”

“And half the Danes in Erin followed him!”

“I would sooner follow the Devil.”

“No difference,” stated the red girl savagely, “save that Ubba is mortal!”

“Oh, have done!” growled the second brother impatiently, and from the ring of villagers came a grim rumble of agreement. Niall tried to stiffen his pithless legs that wavered under his weight. if he should falter they would account him a coward.

“Before you hang me, grant me a priest to confess and shrive me,” requested quietly.

They gaped in shocked silence. “We cannot deny that,” the youngest brother said soberly at last.

“There is no priest inside a day’s ride,” said the second brother in a low voice

Leofric slapped both hands down on the carved arms of his chair, and sprang up. “Christian or heathen, a wiser than I shall judge you! You go to Odda!”

Niall blinked at him. Hunger and strain and the aching weariness of his battered body made the whole dispute a nightmare. He had been sure of death, and the sudden reprieve left him dazed and stupid.

“Hey, Hild!” called Leofric.

From the smoky shadow beyond the fire came forward a lean old woman, upright as a spear-shaft and striding like a man. Bleached blue eyes appraised Niall with all the enmity he expected, but an odd approval mingled with it.

“A fine tall lad to swing on a rope!”

“Not my rope. If by some marvel he tells the truth, I will not take it on my soul to murder a shipwrecked stranger—no, nor starve him to death either. Bring him food, Hild, and his clothes.”

“It will lie heavy on my soul to feed a Dane,” the old woman retorted sourly, but she lifted the hanging behind the high seat and disappeared into a room beyond. Leofric gestured, and the assembled men rose and straggled to the door. The folkmoot was over. Only the red-heads and vigilant Eglaf remained.

Leofric advanced. Niall, bracing himself to stay upright, found that his red head wavered and blurred in a most unaccountable fashion before his eyes, and the smoky gloom thickened and swirled like dark fog. He had no least idea what was happening to him, and stared at Leofric with wide dark eyes in a face drained of all colour. Out of the mist a hand gripped his elbow, and steered him aside. Something hard took him behind the legs and he sat backward with a jarring thump. His head sank almost onto his knees, cold sweat broke out on his skin, and he gasped for breath.

Slowly his head cleared, and he sat up, furiously ashamed that weakness had mastered him. He tried to stand and sank back, shaking his head as dizziness assailed him again. When he looked up, Leofric was frowning down at him.

The old woman stalked to them with a bundle and tossed it at his feet. He sat still with the blanket fallen from his shoulders, knowing that if he leaned to reach his clothes he would collapse full-length. Leofric made an imperative gesture, and the old woman snorted like a war-horse and went to the fire. The other red-heads stood behind their brother, curiosity warring with hatred in their faces. Then the old woman thrust a bowl of hot pottage, a horn spoon and a piece of bread into his hands, scowling as though she wished they were poison.

He ate slowly, and warmth and vigour started outward from his belly to all his body. Six inimical pairs of eyes followed every move he made, but he ignored them until at last he handed back the well-polished bowl with a courteous word of thanks that won a malevolent glare for answer. He looked from face to face, all grimly watchful. The youngest lad was staring in fascination at the imposing scar that raked his left ribs from hip to collar-bone.

He reached for his clothing, and his bruised, stiff muscles in twanged painfully. The days and nights of storm came vividly back to him, the cold and wet and heart-breaking labour, all for naught. Gay Helgi, paternal Gorm and the others were meat for scavenging crabs and gulls. He looked up at Leofric and asked abruptly, “What did you do with my men?”

“Your dead? Buried on the shore above the high-water line.”

Niall released his breath in a scarcely perceptible sigh. The Englishman asked sharply, “Do you claim Christian burial for them?”

“Only Helgi was baptised—the very fair lad whose face—no. So that they were not left to the crows and fishes, it is enough. I thank you.” He bent his head and fumbled blindly at the bundle.

“An apostate you are, condemned out of your own mouth!” the red girl flared. “You led heathen men against your own faith!”

Niall stared bleakly at her and stood up, clutching the blanket. “They were my dear comrades. We were traders, not Vikings.”

“You are a warrior scarred in battle!”

Niall looked at him in surprise. “But only a fighting man can trade in the Middle Sea and live!”

Leofric appeared disconcerted, and then, recognizing that in argument about commerce in the Middle Sea the disadvantage was entirely his, he shrugged. “Enough! Tomorrow at dawn we join Odda, Ealdorman of Devon. You go with us. If you try to set foot outside that door before then, Eglaf will kill you.”

Niall watched them go, and glanced once at Eglaf. He was a badger-grey man in middle age, and he knew his work; he stood a good six paces distant, beyond reach of a sudden leap and inside deadly sure spear-cast. Niall, stiff and clumsy and still weak from the past six days’ ravages, recognized that he had no hope whatever of passing the doorway. He unrolled his clothing.

The garments had been washed and dried, but the splendid scarlet tunic was shrunken so that it strained over his chest and shoulders, and the colour had run in great blotches. Yet no man could feel aught but ridiculous clutching an insecure blanket about his nakedness; it was a restoration of manhood to don proper attire. That was all he possessed. His arms and ornaments were spoil for those who had stripped him. He stood up, and limped about the hall to work some of the stiffness out of his muscles.

The old woman moved between the fire and the inner room. Eglaf brooded gloomily on a bench by the door, which had been left standing wide. Niall stood a few paces from it, where he could see out into the garth. He had a narrow view of two mud and wattle cottages, each with its byre under the one long roof; a building with a row of windows under its eaves that was probably a weaving-shed; a section of stockade beyond, a tilted field ploughed in stripes, and tall woods climbing a hillside to the cloudy sky.

It was about mid-day. A brisk wind was drying the puddles. A forge nearby filled his ears with clamour. Outside the cottage doors two women were grinding grain; the grate and thud of the querns made a milder background to the smithy’s din, and small children were squealing at a game. Leofric was standing by the weaving-shed, talking earnestly with a rosy, yellow-haired girl, heavy with child and near her time. His lean freckled face was proud and tender, and his hand came instantly and protectively under her arm as she moved to the shed door. She lifted her face to his and said something that set them both laughing as they passed from his sight.

Niall limped back to the bench and sat staring into the fire, absently rubbing his hand up and down his aching thigh. His thoughts were dreary indeed, of all his friends briefly struggling in the icy sea. He said a prayer for them, asking for God’s mercy on their honest heathen souls. He also would be dead soon, but not with them; there would be no place for a Christian in Rana’s cold green halls. Perhaps Helgi would wait for him, he thought crazily, and colour the road to Purgatory with his laughter.

The rushes whispered beside him. “Does your leg pain you?” a woman’s voice asked compassionately.

Startled, he looked up at the pregnant fair girl he had taken for Leofric’s wife. “Why, no—” he began, and broke off, standing in courtesy.

“You grieve for your friends who died? I am sorry.” She looked and sounded sorry, and to his shame Niall felt tears prick at his eyelids.

“I brought them to that end,” he muttered, gazing hard into the fire because it would not do to look into her sympathetic face.

“That is a grief all captains know,” she said gravely, and as he was surprised into meeting her eyes again, she added, flushing, “So my father used to say.”

He smiled warmly down on her from his great height. “My lady, you are very kind. Believe me, I am not your enemy.”

She flushed. Though her slim body was distorted by her weighted belly, she was the lass every man dreamed would wed him and mother his children, rosy and fair and gentle.

“Elfwyn!” another girl’s voice cried out from the door, and the red vixen came down the long hall at a run. She caught her arm, swung between them, and gently hustled her beyond Niall’s reach. “Would you have the Dane seize you for a shield and a hostage?” she demanded, affection warring with exasperation in her voice.

“I never thought of that!” Niall remarked truthfully, heard an emphatic snort of disbelief behind him and grinned. “Fret not;  your spearman did!”

“If he had put out his hand to you,” the red girl declared savagely, “my javelin would have been through him!” And indeed she carried one thrust under the back of her belt, its point slanting over her shoulder.

Niall asked curiously, “What possessed you to bring me here alive instead of throwing me back to the fishes?”

“It was my Christian duty! You crossed yourself, so how could I guess you were a Dane to be thrown back?”

“That being also your Christian duty?” he demanded, grinning wickedly; her challenge tickled his erratic sense of humour.

“The only good sense!”

The spearman grunted endorsement. Niall glanced over his shoulder at the spear within a hand’s breadth of his shoulder-blades, and said impatiently, “Rest your arm, man! I do not war on women.”

“We know how Danes make war!” the red girl spat savagely.

“Babes tossed on spears, maids ravished, women sold in your Irish markets!”

“I am not one of Ubba’s wolves, and this is no war of mine,” Niall said flatly.

“But it is our war,” Elfwyn answered soberly.

Niall suddenly saw her bereaved and lost, sold in Dublin market like a heifer in calf to bear her child to slavery. He saw the red girl broken and defiled, desolate in a strange land at the mercy of brutal men. Truly this was their war. A man risked only death. “God keep it from you, noble lady,” he said gravely.

The fair girl’s hazel eyes widened. “That is a Christian prayer!”

“Elfwyn, come away! You waste kindness on an apostate Dane!”

“Lady, your menfolk have neglected their duty by you,” Niall told her judicially. “They should have birched you twice a week and set you to mind your needle.”

She turned white and then red, choking on fury. A sharp point pricked between Niall’s shoulders and a growl from Eglaf invited leave to go through to his breastbone. The fair girl shot him a glance of appalled respect and then, her shoulders suddenly shaking, hustled her companion to the door before speech could be granted her. The spearman retired frustrated. Niall sat down again. He had had the last word, and that he would reckon an advantage seldom enjoyed by those who disputed with the red girl, but it was an ignoble triumph. She was only a scared girl facing the dreadful end of her world with pitiful courage, and he wished he had not baited her.

The sun left the doorway and sank towards the hills. No brothers stormed in for an accounting, so the girls had kept silence. Serving-lads came into the hall and set up the trestle-tables that stood against the walls, and arranged the benches for a meal. Old Hild grew busier about the fire, with a couple of young wenches to assist her. Wooden platters and bowls clattered. A man brought in a great basket of flat bread-cakes and distributed them. Savoury odours overcame the less savoury throughout the hall. Niall removed himself from under the servants’ feet to a bench further from the fire.

The high table, set up before the two great chairs, was spread with a linen cloth, and boasted a few vessels of greenish glass as well as drinking-horns mounted with silver or bronze. A lad was kindling torches set in iron brackets round the room; outside the sun had gone behind the hills, and already the lofty hall was dark but for the firelight. Then a horn bellowed, and men came in and took their places, scowling at him as they passed. A dozen or more dogs slouched to the fire, snarled at the stranger and settled to wait for the leavings. Evidently the women and children ate in their own cottages.

Leofric entered with his brothers and sister, his pregnant wife on his arm. Niall rose in ironical respect and saluted him, grinned cheerfully at Elfwyn from his great height and asked, “May I know your names?”

“Why?” Leofric asked dangerously.

“To remember them in my prayers, of course.”

Leofric gasped. The second brother, who seemed to have some trace of humour in him, chuckled aloud and took it upon himself to answer. “I am Edric, this Cynric, our sister is Judith, and my brother's lady is Elfwyn.” He steered his brother briskly up to the high table before any dispute could begin, and Niall sat down and regarded the cooking-pots.

A skinny urchin solemn with responsibility served him Lenten fare; coarse bread, pottage of peas and beans and onions, and new-caught mackerel grilled over coals. He was furnished with a spoon but no knife, an obvious precaution. If a horn spoon was not the fittest of tools for tackling fish, it would not serve to slide between anyone’s ribs. He ate with excellent appetite, having many missed meals to make up for.

The talk at the tables was subdued and troubled. Tomorrow all would set forth to join Odda, and the most hopeful could not expect to prevail against Ubba and his host, who had brought down Kingdoms. Niall frowned at his food. If it were not that their foemen were his own kin, against whom he might not lift steel on pain of damnation, he would reckon it a just and Christian act to bear a hand against Ubba’s heathen horde.

At the high table they were watching him. He caught the fair girl's eye and smiled at her. He had nothing but goodwill for her; she was pretty and kind as he liked a girl to be, not like the red vixen scowling at him, whose manners needed mending with the birch-rod her brothers so lamentably failed to use. He preferred his lasses with more flesh and less ferocity, and discretion to keep their little noses outside men’s affairs, but she would stay in one’s memory when a dozen like the other had been forgotten.

Judith was not an English name, and it puzzled him how she came to bear it. There was Judith in Holy Writ, striking off the tyrant’s head, and his lips twitched involuntarily at the likeness to his fierce spear-maiden. But the English were not given to naming their daughters from Holy Writ, even if any but their ill-schooled clergy had been familiar enough with it to do so. The most notable Judith in Christendom was of course the redoubtable Countess of Flanders whose marriages had scandalized Europe, and the connection came to his mind. Once she had been Lady of Wessex, child-wife to King Alfred’s elderly father. Ethelric of Brockhurst must once have admired her.

There was no lingering over the ale when the meal was over. The women went out into the further room, the bower. The men gathered about the high table for final orders and then dispersed. The brothers joined the women. Some men went out to their own cottages, and the others lay down to sleep in the alcoves along the sides of the hall. The boys took down the tables, threw the broken meats to the dogs, and scoured the wooden utensils with sand and water. Then they put out the torches and curled up in the rushes with the dogs.

Eglaf took his post by the door, his spear across his knees. Niall lifted a hand to him in ironical salute and stretched himself on the broad bench with his hands clasped under his head. Draughts swooped through the hall. The wind moaned in the smoke-hole like a grieving woman—a woman bereaved and ravished and sold into bondage. The dogs mumbled their bones with little cracking noises. Even when they laid their muzzles on their paws and slept they were a guard he could not pass; he could see ears lift and eyes glint whenever he stirred. The fire died to a great heap of white ash glowing dully at its heart, and stars sparkled at him through the smoke-hole. He watched them march steadily across it for a time. Then he sighed and reached for the blanket. He tried to shut from his darkened eyeballs visions of his Raven and his dear friends dead with her. It would be one of the pains of Purgatory that he had held his faith too lightly to try very hard to convert them, so that he could never hope to meet again their kindly ghosts. A dog growled as he rolled over and buried his face in his arms. His sleeves were wet when he at last found uneasy sleep.
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Dark night was still on them when Niall was marched out of the hall at Eglaf’s spear-point and across the open garth. A thin, penetrating drizzle was falling, and the torches held by a couple of lads hissed and spluttered. Someone half seen thrust a hunk of bread into his hand, and he stood munching it, alert for a chance to break free. Somewhere in the darkness geese were cackling and honking as if demented, swine squealed in answer, and a horse whinneyed. The flares shone greasily on a shifting pattern of helms and spear-points, or painted faces to red and black semblance of devils.

Shaggy ponies were led up, some saddled and some bearing packs. The men gathered into a company, save for Eglaf at his back. Niall, still chewing, glanced back to th e lighted doorway of the hall, that held their attention. Four dark figures came forth one by one, and the torches struck fire from three helms and one bare red head. Niall caught Leofric’s voice, low and earnest.

“…Ready to flee into the moors. I wish I could spare men to leave with you, Judith, but Odda must have all. But I leave our people’s lives in your hands with all my trust.”

“I shall answer for them with mine, Leofric.”

He bent his head and kissed her. “God keep you, little sister.”

Her voice wavered and then steadied. “God guard you, Leofric. And—and be sure I shall cherish Elfwyn for you!”

The two younger brothers kissed her, murmuring farewells too low for Niall to catch, and followed Leofric to the horses. Beyond the circle of torchlight other women had gathered, and children too; he could hear stifled crying. A baby wailed in the unfriendly dark, and the mother tried to hush it. Niall stared at the slim girl standing stiffly in the doorway’s frame, her hair a flame above her dim face, and felt an odd ache in his breast. These men were going to death, and all knew it. They would die for Wessex and Christian faith, and only God knew what would befall their helpless ones, though the Devil would have the greater hand in it.

The three brothers, booted and cloaked against the drizzle, came briskly across to the horses. Now the sky was growing grey, and dim twilight lighting the rain. They mounted. Niall was prodded to Leofric’s stirrup by the over-eager spear and tethered to the saddle-bow by a leather thong about his left wrist that left him about a yard of freedom. He glanced up at Leofric, who stared grimly ahead. A little smile twitched at his lips as he considered the red-head’s foot by his elbow. A jerk and a heave would give him an empty saddle, and though his weight would speedily founder the pony, the woods would readily cover him.

He went meekly through an open gateway and over a plank bridge that resounded to the horses’ hooves. His eyes grew accustomed to the grey light, now that the torches were left behind. The scents of beasts, dung and woodsmoke were washed from his nostrils by a cold breath from the sea, mingled, as they moved along a path by the stream, with an odour of wet earth and rotting wood. He looked ahead at the black curtain of woods hanging from the grey sky, his eyes lighting.

Leofric leaned to speak to him. “My men reckon you a burden they would be rid of, Dane.”

Niall glanced over his shoulder at Eglaf three paces behind him. “You take great pains to give Odda my hanging,” he commented.

“If you prefer it so, we can find a stout enough tree to accommodate you,” Edric said caustically from the rear.

“I prefer to be hanged by the highest authority available.”

“And what will that gain you, beyond a couple of days longer life?”

“A more comfortable departure, since Odda’s hangman is doubtless more skilful than yours,” Niall retorted, grinning over his shoulder. Edric had said a word too many. If he could not contrive to escape in the course of a two days’ journey he deserved no better than to hang. Once free he would find Ubba. Though he would not for any profit join himself to the sea-wolves in ravaging this Christian land, there would be Irish Danes in his host who would know his name and fame, his father’s kinsmen or even men who had sailed southward with him, whose aid would be his for the asking.

His damaged thigh bothered him a little, and he was still very stiff, though that would wear off during the march. The thong at his wrist caused him no bodily discomfort, and he was not a hero or a berserk to value his pride above his life. A trader learned patience and prudence, not because he did less fighting than a warrior, but because he staked his goods as well as his life and had fewer comrades at his back.

Daylight came as they moved up the valley, grey and dismal. The muddy track climbed the eastern side of the valley in a series of sharply-angled bends that mounted more and more steeply. Sometimes, looking down to his right, Niall saw the stream leaping among rocks in cream-white falls and brown pools. Mostly his attention was needed for the path, treacherous with mud and rotten leaves and slippery stones, but always the water roared in his ears. The tall trees were naked overhead, but the blackthorns were starred with white bloom, hawthorns budding in a green haze, and sheltered banks shone with gold of celandines and cream of primroses.

The fine rain weighted his hair and short beard, and as they climbed higher the wind strengthened, spattering heavy drops upon them. The rain slackened, and when at last the trees dwindled and scattered it had ceased, and the clouds were shredding. Gorse-thickets and great rusty patches of last year’s bracken, beaten flat among trailing arms of bramble, stretched between the stooping trees. Sheep-tracks wandered in and out among them up the hill, that lifted its gaunt ridges before him.

The trees were behind them, and the bushes crouched to the earth, leaning all eastward from the sharp wind. The yellow-flecked gorse was mixed with ling and bilberry. A pair of lap-wings swooped and tumbled in joyful curves of black and white, whistling to each other. They scrambled up a last steep slope, and checked to let the horses blow.

The harsh wind bit through Niall’s damp clothing and tugged at his hair. It hunted grey clouds towards the low sun, shining pale on his left hand and casting a thin radiance over the moor. South and west it lifted ridge behind sweeping ridge; grey grass, grey-black heather, grey-green gorse, grey rock and brown bracken merging into the grey clouds that trailed the fringes of their fleece over the further tops. In all that wide desolation nothing moved but wind and sunshine, and primitive fear prickled the hairs on Niall’s nape. It was a land for trolls and werwolves, not for men. He resisted the impulse to cross himself, and waited for Leofric to move on.

The English troop gathered about the leaders. There were six and twenty of them, beside the three brothers; every man of the settlement, from lads of fifteen who had never let blood to a couple of hardy grandsires grey and cunning as old wolves. Only the Thane and his brothers were fully equipped with helmet and byrnie, shield and spear, and the swords of their rank. Some had nothing but spear and leather cap. He thought of Ubba’s host, every man a warrior fully-armed, and knew a deep pity for these untrained peasants pitting their poor tools against them.

“The lowlands will be full of raiding Danes,” said Leofric abruptly. “We go by the hills.”

He started south-east under the rising sun. Deer and sheep trails meandered through the heather and rocks. He threaded along them and Niall with him, the wet herbage soaking his hose and soft rawhide shoes. He spared them a dubious glance; he would probably end this march barefoot. Clouds blew over the sun, and rain spattered briefly and fled before them. Grey wisps of mist trailed over the hills. They were keeping to the northern edge of the moors, Niall soon realized, trending up and down long swooping slopes. In the hollows gorse and bracken supplanted the heather of the higher tops, and sometimes in the gaps on his left hand he glimpsed the pale waters of the Severn Sea.

When the sun stood almost due south they halted in a gully beside a tiny stream, sheltered from the wind. Bread, hard cheese, fish and roasted eggs were produced from packs and bundles. Niall was released from Leofric’s saddle-bow, and his ankles hobbled with the thong. He grinned crookedly, sat on a rock beside the stream and watched the patterns the water made as it swirled among the brown stones of its bed. Someone ungraciously brought him food, and he ate hungrily. Some four paces away sat his faithful guardian with his spear across his knees. Niall flicked a piece of eggshell at him, and he scowled sourly.

Behind him the three leaders were talking quietly together. By now his ear was well attuned to their speech, like enough to his own Norse save for an occasional word and the unfamiliar accent. His bilingual upbringing and his foreign travels had made him quicker than most at picking up an alien speech.

Ubba’s host swarmed along the coast, raiding casually as it passed up the great estuary. Ealdorman Odda gathered his men in the eastward hills, the Quantocks, and watched the fleet’s movements, waiting for Ubba to beach his longships. Further eastward still stretched great marshes, and in the alder thickets and bogs a desperate last handful of Wessex men had taken refuge and made war on Guthrum, descending on them from the hills beyond. Niall guessed at the plan concerted between the Viking leaders, and knew that if Ubba could penetrate the marshland from the west, the beaten Kingdom’s last defenders were doomed. Only a captain of great heart could have held them so long to futile resistance, and he wondered who had risen to that task when the King was dead and his sons children.

He turned to look at the three young men. They were alike as three blades from the hands of one smith, lean wiry men of middle height crested with living flame. He liked them all. He would have accepted them aboard the Raven; he could not measure approval higher than that.

The talk had moved to a geographical discussion that meant little to him, but he gathered that much depended on whether Ubba rowed up a river called Parrett, and where he beached his longships and set up his base camp. There was mention of the Ealdorman of Somerset, Ethelnoth, who was probably the leader of the last remnant in the marshes. It was a pity, Niall reflected, that he was unlikely to live long enough to see the outcome of that valiant struggle—but did he wish to see it end in blood and tears and fire?

Leofric got up, and with Cynric moved to the horses to examine a pack pony that had gone lame. Edric turned and came to Niall, who carelessly brushed crumbs from his tunic and mentally estimated how far he could jump from a sitting start. Eglaf lifted his spear, but he had already marked a suitable rock beside his loot to hurl into Eglaf’s face. Edric however halted beyond reach, and Niall glanced up at him calmly and relinquished another hope.

“You are one of Ubba’s great captains?” he said sharply, as much in statement as in question.

Niall lifted his brows in mild surprise. “No.”

“The truth will serve you best, Dane. It might even save your life, if Odda can use you as a hostage.”

“I am no more to Ubba than you are. I am a peaceful trader.”

Edric snorted. “Aye, you bear yourself like a trader, your gear was a trader’s, and you are battle-scarred like one!”

Niall grinned. “A peaceful trader in the Middle Sea,” he defined it for this untravelled farmer, “is one who never attacks. He finds his bellyful of fighting in defending his own.” He shook back his mane of black curls and plaited it roughly in his neck, looking straight into the disbelieving face. At a little distance or in a poor light his eyes seemed black, but in fact they were the dark blue of a young baby’s eyes, and, like the milk-white skin he inherited from his Irish mother, accorded very ill with his great stature and bold bearing. Their candid calm appeared to disconcert Edric. He glanced down at Niall’s hobbled feet, and caught his lower lip under his teeth. Then he grunted contemptuously. “A peaceful trader of course would sail out of Waterford into the storm, instead of biding in harbour until the wind blew fair!”

“Not if he had the choice,” Niall answered, amusement suddenly smitten from his face. “I had none.”

“Why not?” Leofric asked from behind him. He and Cynric had approached unnoticed during the brief dispute.

“I killed four noteworthy men of Waterford. Their kinsmen and friends were many, and wanted blood for blood.”

“Why did you kill them?”

“They murdered my mother’s brother and his sons.”

That left them all without words to answer. They turned from him with shocked faces. Then one of the men untied his feet, and he was escorted to the ponies by half a dozen spears, a guard that brought the smile back to his lips. “You honour me above my deserts,” he observed ironically to Leofric as he swung into the saddle. “I am not a berserk, to tear out your throat barehanded with a dozen spears in me.”

“A model of prudence—or a peaceful trader!” said Edric, who seemed to have recovered a bitter-flavoured humour.

“Prudence,” Niall gravely assured him, “is the first need for survival in the Middle Sea.”

“It is ill-done to bait a prisoner, Edric,” Leofric quietly reproved him.

“Nay, will you deny me the last sport I am likely to enjoy?” Niall protested.

The lad Cynric gaped as if he could not believe him real. “Are you not afraid at all?” he blurted, and then flushed scarlet. “You—you take it as a jest—”

Niall considered the question quite seriously for a moment. “My head has sat loose on my shoulders many years.”

“But you go so cheerfully to face Odda—” the boy began, his face creased in bewilderment, and failed to finish the doom-burdened sentence.

Niall grinned. “What choice have I? To be dragged at your brother’s saddle, and goaded by Eglaf’s spear in my backside?”

“He is being meek and obedient,” Edric grimly enlightened the youngster, “hoping that we will grow careless and afford him a chance to run—and God help the man who stands in his way then!”

“He would come to no more harm than would be needful to shift him from it,” Niall assured him. “I bear none of you any ill-will.”

“Edric uttered a bark of unwilling laughter, but Leofric twisted to look sternly down at him. “And you would join yourself to Ubba to ravage our land?”

“No,” Niall said flatly.

“No? What other way would you take?”

“I do not know.” It was the question that had hammered at him day, and he had found no answer; a harsher, more urgent version of the problem that had shaped his whole life. He was at once a Christian and a Norseman, an anomaly rejected by both. He would not fight his faith, he could not fight his kin. His nearest kinsman was one of Ubba’s captains, and Ubba was Christ's  avowed foe; Ubba who with his evil brother Ivar the Boneless had ravaged the North, seized Dublin’s Kingship, taken fire and slaughter through the great abbeys of East Anglia, and tortured to death the holy martyr King Edmund. He met Leofric's accusing gaze. “I am a Christian!” he declared half-angrily. “And this is no quarrel of mine and I want no part in it!”

“Your part will be a rope!” croaked the doom-raven Eglaf. Niall shrugged, and thereafter, as the brothers had no more to say, gave his thoughts to escape. His hopes had diminished since morning; the English were entirely too vigilant and too many. He must wait until dusk. Even if by some marvel he could dodge the spears, overthrow Leofric and take his pony, he would easily be run down on the open tops by lighter riders.

As the afternoon wore on the heather-covered heights were left behind. The moors swooped down to rolling foothills. Forest filled the hollows, sweeping eastward in shaggy black masses that lifted again to further hills, lower and less bare. Here and there gaps had been hacked among the trees, and the varied colours of ploughland and pasture betrayed a settlement, but since the farms were usually tucked away in the valley bottoms they were seldom visible. It was a region of farmsteads and small hamlets, not of extensive clearings and populous cornland. In all that day they saw no other man. The hill-pastures were left to deer and wolves, the beasts driven into the woods, the women and children in hiding and the men away with the fyrd.

The sun was descending behind them and their shadows stretching gauntly from their feet, when Leofric turned left-handed into a slight hollow no different from the rest. Over his shoulder he called, “We will spend the night with Redwulf’s folk. They may have news of Odda.” Men grunted agreement, and pushed on the tiring ponies.

The hollow dipped into dark woods, its sides rising steeper and more rough, ribbed with grey rock. A little stream skipped down it from pool to pool. Sheep-paths wound in and out among gorse and bilberry and bracken, converging to a well-marked track, muddy and slippery under thickening trees. Now and again Niall glimpsed, between leafless branches and over the treetops below, the Severn Sea sparkling green and gold under a pale sky.

He grimaced to himself at the thought of being exhibited to Redwulf’s household like a chained bear, and reflected that a stockaded farmstead would afford him less chance of escape than an open camp. He went on stolidly beside the pony. His rawhide shoes, as he had anticipated, had worn through, and tough as his soles were from going barefoot aboard ship, he was footsore and weary, his leg-muscles protesting against the unaccustomed climbing. He looked ahead for the clearing as the valley widened. His ears pricked for the lowing of cattle, a dog’s warning bark, or the thin cries of children. A missel-thrush whistled from a high ash beside the track, a woodpigeon clattered away unseen, and somewhere rooks were squabbling, but no other sound reached him.

Darkness gathered under the trees and overflowed across the path. When it opened into a clearing he blinked at the flood of light and almost tripped over a tree-stump which showed weathered yellow axe-work, that winter’s felling. The track twisted among raw stumps, furrowed and torn by the sledges that had dragged down the timber. Lower down they were grey and decaying, entangled by thickets of brier and bramble. An arm of untouched woodland stretched along the stream’s left bank, so that he had only a narrow view over rough pasture sloiping to ploughland below. The farmstead buildings must be hidden behind the trees.

Uneasiness prickled at Niall’s scalp, and he stared across the clearing for a moment before he knew why. Daylight had still a couple of hours to run, but no beasts grazed on the common, no sheep bleated on the hill, no pigs grunted in the woods. He could hear only woodland birds singing, and the demented quarrelling in the rookery. And not a wisp of smoke climbed into the sky beyond the trees, when every household fire should be cooking supper.

“Are Redwulf’s folk all fled into the woods with their beasts?” Edric wondered aloud.

“Most likely. Too near the sea for aught else. Wind the horn, Wulfstan.”

A long blast resounded down the valley, announcing their arrival as custom and law required. Thrice Wulfstan blew, scaring the woods into silence, and no answer came. Leofric exclaimed under his breath, kicked his mount briskly in the ribs and cut directly across the rough ground to the point of woodland. Niall, taken by surprise, was almost jerked from his feet. He was hauled across the clearing at a run, dodging and jumping obstacles as best he could.

A hooded crow flapped up from a bramble-patch with an angry squawk, followed by another and then a third. Something grey and dull-red lay beyond the brambles, a dead sheep, he guessed.

The pony shied, and Leofric reined in so abruptly that it reared back on its haunches with a squealing neigh of fear. The thong wrenched Niall's's arm almost from its socket, he evaded the flailing hooves by sheer luck, and then Leofric was forcing the trembling beast round the trails of bramble. Niall stumbled with him, and then stopped as if stunned, staring at the crows’ meat with writhing entrails and the colour drained from his face.

A boy of ten or twelve, he judged, though there was little indeed to judge by; wolves had been before the crows. Rags of an undyed woollen garment clung to the remnants. He crossed himself automatically, and above his head Leofric whispered prayers and curses. The others gathered round in dreadful silence. A youngster plunged away to vomit. Another wept. Edric dismounted and stooped.

“Skull split from behind,” he said flatly.

Leofric jerked his horse’s head round and kicked the weary little beast into a scuttering run. Niall had barely time to catch his stirrup-leather and save himself from being dragged. He bounded alongside with his black mane flying, and kept his feet by a frantic clutch when they reached the corner of the woods and Leofric wrenched his pony ruthlessly back on its haunches.

On the slope beyond, white ash mingled with black charcoal in desolate rain-flattened patches, with fragments of seared timber sticking up at odd angles here and there. Parts of the half-burned stockade sagged crazily, black and crooked. They stared white-faced at each other, and in heavy silence moved reluctantly down to where the gate had hung. More gorged crows squawked at them and flapped to perch on the charred stakes, and a fox streaked away down the valley and across the ploughland.

They left the sweating, terrified horses near the gateway, in charge of the three youngest lads. Leofric freed Niall’s bleeding wrist, tugging at the knots with shaking hands, and ordered him forward with a jerk of his head. No one spoke. In the gaping gateway lay the body of a great dog, its head almost severed, torn by the crows. Niall stepped across it, Eglaf’s spear jabbing through his clothes, and the first thing he saw in the open garth was a woman’s corpse, naked and bloody. There were other bodies, some in the open, some charred and black in the burned ruins of hall and cottages, barns and sheds. The wolves had not ventured within the enclosure, but the crows had feasted. Over all hung the stink of burned, damp-quenched wood, of burned flesh and cloth. Niall’s skin crept coldly on his flesh as he saw that there was not a dead man among them. Leofric turned terrible eyes upon him.

“Women and bairns! Your heathen kindred’s work!”

Niall nodded. Speech was beyond his frozen tongue. All his years of sea-faring had never shown him such horror. Leofric’s seax was in his hand, and Niall expected its point in his breast. He had no blame for him. This vileness filled him with the same sick fury, and a searing shame that he had ever claimed kinship with a man of Ubba’s. His steady gaze somehow checked the blow.

Leofric gulped and thrust the blade into its sheath. Niall looked about him again, and then walked steadily towards the dead woman. Edric reached her first, stooped, and then lifted a grey face on which the freckles stood out like ink-blots on parchment.

“Redwulf’s sister Wulfthryth,” he said, his voice half-strangled. Niall looked down once on the used and butchered girl. Himself of entirely normal desires, he could not imagine any man’s taking pleasure in an unwilling woman, much less slaughtering her when he had eased his lust, though warfare bred such men as carrion bred maggots. Edric had moved away, and halted by the two half-burned posts that stood where a cottage door had been. He bent over something beside one, a toddling boy half-buried in damp grey ash that failed to hide his smashed head. Almost at Niall’s feet lay a long strip of blood-dabbled linen, an infant’s swaddling-band. He clenched his hands so that his nails bit into his palms, shivering with nausea.

Edric came back, his lean young face a dead man’s but for his eyes. “Surprised in their beds. Half-dressed at most. Last night.” His lips closed into a white line, and his gaze fastened on Niall in hatred and loathing. They were about him like wolves on a bayed deer, and he waited to be torn in pieces.

“Elfwyn!” Leofric whispered under his breath. “Ah, God!” He lifted his hands to his eyes. Cynric beside him dropped suddenly to his knees in the damp ashes and wept like a child at his first sight of war’s grimmest face, and none rebuked him. The Thane mastered himself, and said in a shaking whisper, “We cannot leave them—not to the wolves—”

“Not to the wolves,” Edric agreed, in a high unnatural voice. Leofric stared blindly about him, and then turned on Niall. “You will bury your kindred’s victims, Dane!” he snarled, his seax at his breast again.

It was just. Leofric could never be less than that. Niall's face stiffened. He nodded. “Dig a pit. I will see to—to all else.”

It was the only atonement he could make, and he made it willingly, sparing the men who had known these dead as friends, though sickness curdled his heart within him. The Englishmen dug a broad trench in the rain-softened earth with spear points, sticks and bare hands, while he carried up the stiff, distorted bodies one by one and laid them in it. Eglaf stalked after him like his shadow, among the ashes and wreckage, up to the woods’ edge and back, through all the burned ruins again in search of the baby in the swaddling-bands until he found her under the stockade where the spear had tossed her. Five women and eleven children made the tally, but it was the baby that finished him. He ripped off his fouled tunic and wrapped her riven body in it; he stood aside as the Englishmen began to throw back the earth, his belly knotting and cold sweat breaking out over all his body, and suddenly his hard-held control broke. He fled down the slope to the stream, never seeing the javelin that flew over his shoulder and thudded into the ground ahead for the tears blinding him, fell on his face among the dead brown rushes and was sick as he had never been in all his days.

Spent and shivering, he crawled at last to the water’s edge. It was icy cold, but he scrubbed at his hands and soused his head in it again and again in a kind of frenzy. When at last he sat up to wring out his dripping hair he was dully surprised to find Leofric standing over him and a half-circle of English steel around him. He stumbled somehow to his feet. He would die standing, not crouching on his knees like a craven. He clasped his hands behind his back and straightened to his great height, his dark eyes fixed on the Englishman’s grey ones instead of on the seax.

“I do not blame you,” he said tonelessly. “May God acquit you of it also. Only let it be at your own hand, and quickly.”
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Slowly, fumbling a little, Leofric slipped the long knife into its sheath. Niall’s hands locked more tightly over each other. It was to be a harder way, then; the dishonour of a rope. Indeed, how could he have imagined that they would grant him a better death for what had been done in the burned farm? It was vengeance they asked. Under his breath, his lips moving soundlessly, he began to repeat the prayers for the dying remembered from his boyhood in the great monastery.

Leofric said violently, “Blame? What fault of yours it is?”

Niall stared at him. “They were of my blood who did that vileness.”

“Let each man bear his own guilt!” cried Leofric over the muttering of his livid men.

“It is not good to me to live after I saw,” Niall said in the lifeless voice extreme shock had left him. “Let blood pay for blood, Thane of Wessex.”

“Do you think innocent blood will pay us?” snarled Leofric, and turned sharply to plunge through the murderous ring. “Bring him along!” he ordered over his shoulder, and made furiously for the horses.

Niall went with them like a sheep. He stood dumbly at Leofric's stirrup and held out his wrist, his head hanging so that his long hair screened his grey face. Rough hands made him fast, but he did not look up to see whose. Crows squawked from the unburned posts of the stockade, a row of them waiting to resume their interrupted meal. He shivered at the sound and stared at the trampled grass beneath his feet. Then the thong jerked him away, and he shambled along beside the pony like a drunken man, neither knowing nor caring where he went.

They did not go far; back up the valley they had descended, until the woods hid the dead farmstead from sight. In a sheltered hollow among the trees they unsaddled and made camp, tethering the hardy ponies where they could graze on the new young grass, building a fire and dispiritedly preparing a meal. The immediate flare of rage had died in them to a steady, bitter glow; they were grim and silent, haunted by memory of what they had seen and by fear for their own women and children left unprotected. Niall, released and pushed into the midst of their activities, sank down against a tree-bole with his head on his knees, paying no more heed to his captors. The horrors he could not thrust aside came between his closed eyelids and the darkness. He shivered even though a fire was beginning to snap and crackle close by.

Men moved about him. The fire grew hotter, drying his clammy shirt where it was exposed and his long hair. Scents of cooking overbore the cold scents of wet earth and crushed herbage, but the woodsmoke was like death in his nostrils. Someone growled a disparaging comment on his manhood; he heard the words as from a great distance, but they meant nothing. Eglaf jerked his head up by the hair and thrust a lump of bread under his nose. He struck the hand aside and buried his face in his crossed arms, his entrails heaving within him. Thereafter they left him alone in his shame and abasement, and gathered round the fire to eat a gloomy meal, devoid of conversation.

A toe prodded briskly at Niall’s thigh. “You take it hard, Dane,” said Leofric’s grim voice. He moved his head on his knees, but made no answer. The toe prodded him again. “Have you not seen before how Ubba’s host makes war?”

Niall drew a ragged breath. “It was the baby,” he muttered without lifting his head, his voice muffled. “The baby tossed on the spear. By my kin.”

“They were my kin who died,” said the wintry voice.

“You should have slain me there.”

“No.”

Niall looked up at last, and blinked stupidly in surprise. Darkness had come down while he crouched under the tree, and Leofric stood over him in red firelight, his face reflecting its glow from its angular bones, dark-shadowed in its hollows. “I did not tell you,” he said steadily, “that my father’s cousin is one of Ubba’s captains.”

“Who?”

“Rorik Cropear.”

“Aye, now we have the truth,” Leofric said contemptuously. “We know his name in Wessex. You came to join him?”

“I did not lie. I have never met him.”

“Then why name him now?”

“It is not good to me that I should live.”

“I did not know that a Dane had a conscience,” Edric commented savagely from the other side of the tree.

Niall stared into the fire, seeing again the bodies he had laid in the wet earth. “I said it was not my quarrel,” he explained wearily. “I meant to claim a kinsman’s aid and keep my hands clean of his works and his warfare. Now I have seen what I would have called kin!”

“Since he is—” Leofric began.

Sudden passion sparked in Niall, and he twisted up onto his knees, striking with one hand at the tree’s rough bark. “A Christian claim kinship with Ubba’s captain?” he cried furiously. You should put your sword through me here and now!”

We are not heathens,” Leofric curtly refused.

“Then put a weapon in my hand and set me in the forefront of your battle!”

“Dare you pretend you would fight your own kin?” sneered Edric.

“I disown that kinship!” Then the fire died in him; sank to ashes and was gone like flame in dead grass. He dropped back against the tree and bowed his head. “Of course you cannot believe me,” he muttered dully.

“Of course!” Edric agreed with a snap of teeth. “And I thought better of your wit than to try us with such a tale!”

“Make fast,” Leofric nodded to the hovering Eglaf. He and a comrade fell upon Niall and roped his ankles, bound his wrists together in front of him and his arms to his sides so that he could not reach the knots with his teeth, and then made yet more sure by tying him to the tree. The fire was banked with turf, and the Englishmen rolled up about it in their cloaks. One man remained awake, sitting on a rock. Now and again he got up and prowled about, from the camp to the horses and back.

Niall leaned against the tree and stared blindly into the fire. He could have wriggled down in his bonds to lie on his back, but sleep was far from him, and if he found it he knew it would be haunted by nightmares of the kind that filled his waking mind. He had known how Ubba made war as long as he could remember. He had heard warriors boasting about Waterford as a child, shuddered with the monks over tales of slaughter and martyrdom, bargained in Northern ports with Viking captains and known he was paid in looted goods. Now he had seen with his own eyes, and the reality scalded his soul with shame and guilt.

He had claimed that this was no quarrel of his. He had imagined that he, the cuckoo child despised alike by his Irish and Norse kin, could reconcile his two conflicting loyalties by evading both, sailing south beyond their demands. Now they had entrapped him, and he saw plainly that he had come by his deserts.

He was a fool and a coward and a cheat, who had prided himself on sense and courage and honesty.

Niall had held his faith lightly enough since he revolted from the monastery and fled to sea, reckoning it half-ruefully as a handicap to a seaman, but it was yet as much a part of him as his blood and bones. He saw very clearly that now, when it was already too late, he must choose between kin and faith, and that a Christian had no choice. He must go before Odda and submit to his judgement, either atoning with his life for his folly and cowardice and dishonesty, or striking with him for Wessex and Christian faith and for the butchered innocents below.

The decision eased him. He had sat brooding against the tree for a long time; the guard had twice been changed, the fire had dwindled to a red eye winking as the wind stirred, the moon had mounted to shine cold and white over the leafless trees. He sagged down against the rope in an uneasy doze. Twice he jerked awake as it dragged at his chest, and at length he wriggled into the easiest position he could find, his head on a projecting root, and fell into comfortless sleep.

A faint yell woke him. He jerked up and was pulled back by the rope, so that he bumped his head against the trunk and came to complete awareness. Someone was calling from above, crashing down through the woods, and about him men were casting off cloaks, grabbing weapons and scrambling to their feet. A black body loomed over Niall, and a long silver glimmer against his breast informed him that Eglaf was already attending to his duty. Then the voice shouted from quite close, sharp and eager.

“The beacon—Odda’s beacon!”

Someone kicked the fire to life and cast a handful of dead twigs upon it. The swift flare lighted tense faces and drawn blades. A man dropped panting between the trees and ran to Leofric.

“The beacon is burning on Quantock! The Danes are landing!”

“Saddle up!”

Before the brief blaze had begun to dwindle the packs had been strapped on the ponies and the camp was cleared. Two men released Niall while Eglaf stood by, his spear-arm drawn back for a lunge. The giant came stiffly to his feet and stretched his cramped muscles. He might have thrown himself into the bushes and made a run for freedom, but that way was no longer open to him. He submitted silently as he was tethered again to the saddle, his decision of last night hardened into resolution. They started up the hill, leading the horses.

The moon gave good light, and on the crest they all stared eastward at the red flare far away in the windy dark. It must have been long lighted, for the first tall yellow blaze had died to the scarlet of a forge-fire under strong draught. Leofric grunted in his throat and mounted. Niall, forewarned this time, gripped the stirrup-leather. Morning would be journey’s end for him, but he was ready, and his regret was that he could not die fighting to avenge the baby tossed on the spear, the child dashed against the doorpost and the raped and murdered women. He had no one to weep for him, no one who would even wonder what had befallen him when he dropped out of life like a stone into deep water.

The moon was dropping behind the hills at their backs when dawn caught up with it, a thin grey light rising where that last red glow of the beacon waned in ashes. Slowly it put out the stars, and the clouds coloured in red and purple streaks along their lower edges. The dead grey and black hills turned green and brown, and a first lark mounted the new day in shrill exultation.

They moved downhill into dank blackness of woodland, a rough track under their feet. Dawn came in crimson and purple splendour, flaring in wide stripes across the paling sky. They faded to rose and gold as the sun came up and then dimmed to grey, darkening in the west with promise of rain. The track began to climb, and the brothers dismounted to ease the tired horses.

The lame pony lagged more and more, and presently Leofric halted the troop and gathered some of the men about it. After a brief discussion they divided its load among the others and turned it to forage for itself. They pushed on, their driving urgency fiercer for every mile they covered. Then the trees straggled and thinned, and they were climbing the last whale’s back of the hills where a few hours ago the beacon had blazed to summon them.

On the top they paused, the damp wind tugging at hair and cloaks, grey sky all about them and at their feet the land and water. On the left hand the Severn Sea lay grey and cold, with the hills of Wales lifting blue beyond; on the right rolling wooded hills and below them a twisting river estuary with the tide making over flats and mudbanks, and the great black and leaden expanse of marsh and alder-thicket reaching on its further side to another line of grey hills. Niall saw it all in one swift look, and then shaded his eyes to peer more closely at the narrow black shapes like long-legged water-beetles creeping up the winding river in line ahead.

He drew sharp breath, his heart suddenly thumping. Around him the Englishmen stared in deadly, bitter silence as Ubba’s host rowed up the Parrett River to pierce the last barrier Wessex could oppose to them. He counted the ships, cautiously working up the unfamiliar river with the tide. Twenty-three; that meant something over two thousand warriors, arrogantly sure of conquest. He looked for Odda of Devon, and glimpsed movement among the trees lower down the slope. A very grim smile twisted his mouth.

Leofric came round the horse’s head, loosed the thong, and tossed it to a couple of his men. Niall stood still as they tied his wrists together, looking out over their heads at the sea he would never sail again and wondering if the monks and his Irish kin had been right about his inevitable damnation as a child of heathen devils. He shrugged slightly; he would soon know. Death came to all men. He only wished for a weapon in his hand and a chance to die killing Danes who tossed babies on spears.

“Down, you!” Leofric snarled, thrusting at him, and they were all running down the hill, the horses scuttering along among them. Niall’s long legs kept pace, though his bound hands made him awkward; at least they had not tied them behind him. Someone shouted a challenge as they reached the trees, and was answered by Leofric; then they were in the wood, crowded with waiting men who peered between the leafless boughs at the ships rowing steadily with the tide, and fondled their weapons, and bleakly waited. The newcomers pushed among the crowds in a compact body, Niall in their midst so that he was not seen to be a prisoner. The horses had disappeared, left somewhere on the outskirts of the wood.

The sun had blinked out between the clouds when they came down to open ground, a rough slope of pasture running down to level ground by the river. The ships were nearer now, sharp and clear against the sunlit water. Niall could distinguish dragon’s heads, painted shields slung along the gunwales, the gleam of helmets and mail and the bright cloaks of lookouts and helmsmen. Every eye was on them. Lurking among the undergrowth and bushes the Englishmen waited, watching tensely to see what Ubba would do. The flat ground in the river’s loop was a likely choice for his base camp. Would he beach his longships there, or probe further into the wilderness of marshes? Niall realized what was in Odda’s mind, and nodded approval; Odda knew where his only chance lay.

Someone knew Leofric and greeted him by name. He waved an acknowledgement and called, “Odda?” The other pointed, and they threaded a way between men and trees, up a shallow slope to the top of a slight ridge. There, under a crooked oak tree, a little group of men was standing, intent on the ships moving below. Their once-fine clothes were worn and fouled, even ragged, from months of ill-usage, but their battle-gear showed their quality. They were the noblemen of Devon. Niall, looking curiously over their hard faces, sought to pick out Odda for himself. His choice fell on a burly veteran with a formidable eye and a humorous mouth; a captain, he reckoned, whom it would be pride to follow.

He had guessed right; Leofric had gone forward, and fallen on one knee.

“Well met, Leofric! And no more than in time for the fighting!” the Ealdorman greeted him, his deep confident voice reaching all there. “Take your folk to Edwin on the left—”

Niall shouldered between Edric and Cynric; he had done with being herded hither and thither like a sheep. Leofric leaped up, but Niall was already beside him, towering above him and Odda too. The Ealdorman’s momentary bewilderment speedily yielded to wrath.

“Who—”

“I am Niall Egil’s son out of Waterford in Erin.”

Sheer outrage paralysed Odda’s tongue for a moment. “A Dane?” he spluttered.

“Norse.”

Odda did not concern himself with such finer distinctions; to him anything on two legs that followed Ubba was either Dane or devil. Neither did the nobles of Devon trouble; they were grabbing at their hilts and crowding forward to hack him into gobbets as he stood. Odda, collecting himself, held them back with a quick swing of one arm, and turned on Leofric. “I had not thought that any man of Wessex would trouble to take a Dane prisoner!”

“Leofric reckoned to let you have my hanging.”

“Wasting my time, but no more than we need to find a stout enough tree!”

“Before you hang me,” Niall requested mildly, “grant me a Christian priest to shrive me.”

He would have astounded them less by growing hooves, horns and tail and vanishing into the ground amid smoke and stink of brimstone. Devon noblemen gaped in goggle-eyed amazement, their weapons drooping from their hands. Odda stared at Leofric, his whole face a startled question. The Thane nodded.

“He has claimed from the first to be a Christian. His ship was wrecked in the storm the day before Ubba passed, and he alone cast up alive. And he denies that he is Ubba’s man.”

“A liar, and mad at that!” Odda pronounced flatly. He looked Niall over from bare toes to black mane, scowling murderously. “Who ever heard of a Christian Dane?”

“You deny me a priest at peril of your own soul,” Niall calmly reminded him.

Odda pushed his helmet back from his brow so that he might scratch his head, and surveyed him again. Then he jerked his head at one of his companions and said, “Father Oswald!” The man pushed out of the tightening circle, and he glared at Niall in exasperated unbelief. “There never was a Christian Dane!” he stated. “Butchers, ravishers, forsworn liars all!”

“I am a peaceful trader, bound for Spain before the storm overcame us.”

“A trader? Oh!” That meant more to him than it had to Leofric; the Ealdorman of Devon must know something of trading customs. “Claim no more than is true, for we can test it. You are Christian, not merely prime-signed?”

“Yes.”

“How long since you were baptised?”

“Three and twenty years,” Niall answered, smiling a little. Odda’s eyebrows shot up towards the helmet’s rim, but at that moment a long gaunt man in a dark tunic, swinging a heavy axe, pushed into the ring and glared at Niall under a tangle of wolf-grey hair. Odda grunted in relief. “Here, Father Oswald! Test if this man be Christian!”

So even priests in Wessex took up arms against the heathen invaders and accounted it virtue. From the gloomy menace in his eye, Father Oswald seemed to reckon the secular function the more appropriate here; he hefted his axe and measured Niall more like an executioner assessing his victim than a priest his penitent. Niall, with grim humour, realized that there would be small comfort in making his last confession to this spiritual comforter. Father Oswald grounded his axe, clasped both hands on its shaft, and observed to all present, “Paternoster and Credo will suffice to prove him a liar.”

But Niall could repeat both without faltering in Latin and interpret them in his own tongue, better indeed than Father Oswald, whose scanty Latin creaked like a rusty hinge. Niall, whose own Latin was kept polished by much usage in the ports of the Middle Sea, considerately helped him out where it was necessary, a courtesy that was not kindly received. Spurred by his first failure, the priest catechized him ferociously on theological doctrine but found his defences impregnable, and at last acknowledged defeat when Niall had proved his intimate knowledge of the situation, routine, history and privileges of the monastery that had tried to breed him.

“The man is tainted with the Celtic heresy,” he pronounced sourly, “but he was certainly bred a Christian in an Irish abbey as he claims, however far sunken he is now in apostasy.”

Odda grunted absently, his eyes elsewhere. At first all had listened attentively, but a theological disputation carried on half in an unknown tongue speedily loses interest, and men’s attention was centred on the Danes below. Niall had watched over shorter men’s heads even as he submitted to interrogation, most of his mind on Ubba’s doings.

That great captain had recognized the possibilities of that loop of the Parrett River at first sight, and the first four ships had already nosed in, the oars had swung inboard as the keels grounded, and the oarsmen had sprung over the gunwales into the shallows and manhandled them up the marshy shore. Their crews were swarming in apparent confusion over the flat, but Niall appreciated the orderly purpose behind their moves. Some to scout forward for timber to make defences, food to feed the host, horses to carry them, a way up the river to the English stronghold in the marshes, while others marked out the camp and helped the later arrivals. Other ships were being beached, coming forward in turn. Odda would launch his attack in a few moments now, surprising the host half ashore and half afloat.

“When the next ship touches! Make ready!” said Odda’s deep voice, clear and steady, and he stepped forward a pace or two free of the trees that all might see him, his sword swinging up. The twelfth ship checked in the shallows, the oars lifting as one.

“What of this Christian Dane?” someone asked quickly.

“Knock him on the head and have done!” he answered impatiently, and his sword swept a great arc as the crew below splashed overboard. “Now!”

A great roar followed him down the hillside, and the wood hurled out yelling men. “Wessex and Christian faith! Out, out!”

Niall whirled under Eglaf’s eager spear, held back so long. He ducked and lunged in one movement, and the blade flashed harmlessly over his head as he threw himself under it. His shoulder thudded into the man’s midriff with all his willing weight behind it, hurling him bodily under a bush with the wind beaten out of him and six feet four of Irish Dane atop of him to ensure that he did not easily regain it. There was none to mark or care for the two sprawled among the undergrowth as feet pounded past, the men of Wessex hastening to be at Danish throats.

Niall sat up astride Eglaf’s belly and snatched the dagger from his waist with both hands, giving thanks again that they were not tied behind him. He set a knee on either arm of his prisoner and then gripped the haft between his strong teeth, biting down hard on the sweat-salted wood, worked a turn of the thong over its keen point and sawed at it until it parted. He jerked his hands free, grinned down at the gasping blue face defying the knife, and quickly replaced it in its sheath before he jumped up.

“Lend me your spear, comrade,” he said cheerfully, appropriating it from the midst of an elder bush, and pelted down the hill amid the rearmost to find a Dane or two for himself.

At the first alarm the Danes had fallen back upon their ships. Odda had placed his charge well. The men of Devon swept into the loop of the river, overrunning the scattered Danes, until they crashed into the hastily-formed ranks of warriors and locked fast in a raging struggle. Niall, whose long legs carried him faster than most downhill, was in the midst of them, and a blind, mad, reeling pack they were, wedged so fast that they could not lift an arm and heaving forward wild for blood. Their feet churned the wet turf to greasy mud, but though they slipped and slid, they could not fall. Over the sea of heads Niall saw the bright steel flashing and flickering, smelled warm blood over the sharper scents of trodden grass and tidal mud, and heard the clang of battle and the wordless roaring of the two hosts.

They heaved forward, and his heart leaped; the Danes were giving ground! He shoved too, thrusting all his weight against a stocky sweating body covered with a rank sheepskin, caught his foot on something softly solid and went to his knees. Someone trod on his leg, someone else on his spear-hand. The body under him was trampled almost into the mud. He heaved himself up, shaking his hair from his eyes. This was not his way of fighting, and a spear was nothing but a handicap in so tight a press.

The Danes had not broken. The sharp yelp of orders carried faintly over the tumult, and he knew what was happening. The crews of the other ships were landing, being marshalled, pushing up the beach to join their fellows. He knew what else would happen, but there was only one thought in the insensate mass of peasants about him, to push the Danes into the Parrett at spear-point. He began to wriggle sideways through the press, struggling to reach the nearer curve of the river on his right, but the pressure was so great that he could gain no more than a foot or so at a time. The urgency of it built up in him until he wanted to stab himself a path with his spear, to clear his way through or over their stupid bodies. He stormed and shouted, trying to turn them, but they were deaf and blind to everything but the Danes before them.

The pressure increased suddenly, but the thrust was from the other side. He groaned aloud, knowing that Odda’s bold blow had spent itself, and now skill, discipline and superior arms would prove themselves against wild valour. Then the flank attack came, forcing along the river bank in the deadly wedge that had broken kingdoms, and the men of Devon swayed, wavered and gave ground. Niall was carried back among then in the pack, struggling to free himself and stand fast, shouting to those about him to face right and charge again, but once they started back nothing could rally the untrained levies, not even their own thanes. They broke and ran in wild panic, out of the river’s loop for the friendly hills.

Niall, freed at last from the press that had borne him back as those about him scattered and ran, looked quickly at the field of battle. The English leaders were trying to check the panic and drive their men back to the fight; in the forefront Odda’s own command was still fighting coolly, still together, steadily drawing back from the Danes. Niall ran to join them, slithering over the miry ground. The Danes had broken their formations and were everywhere, gleefully chasing fugitives. Niall heard heavy feet squelching after him, and swung round so fast that his own feet went from under him. He rolled wildly to his knees, saw the axe-blade whirl as a red cloak and painted shield lurched over him, and desperately swung his spear-shaft at hairy naked legs. The Dane stumbled forward bellowing, and Niall caught him about the thighs and threw him over his shoulder. He had lost his spear. He scrambled awkwardly after him, wrenched his axe from his hold and cracked his helmet apart. The fellow had fallen upon his shield and he had no time to heave him over; as he came to his feet he tore the cloak from his back and bundled it about his left arm. Then he ran to join the dogged troop covering the flight and fighting off a swarm of Danes as they withdrew.

He drove through them from behind, bowling over a couple who impeded him, swung round roaring challenges in mingled Irish and Norse, and backed to the English shield-wall. His captured axe swept widely as the Vikings encompassed him on three sides. His weapon-craft was workmanlike rather than stylish, but his height and reach and coolness made of him a foe few would tackle lightly, and for the first time in his life he had gone into battle with his heart set on killing rather than on emerging alive. The axe crunched viciously at every blow, for the women and children and the baby given to the crows. Then a hand gripped his shoulder from behind, a sword swung past his face, and he was pulled into the English rank and part of it.

Back and back they went, holding off the host that would otherwise have slaughtered the demoralized levies. When they ran they kept their ranks intact; when they turned to fight they locked shields, shoulder to shoulder, and stubbornly beat off every furious charge Ubba hurled upon them. The ground tilted more and more sharply under their heels, giving them the advantage of defence, taking the weight out of the Danish onslaughts. Here and there a man fell, and his comrades closed the gap and kept the line whole. Odda’s voice rang in brief, confident orders, directing their withdrawal.

The fyrd had fled, not for the wooded hills from which they had charged but for an outlying spur further north, crowned with ancient ramparts of stone and turf. With ditch and bank between them and Ubba’s host the peasants had rallied enough to fight back from behind them; they were massing desperately along the walls. The Vikings’ assault slackened, and the rear-guard stumbled into a weary run for the trampled grassy causeway over the ditch. Then Odda shouted; Ubba’s warriors were hurling themselves up in a final endeavour to thrust them back through the gateway and carry the hill-top.

Niall swung round, stumbling on the rough ground, and hewed in savage, stubborn fury at helmets and arms and slanted shields, grunting deeply at every blow. Odda himself was on his left hand, a quick little tow-head on his right, and the three of them stood shoulder to shoulder for a moment like a rock in the rising tide, the Danes raging round them. Then more and more Englishmen were pounding down to support them, stones and clods flew over their heads, the enemy were sullenly retiring, and they could back to the narrow entrance, lumber across it, ground their weapons and catch their breath, staring at each other in wonder that they were still alive.
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Niall, panting and dizzy, leaned on his axe and drew his sleeve across his streaming brow, shook his hair back with the habitual toss of his head and grinned triumphantly at Odda, gasping beside him. The Ealdorman’s jaw dropped comically.

“You!”

Niall nodded. “We did not—finish—the argument.”

“Argument?”

“To test—whether I was—a Christian—or not.”

Odda eyed him, steadily and grimly, and then nodded abruptly. “We can—reckon that proved,” he decided, and then his hard face twiched. Suddenly they were grinning at each other, beaten, exhausted, spattered with mud and blood and soaked with sweat, but still undefeated, in mutual respect and liking. Odda wiped his sword on his thigh, sheathed it, and held out his hand.

Niall’s came into it in a grip sticky with blood. “Well met, friend,” said Odda, as though this was their first encounter.

“Well met indeed, Ealdorman.”

Odda drew him to his side and then turned to the rearguard still crowded close about him with anxious, sober faces, and the thronging peasants staring at him in shame and dismay and hope. The entrance had been hurriedly barricaded with stones and thornbushes, the ramparts were manned, some sort of order already established out of the chaos of panic flight. Odda, limping a little, climbed heavily up to the bank top, and Niall made one of the group that accompanied him, none denying or questioning his right.

Ubba’s host had withdrawn from the hill-top, leaving a strong force spread along its foot to keep the men of Devon penned there. Dead men and wounded lay scattered all along the slope and strewn thickly below, and some of the Danes were moving from one to another, gathering up their own men, finishing and stripping their enemies. More were streaming back to the river to haul up the last ships above the tide-mark and set up their camp. Odda ground his teeth.

“We are not yet done!”

“No,” Niall agreed. “We are still alive.”

Several men looked sharply at him, but he was perfectly serious, and one uttered an unwilling bark of laughter. “Aye, and still have teeth!” he asserted, and an endorsing murmur ran through the little group.

Niall was studying their own ramparts. They were no new work, nor wrought within the memory of any man living; the turf of a thousand years had smoothed the sharp edges of ditch and berm and covered the stones fallen from its walls. The men who dug and laboured had fought their own battles here before the Saxons came out of the sea, before great Rome stretched out her arm into the mist to hold and rule; their bones had crumbled into this earth in the years before time. Their memory was lost, but their work endured and served men today in the same need. It was a knowledge at once awesome and weirdly comforting. Niall quietly crossed himself as a queer little shiver crept down his spine, as if a ghost had touched him with his dead finger.

“We can break out after dark and reach the woods,” a man suggested.

“No,” said Odda flatly.

“But we all know this camp cannot be held!”

“It will be,” Odda said grimly. “Here we hold Ubba. He cannot march into the swamps and leave us at his back. We hold as long as we can endure—aye, and longer.” He glanced up at Niall’s puzzled face, and added in explanation, “There is no water.”

Niall cocked an eye at the grey clouds. “There will be ere nightfall.”

Odda grinned sourly and nodded. Then he looked round at the men waiting on his word, meeting each man’s doubtful, anxious eyes in turn. He spoke with harsh decision, and the same resolution replaced doubt on every face as their duty stood plain.

“The Danes are waiting for us to break out. The fyrd would be cut to pieces, and if we run they will never stop running. So we wait.” He set his hands on his belt and stood wide-legged on the crest of the bank, a bitterly indomitable man who could out-wait any Dane and then bite. He glanced back at Niall. “From all I have ever heard of him, Ubba is an arrogant man.”

Niall nodded. “I have never seen him, but by all accounts he is.”

Odda turned and scrambled down. They looked at each other in complete understanding. Arrogance might not be an asset when it came to waiting.

Niall waited on one side while Odda posted his men and surveyed his defences. Reaction after violence gripped him. He ached as if he had been beaten, his muscles were stiffening, he trembled like a reed and the sharp wind chilled him to the bone. After a time, which seemed long to him, he remembered the cloak still wound about his forearm and clumsily pulled it round his shoulders, faintly surprised to see the rents in it. His hands fumbled the pin as he fastened the silver brooch still clinging to it. He desired only to curl up in a quiet corner and sleep out the day, but none of them could do that. Now Odda had for the moment done; he stretched himself with a rueful groan and rubbed his right arm.

“Shall be as stiff as a corpse by nightfall,” he grumbled, and then shivered as the first drops spattered from the lowering clouds.

“Brr, here comes your water!”

“What orders have you for me?” Niall asked formally.

“You do well enough without them. Best stay by me, though I reckon no man here will harm you now.”

“I would seek out Leofric Ethelric’s son, if he lives.”

“Should be a meeting worth witnessing. And you and I have a deal to say, Dane, but we have time before us.”

“Aye. My name is Niall, and I am not a Dane.”

“We will discuss your genealogy at a fitter moment,” Odda promised gravely, and limped away, hunching his shoulders against the rain, now streaking steadily over the hill-top. Niall watched him go until he was lost in the throng. It took a determined effort to bestir himself to search, but the need to find the brothers and set matters right between them grew more and more urgent as he started about it.

There were many others seeking kinsmen and friends, wandering and calling in hope and fear. Leaders were gathering their men, rousing them from apathy, settling for the long wait. Some were clearing the thorns and furze that grew thickly in the enclosure, and a fire or two smoked in the rain. Wounds were being tended; slight wounds for the most part. The more sorely hurt had not reached the fortress. Yet the slaughter had not been as great as Niall had feared. The levies were still a strong force. He reflected sardonically that a man running to outdistance death is usually vouchsafed speed of foot beyond his normal achievement. He moved wearily through the sullen throngs, unchallenged and unremarked, looking over lesser men’s heads for a glimpse of flaming hair.

He found their encampment at last, huddled under the exiguous shelter of the ancient ramparts at the fort’s western end. A little sigh of thankfulness escaped him as he counted three bright polls, though one was bundled about in a bloody clout that pushed up the hair into a crest, and two were half hidden by helmets. He pushed closer. Someone was trying to start a fire under cover of an outspread cloak. He heard the steady click of iron on flint before he saw the humped shapes in the rain and grinned to recognize Eglaf. The group huddled together, sullen and shamed and bewildered faces turned to the three young leaders. They did not appear to have lost heavily, but there were other bandages among them and two men lying on the wet turf.

“God save you,” he said quietly, and the three red heads turned as if jerked by a string, and three freckled faces gaped at him.

The clicking ceased, and Eglaf straightened like a loosed bow, reaching for his seax. Niall nodded to him amicably. “I lost your spear, Eglaf, but it brought down a Dane.” Then he clasped both hands over the axe-helve and waited in a palpitating silence.

“How did you come here?” Leofric asked gently, his voice flat with the effort of controlling it and his eyes deadly.

“Beside Odda in the rearguard.”

“Beside—Odda?”

Niall nodded. “For Wessex and Christian faith.”

They stared at him. Edric, quickest of wit, was first to speak, and to the point. “What says Odda?”

“We joined hands in friendship.” He looked from one to another, and suddenly smiled. “And if you would do as much—?”

“You will reckon honour satisfied?” Edric finished, beginning to smile.

“I owe you my life,” Niall pointed out.

“You came very near owing us your death,” said Leofric grimly.

“Only in the way of duty,” Niall extenuated him. “I bear no grudge.” He held out his bloody hand. Leofric came forward, looked from it to his face, hesitated, and then gripped it, an uncertain smile parting his red beard.

“I am glad!” young Cynric blurted, and then blushed to the edge of his bandage. “I liked you.”

They all laughed, and Niall, to ease the moment’s embarrassment, asked, “How did you fare?”

“We were not with Odda in the rearguard,” Leofric replied bitterly, and his unhappy followers averted their eyes. “They ran, and we could not halt them.” He moved restlessly, gnawing at his under lip. “Ubba holds the ford, and the way up-river is his. We are beaten men, and there is no food or water here.”

“You are not beaten. You follow Odda, and he is not beaten while he lives.”

“You know what Odda intends?” Edric asked incredulously.

“To hold here until the time to strike again,” Niall answered, so that the silent churls heard every word too. “And we shall not run next time.” He heard the growl of agreement, and saw hope and courage re-kindled in their gloomy faces. He repeated Odda’s words, as a dozen and more leaders must also be repeating them through all the camp, passing Odda’s faith and stubbornness to the defeated fyrd. For himself he had no regrets whatsoever. His conscience was at ease, though he had disowned his kindred and joined their enemies. He could not have chosen the other way.

The rain blew over, and the sun shone. Fires were coaxed to blaze. From the ramparts Niall watched the Danes, the three brothers beside him. Ubba had set a strong guard all along the foot of the hill, and across the valley between it and the wooded slopes beyond, but he would not throw his men against strong defences desperately held. Perhaps he counted on hunger and thirst to do his work for him, perhaps he despised them as no longer dangerous, and in any case Danes were notoriously reluctant to undertake profitless siege-work. They were not even troubling to fortify their camp in the usual fashion, with ditch and stockade. The ships were beached in an orderly line above the ebbing tide. Tents and shelters were being erected, and foraging parties starting out. They had already brought down the horses and baggage left in the woods by the men of Devon, and the brothers cursed savagely to see whooping Danes riding up the valley astride English ponies to destroy and plunder unopposed.

The afternoon dragged on. Niall, grudgingly accepted by Leofric’s folk, did what common-sense and experience indicated as most useful. He was deft and knowledgeable with wounds, as a ship’s captain in the Middle Sea had need to be, and he had also had much practice in keeping a crew in good heart through conditions of physical misery. He chopped furze and thorn, helped to construct rough shelters from stone and turf, cheerfully cursed the rain-squalls with them and never by any chance reminded them that the condemned Dane had defended their backs when they had run. By the day’s end he had their tolerance if no more.

When dusk came down Ubba’s guards lit a chain of great fires about the hill, so that they should not be surprised by a sudden attack under cover of night. The red and yellow flames cast their flickering glare over the steep slopes, and behind them the Vikings ate and drank, and shouted jeers and challenges up at the hungry Englishmen watching silently from the banks. Ubba, it seemed, intended to let starvation drive them out of their stronghold onto his spears. Sullen and grim, the men of Devon endured their baiting and obeyed Odda; they waited. The fires served their purpose too; Ubba could not surprise them either.

Fires burned behind the ramparts too. They gave some comfort in the cold damp wind to hungry, exhausted men. Niall curled up between theirs and a windbreak of piled stones, and as the rain began to patter down again, endeavoured to arrange the rents in his clammy cloak so as to admit as little as possible. The grey sky was darkening fast. The best a man might do was to try to forget his discomfort in sleep. Most of the folk about him appeared to have the same thought.

Niall was dozing uneasily when feet squelched over the wet turf, he heard a murmur of voices, and someone softly spoke his name. He rolled onto an elbow, and as the firelight touched the two men advancing to it, he started to scramble up, hampered by the clinging cloak. There was no mistaking Odda, the heart and will of Devon. He stepped round the fire and went to him. Odda's companion was Leofric, but he drew back and disappeared in the falling rain. Odda jerked his head, and Niall followed him out of earshot of the camp.

“First chance I have had to speak with you,” he said. “I have talked with Leofric, and he has told me the story. One thing licks in our gullets.”

“Yes?”

“What made you slay your own kin?”

Niall turned to look back at the fire. “The baby.”

“Baby?”

“The baby tossed on the spear.” Still staring at the fire, and the slanting darts of gold and red flashing through its glow, he sought haltingly for words to tell his horror and shame, that had forced that choice on him.

Odda nodded heavily. “If you felt it so—aye.”

But it stuck in his gullet none the less, Niall knew. The blood-bond had plainly never galled him as it had the half-bred sailor. Niall had but one kinsman who had not scorned him, and he had quitted him to join Ubba’s foray.

“How comes a Dane to be a Christian?” Odda abruptly demanded.

“My father was one of the first Norsemen to settle in Waterford. He loved an Irish chief’s daughter, and to win her was baptised. They were joined in Christian wedlock, and I was bred in the faith.”

“Aye. But what took you to sea?”

“When my father died my mother gave me to the Church. I could not abide to be made a monk, and after her death I fled. A friend of my father’s, Bjorn the Wanderer, gave me ship-room.”

“A peaceful trader, this Bjorn, no doubt?” Odda inquired dryly.

Niall chuckled. “Peaceful above all else, so long as no man stood between him and his lawful profit. You would have liked him.”

“We judge Danes by those we meet, which in this case was your ill-luck.”

“No hurt done. My neck is whole.”

“And what of the morrow, you will ask?”

“No. I will ask nothing until I know I have a morrow to reckon on.”

“You must be proof against drowning, hanging or battle, so you will doubtless die in bed of old age. And if Wessex has a morrow, which God grant, there will be room for you.”

“This fight is mine,” Niall pledged himself, without qualm or regret; indeed, with a calm sense of fulfilment.

“Be very sure,” Odda warned him soberly, lifting a hand to the orange glow outlining the bank, a wordless warning that he was most likely pledging himself to death. Niall grinned.

“Very sure, whether it be for one day or fifty years!”

Odda gently tugged at his wet beard. “Oh, I reckon you can count on two days,” he stated judicially.

Niall laughed softly in perfect understanding. “Long enough for Ubba’s arrogance to get the better of his wits?”

A kind of underground rumble indicated that Odda, too, appreciated the jest. He clapped Niall on the shoulder, a gesture of goodwill that surprised him, and turned away. Niall hunched his shoulders inside his wet cloak and squelched back to the dispirited fire. The rain was slackening, and a sensible man would catch up on his sleep before discomfort grew too acute to permit it.

Day came in a cold wet dawn, and the west wind hunted rain and sun over them to another dismal night. The levies endured dourly. There was no food, but the rain ensured that water did not lack, for which Niall, whose experiences in southern waters had included thirst, was devoutly thankful. A few wounded died. The enemy kept a strong guard alert all day. More foraging parties went out, but an alarmed countryside provided little booty.

The brothers treated Niall with a stern respect that presently thawed into some sort of friendliness. In time, he hoped, they would forgive his turning against his own kindred. The churls, badly shaken by defeat and the loss of two comrades, were slower to accept an accursed Dane, but they granted him a surly tolerance.

The weather improved with the second dawn. The sun had a strength which, in sheltered corners, reminded men that April was treading on the heels of March. Niall threw his damp cloak across a bush and tried to ignore the gnawing of his empty belly. Odda’s estimate of time was just. Any longer would weaken the Devon men beyond fighting, but now they were hungry enough to chew on Danes.

Ubba’s host had wearied of watching for beaten foes to show their noses beyond their walls. They contemptuously ignored them, save for a desultory watch along the hill’s foot on the eastern side, the only approach to the fort. A few Danes sprawled about the fires’ embers, talking, dicing, caring for their weapons, with hardly a glance at the ramparts. Today’s foraging parties were larger and more numerous than yesterday’s.

Impatient souls urged Odda to attack while they were so weakened, but he steadfastly refused. A surprise could not be effected in daylight. As for the foragers, the din of battle would summon them to fall on the Englishmen from behind, and raw countrymen could not withstand such an onslaught. He bade them instead rest out of sight until their time came, and the most intransigent obeyed him meekly.

Hatred corroded deeper into their hearts. Niall was not with Leofric when he took on himself the hard task of telling the men of a hillside farm that they had neither families nor home to return to, but he saw his face afterwards. He watched raiders whooping back to camp at the heels of captured cattle, and the anguish of men in terror for their dear ones filled him with their bitterness. Truly Ubba’s host was a plague that must be cleansed from the earth.

For the third night the fires answered the sunset, reddening the sky all along the fort’s black rim. Niall, lying on the rampart near Odda and watching the little dark figures scuttling like devils in Hell, dug urgently into his memory. “Odda, they are running short of fuel below.”

“Fuel?”

“They have cut no more wood today, and such fires need large feeding. They will not last the night.”

“Arrogance,” Odda rumbled. Faint sounds of singing drifted up in lulls of the wind, and the fires further below reflected in the river’s wide curve. “I pray they were as lucky with the mead as they sound.”

“Our mead,” another voice harshly commented.

“Grudge them neither flesh nor mead,” Niall advised, “for they will sleep the more soundly for them.”

“And we shall fight the more keenly to reach their leavings,” Edric murmured on his other hand.

They watched and listened. Sleep came hardly for the aching of hunger, and men groaned and muttered in their dreams, curled closely against the cold. Niall dozed and woke, and the Danes’ fires sank to dull ashes as the slow hours crept.

When the first grey of coming dawn scarcely outlined the eastern hills, a kind of murmur sped through the camp, and a stir of movement. No order had been spoken, but thanes and churls softly roused up, gripped their weapons and crept towards the eastern ramparts, to peer at fires almost burned out and the dim black shapes that were sleeping Danes, so sure in their contempt that they troubled no longer to watch.

“Wait until we can see their throats to cut them,” Odda muttered, and they gathered there behind the banks last defended before Rome knew a Caesar. The Polden Hills were dark against the paling sky, and swords and spear-points and axes made a hedge of dull-gleaming steel. Wolfish faces showed paler and clearer, turned hungrily towards the kill. Silently men cleared away the barricade from the entrance. Odda heaved himself up and stood on the crest, his sword swinging in his hand, and all eyes strained to him. Then he lifted the blade and pointed, and the men of Devon, without war-shout or clang of weapons, were over rampart and ditch, loping down the hill to the dying guard-fires, stabbing and hewing.

Niall by express command was one of Odda’s own troop, who had once guarded a beaten fyrd’s flight. At the hill’s foot they over-ran a watchfire and hacked briefly in the thin dawn at dark shapes half-risen from the ground before they were cut down and trampled back. Niall felt his axe jar, stooped to snatch up a shield, and as the yelps and death-cries and crash of blows brought the first screech of alarm from the main camp, they had formed a fighting wedge and were running hard. Then they were among the tents and shelters, and behind them the men of Devon were roaring, “Out! Out!” like baying hounds.

At first all was mad confusion for Ubba’s host. Men started up from sleep in the dim twilight, and steel was in their vitals before they could draw a weapon or tell which way to face. The wedge thrust deep into the camp before its formation was broken, and Odda’s men raged among the flimsy tents and rough shelters, overthrowing them to entangle their occupants and cutting them down as they struggled out. Niall, losing sight of Odda in the press, stayed fast with a handful of Devon men and did what work came to his axe. The Danes were steadying now after the first easy butchery, rallying to their commanders and hitting back.

A horn blared hoarsely again and again. Daylight was on them, and above the turmoil, near the ships, a great white banner spread on the fitful wind. On it a black raven spread its wings abroad, flapping with the folds as if alive. The Danes yelled and drove forward, forcing the men of Devon back upon their rearmost ranks, and a snarling, worrying fray rocked to and fro under the sunrise.

Niall and his comrades backed steadily and slowly, keeping unbroken rank with shields close as the foe surged forward, until they were checked by the pressure from behind and stood fast.

He crouched a little, waiting for men to come at him, beat up blows with a deft shield and swung the axe. A berserk, foaming with battle-frenzy, flung away his shield and ran howling at the line to breach it. The stocky man on Niall’s left clanged home on his helmet, but he crashed against him without heeding the blow and cut him down. The stocky man fell among their feet; a spearman ran the berserk through and he pushed at them along the spear. Niall leaned to slam his shield up so that its edge took him under the chin, and as at last he was halted, swung his axe at his neck and stepped over his twitching legs to mend the gap.

The sun was up, and in his eyes; his arm ached with the jar and wrench of axe-work; he fought in a purposeful, steady fury that took no heed of anything but yelling faces and red-streaked steel. Then the pressure from behind started to tell. The enemy slowly gave ground, towards the ships and the Raven Banner. Then a screech of loss pierced through the tumult to wits dulled with strife. Ubba was down. Ubba the conqueror, Ubba the undefeated, Ubba the sea-king was dead, and the cry of disaster chilled his men’s hearts so that they wavered. It thrilled fresh vigour through the weary men of Devon. They found breath for a jubilant roar and surged forward for the lurching banner.

A ring of Vikings locked shields about it, fighting desperately, but they were dragged down one by one, and then the remnants utterly overwhelmed in one wild rush. The Raven Banner reeled and toppled to a triumphant howl, and as it fell from unclosing hands, English ones seized it and flung it over. All at once the Vikings broke, fleeing to the ships. Here and there a shouting chieftain directed a depleted crew in orderly withdrawal, others rallied to hold the beach while ship after ship was launched. Then the fight raged down over the mud and into the shallows in wild confusion, while a handful of ships pushed off and fugitives splashed out to them.

Niall, loosed at last from the shield-wall’s bondage, stormed knee-deep through the water in a flying cloud of bright spray, one of the foremost in pursuit. Danes were wading and swimming out to the refuge of the ships, and the English churls, with no other missiles left them, were hurling stones from the shore so that he had to hold his shield high to protect his head. A few groups of Danes were still fighting as they backed to the water, but the battle was over.

A tall warrior a few yards away had the better of an Englishman, but as he swung his axe to cut him down, Niall yelled and charged. At sight of the black-maned monster he turned and fled, and Niall pounded after him as fast as he could run through the water and mud.

Close by a familiar voice screeched his name. “Niall! Niall! This way!”

He half-turned, and a stone hurtled past his shield’s edge and struck him over the ear. Light and fire exploded through his skull, and then he dropped into blackness. He soused headlong into cold water, struggling feebly as it closed over his head. For a moment the sting of it brought him back to his senses, and as he fought to rise, strong arms gripped him round the body and heaved him up. He wavered blindly on pithless legs, and his arm was seized, pulled over broad shoulders and held fast. He was held up, an arm was round his waist hauling him along, and a voice in his ear was saying urgently, “Hold on, Niall! Niall, keep moving—I cannot carry you!”

Niall dizzily responded to the appeal and staggered through deepening water that tugged at his thighs, conscious only of the need to keep his feet and the hard arms that dragged him along. Then he collided with something huge and hard and rough that rolled and surged when he tried to lean on it, so that he started to fall, pulling his helper down with him. More hands reaching down from over his head grabbed at him and hauled him back, the other hoisted from beneath, and he was heaved head-foremost over a hard gunwale. Sky and sea whirled over and over, and he tumbled into a roaring black void.
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For a moment, before Niall opened his eyes, it was as if the last week had been but a nightmare and he was waking from it. All around him were familiar well-loved sounds; the creak and thump of oars, the chuckle of water, the song of wind and the cries of gulls. Hard planks were under him, and they swung to the accustomed rhythm of a ship at sea. Reality reached him through his battered skull’s throbbing, and as he became painfully aware of that he discovered also that his head and shoulders were propped on something firm and warm and slightly yielding. He opened his eyes, shut them against an aching dazzle of bright light, and cautiously blinked them open again to learn whether his glimpse of the incredible were vision or fact.

“Niall!” a voice he knew said joyfully, and a hand touched his brow. A yellow head came between him and the sun, and he blinked again into a pair of very blue eyes in a brown young hawk-face alight with relief and affection. He stared, shut his eyes, and then stared again. The face was still there. Its owner held him with head and shoulders across his thighs, bending anxiously over him, and he would know that carefully-trained yellow moustache and curly beard in a thousand. He lifted a hand weakly to his head, and felt the egg-sized lump that adorned it. That was certainly real. So was the planking he sprawled on, and the water slapping at the ship’s sides. His grandsire’s sister’s grandson must be equally real.

“Eymund!” he croaked.

“You great ox!” his kinsman cheerfully abused him. “You weigh enough for three!” And as Niall tried to get his elbow under him and sit up, he put his arm round his shoulders to aid him.

The sky, the ship and Eymund disintegrated into sickening circles of light and darkness, and he put his hand to his splitting head, screwing his eyes shut and leaning helplessly against his kinsman. Then his brain cleared, and he blinked about him. Planks beneath him, a low gunwale at his feet, the carved stern-post of a longship dark against silver water on his right—he was sitting on her poop-deck beside Eymund, running down the Severn Sea on the last of the ebb. His wits returned with a jerk, and he twisted round in blank dismay to stare at the Wessex shore sliding quietly past. Then irrepressible, crazy laughter bubbled into his throat as he realized how his friend and kinsman had rescued him into peril, and he turned back shaking with mirth.

Eymund grinned at him. “Take an axe to crack your thick head,” he commented. They knew each other very well. Eymund had made two voyages with Niall in the Raven, before he found the restrictions imposed on his enterprise by his captain’s Christian conscience too irksome to be borne. Niall should have expected to find him in Ubba’s host; he would naturally have joined his uncle Rorik Cropear. The thought checked his laughter, and his face hardened. Then Eymund flung an arm round him in a boisterous hug that made his ribs creak. “I am heart-glad to find you again, kinsman!” he exclaimed.

Niall stiffened to thrust him off, and then relaxed. He could not hate this wild young hot-head, Ubba’s man or not.

“Niall, why are you with Ubba? Where is the Raven? And whose ship were you aboard?” Eymund was demanding, the courtesies done with and his incredulous amazement breaking bounds.

“None,” Niall answered calmly.

The word apparently made no sense to Eymund; he merely frowned a moment in bewilderment and then rushed on. “I never knew you were with the host—not until I saw you running—Niall, what were you doing with Ubba?”

“I was with the men of Devon.”

Eymund gaped at him, the colour fading from his face as he understood the truth. He whispered Niall’s name through white lips. “What have I done?” he gasped, and then caught at Niall’s arm, shaking it fiercely. “Not a word more!” he ordered urgently.

“If Rorik ever learns—by Thor’s Hammer, he will cut the blood-eagle on you!” And he glanced forward apprehensively.

Niall’s skin crawled. No man could lightly contemplate having his ribs hacked from his backbone and his lungs torn out. He followed the direction of Eymund’s gaze, past the oarsmen swinging to the stroke, to the cluster of figures in the bows. Since he did not know Rorik by sight the look was not particularly rewarding, but he saw that wounded were being tended on the tiny foredeck. Then he turned his attention to the ship, while Eymund tugged distractedly at his cherished golden moustaches, completely destroying their symmetry in his agitation.

Niall broke the Tenth Commandment in that instant. His beloved Raven had been old and cranky, a wet ship in any seaway, and too many voyages under southern suns had shrunk her timbers and warped open her seams. This ship was new, half as long again as his Raven; she mounted sixteen pairs of oars and could have carried over five-score men. She was sadly undermanned now; she could hardly muster a second watch at the ours.

He became aware that the ship was scarcely moving now, though the oarsmen tugged more fiercely than before. The tide had turned; the strong flood was running, and it was as much as they could do to make headway against it.

Eymund was whispering to him. “Niall, trust me to aid you whatever happens! If Rorik learns—he is murderous with grief! He has followed Ubba so long—”

“Did you find it to your liking to follow Ubba?” Niall asked sternly.

Eymund shot a quick glance at him and coloured sulkily. “Well enough,” he muttered, and would not meet his gaze.

“Ravishing maids and tossing babies on spears?” Niall persisted grimly.

“These—such things happen when men go to war. You were always soft—I have not—and they are only enemies! And it is more profitable than trading!”

“And less risky, waged that way,” Niall answered bitingly. Eymund had always derided his faith and the scruples it engendered in him, and loot was the abiding interest of his life. Yet there was shame behind his defiance. He had not, after all, liked the way Ubba waged war.

“I heard you won great treasure last voyage,” he said after a moment, pursuing a train of thought that Niall had no difficulty in following.

“Aye.”

“But where are Gorm and Helgi and the others—and the Raven?”

“All dead, and the Raven too.”

“Dead? All dead? But—Niall, they are coming!” He glanced belatedly at the helmsman, a few feet away on the starboard side, but the man had not turned his head, and Eymund drew a relieved breath. If he had heard the muttered conversation above the gurgle of water he would doubtless have reacted violently.

Two men were striding down the central gangway. The foremost was a tall man with a bony dangerous face and sandy hair under a plain conical helmet. The other was Rorik Cropear. Niall knew him only by repute, but his appearance matched that. He was elderly for a Viking, in his early forties, shortish and stocky, a brown man with a fierce flat snub-nosed face. His left ear had been sliced off flush with his head save for half an inch or so of lobe, a disfigurement which was peculiarly conspicuous because his remaining ear was outstanding as a jug-handle and large enough for two.

“The other is Skuli Skullsplitter,” Eymund whispered. “This is his Firedrake—the only ship we could reach. It was the last to escape.”

Skuli Skullsplitter had also achieved a certain fame as a chieftain, most of it from Frisia to the Baltic, and he notoriously found co-operation so uncongenial that he had never followed any commander for longer than one season. Niall felt his pulse quickening. He stood up, putting out a hand to the dragon-tail stern-post to steady himself. He would have gone forward to meet them, but by the time he could trust his legs to uphold him firmly it was too late; Skuli Skullsplitter was on the poop, standing aside for Rorik to be first in greeting his kinsman. Eymund, wallowing nervously, made him known.

“Rorik, this is Niall, your mother’s brother’s grandson.”

“I am glad at last to know you, kinsman,” declared Rorik, and looked him up and down with no apparent pleasure. “Your sire for size and your dam for colour,” he commented, and by his tone the latter was to be deplored. “So at last you have forsaken the foul error of your rearing and come to the old faith and the true gods?” he demanded in deep satisfaction.

Niall opened his lips to deny it, but a hand gripped viciously at his elbow and Eymund rushed into speech to prevent him. “Skuli, this is Niall Southfarer, my kinsman and a valiant captain.”

“That any man learns who spends a day in your company,” Skuli said dryly, and smiled at Niall in friendly fashion. He had the very pale blue eyes that combine with light red hair to form the most inflammable of mixtures, but his mouth showed humour. “You are welcome aboard. I have wished to meet you since I heard of your voyage southward. It is true that you sailed under the sun until it stood behind you?”

“True. East and west stayed on either hand, and the sun at noon was in the north. But no man ever believes it.”

“Oh, I believe you. I have seen the sun stand in the north myself.”

Niall’s eyebrows lifted in surprise and interest. “But you have not sailed south?”

“North. One summer I sailed for Shetland and was storm-driven far north. The sun swung round the sky day and night without setting, and at midnight stood in the north.”

Niall had heard before of this phenomenon, and he would have liked an eye-witness’s account of it as much as Skuli would obviously have enjoyed hearing of his own experiences; each sea-captain’s face was alight with curiosity, his tongue quivering with questions. Rorik, who was not a sea-captain and whose mind was irremoveably set on battle, loot and present disaster, grunted impatiently and spat to leeward. Skuli grimaced wryly at Niall and shouted orders to the weary, battered rowers. The anchor was dropped, the oars lifted inboard, and the Firedrake swung gently on her cable as the tide swept past, chuckling against her sides. In the distance Niall could see two more ships standing over to the Welsh coast, and a third and fourth further down the channel. His legs were steady now, and his ears had almost ceased to ring. He could stand unsupported, though Eymund stayed beside him with a hand under his arm, his face anxious.

Another man advanced down the gangway between the oarsmen sprawled gloomily on their benches, a huge hairy bear who overtopped even Niall by a couple of inches and must have outweighed him by forty pounds. He hoisted himself to the poop, and Skuli made him known. “My half-brother Aslak.” Something in his voice suggested to Niall that the kinship would not have been of his choosing.

The two giants measured each other in instant, mutual antipathy. Aslak had the mottled skin, bloated features and bloodshot eyes of the habitual heavy drinker, a scowl that suggested a grievance against all mankind, and a mouth like a shark’s. He made some inarticulate, surly noise of acknowledgement and slouched to his half-brother’s side. The crew disposed itself to wait while the leaders took counsel after disaster. Niall courteously stepped back to the starboard side of the poop, but the space was too small to allow him to withdraw more than two strides. Eymund moved with him, screwing up his face in urgent warning. Eymund would not betray him, but there could be only one way out of this predicament and he postponed it but to recover a little more strength. There was half a mile of running tide between him and the shore, and only Heaven knew how far they had come on the ebb while he lay senseless.

Rorik stared gloomily at the rocks and woods and the hills rising behind them. “We never even brought his body off!” he growled. “Ubba Ragnar’s son left to feed English wolves and ravens, after he gave them meat all these years! Are we to creep out of Wessex with our bare lives, and leave him unavenged? Wessex owes us man-price!”

Skuli nodded heavily, his hands on the larboard gunwale gripping tightly as he, too, stared at the shore. “Evil was the hour when I chose to follow Ubba, for I left my youngest brother beside him.”

Aslak growled again, and spat noisily into the sea.

“Evil the hour indeed,” mourned Rorik, “and for Ubba of all captains, who has trampled England under his feet from end to mid!”

“No man’s luck holds for ever, and the gods break it in the hour of his high pride,” Skuli murmured. Niall looked at his lean back in quickened interest; Skuli was that oddity among Vikings, a man who thought.

“Luck, pride or what you will, he is dead,” Aslak snarled in scant courtesy. “What do we do who live?”

“Wessex owes us wergild, and we owe Ubba vengeance!” Rorik persisted.

“I say close our hands on what is nearest,” Aslak advised. Slaves and a quick run for Dublin market. The men are all with the army.”

“There are watchers on all the hills and headlands, the folk have fled from the shore villages, and no stranger could surprise them in their woods,” Skuli objected.

“Land a strong force to march inland and surprise a village. Women and brats, and a few beasts for a strand-slaughter, so that we do not row to Dublin on empty bellies,” Rorik suggested.

Skuli gazed intently at the hills and woods of the shore-line, still and secret, at once inviting and forbidding, and made no answer.

Aslak snorted disgust. “Left your manhood in young Kari’s split guts, that you will not take blood for his?” he demanded brutally.

His half-brother merely turned his head, but at the flash of his blue eyes Aslak recoiled as from a blow. Skuli ignored him and spoke to Rorik. “The gods have laid ill-luck on Ubba and all his venture. Will you run against their will?”

“What profit is there in these hill farmsteads beyond stinking fish and a bony pig or two?” Eymund suddenly joined the argument. “I say, let us go where the payment comes in gold and not edged steel! Niall here can pilot you to wealth enough to freight the Firedrake, and only merchants and soft townsmen to guard it!” He pressed Niall’s arm in warning as the other three turned on him.

“Where?” asked Aslak simply, licking his thin lips.

“Last summer Niall brought out of Spain the richest plunder that ever came into Waterford harbour!”

“Dragon’s gold,” said Niall curtly, as all eyes fixed on his face. “It brought death.”

They did not heed him. Eymund was plunging eagerly on. “Wessex is a picked bone beside the Middle Sea! All its shores shine with cities and palaces never sacked in an old man’s lifetime, and Niall knows every harbour and market!”

Niall’s lips twitched. This was more than the childish greed apparent, but a frantic attempt to protect him should they later discover the truth. He was in no humour to use that shield. They were looking at each other and at him with wakening interest. Cupidity shone in their eyes as they considered the proposal, doubtfully at first and then as a possibility. Rorik was regarding his young kinsman with the first respect he had accorded him, a respect which was not reciprocated. Niall had listened to the ruthless discussion of slave-raiding in a mounting fury that he made no attempt to conceal, for all Eymund’s urgent signals, longing for a weapon in his hand.

“If half what Eymund says is true, he did not waste trouble hauling you aboard,” Rorik conceded, too intent on his own greedy thoughts to trouble about reading Niall’s, plain in his grim young face. “Then a voyage south offers more plunder than the Abbeys of East Anglia?”

“East Anglia?” Niall echoed, his face darkening at that name. East Anglia’s fate had made all England shudder.

Rorik’s brows lifted in mild surprise. “I was there with Ubba and Ivar.”

“Those hell-spawned monsters!”

Eymund grabbed him by both arms, but Niall threw him off so violently that he fell headlong. He would shelter no longer behind his evasions.

“You should have left squeamishness in Erin with your Christian faith!” Rorik sneered. “How did a whey-blooded whelp like you come into Ubba’s hosts?”

“Cutting my path through it with Odda, for Wessex and Christian faith!” Niall snarled, and laughed harshly into their astonished faces as he stepped back until the gunwale touched his legs. Eymund, picking himself up from among their feet, stayed frozen helplessly on hands and knees.

Skuli and Rorik were entangled with him. Aslak grabbed out his dagger and lurched forward. Niall kicked him in his ale-vat of a belly with all his power, snatched up the dagger as it clattered from his paralysed hand, and as the giant collapsed retching, threw himself backward over the gunwale in a somersaulting dive.

He sounded deeply, striking powerfully beneath the Firedrake’s keel through cold green water, and the tide gripped him; when he surfaced with bursting lungs he was a good thirty yards aft and inshore. He gulped a great breath, tucked the dagger into his belt, and glanced back once to see an empty gunwale as all looked for him to starboard. Then he drove hard for the shore, quartering across the tide at an angle to gain what help he could from it. He was well beyond effective javelin range when the yell of discovery came faintly through the water in his ears, and he doubted that they had a javelin aboard after the battle.

The Vikings hoisted overside the light skiff she carried, and five men dropped into it. Looking back occasionally from a wave’s crest he could see the oars biting the sea as they followed him. One man stood in the bows with poised spear, Rorik by his shape. Niall swam for his life, knowing that he had none too long a start; they could make as good use of the tide as he could, and every wave seemed to bring them nearer.

The shore was close now, but the boat was closer and coming in fast. Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed movement, and instantly rolled sideways and under. The spear grazed by him so narrowly that the shaft of it touched his shoulder, and he continued his roll into a long, shallow dive, swimming under water as far as he could. His hand touched stone, and he twisted, kicked against it and shot to the surface. The boat had checked for Rorik to recover his spear, apparently their only missile, which was a sorry error when they could have overtaken him and battered him to death with oar-blades. It gave him the few moments that meant life rather than death. He was in the breakers, going in with a great surging comber, riding it until the last moment before it crashed down and then pulling back into the trough so that he was not dashed upon the shingle. He found his feet, waist-deep in the tugging backwash, and waded up the beach over rolling pebbles.

He splashed out of the shallows, gasping and stumbling, as the boat came in and the five men swung overside to run it up the beach. They were less than thirty yards behind him as he pounded up the slope, over the pebbles and the sand and the bright flower-starred turf towards the woods that offered his only hope of escape. His pursuers wasted breath shouting threats. He ran, his heart hammering at his ribs, his water-logged clothes grappling at his limbs. He crashed through a thicket of wind-stunted thorn, his arms up to protect his face, grimly aware that his white shirt made a clear mark among the leafless trees.

He doubled right. The valley was narrowing, as so many of them seemed to do, to a tree-choked ravine. He climbed along the side of it, recovering his wind as he went, until a yell from below told him that he had been sighted, and the chase was on. They hunted him up the valley, howling like wolves at a stag’s heels, for over a mile. He gave up trying to dodge or take cover, conspicuous as he was among the greens and browns that betrayed him, and risked all on outdistancing them in one great burst of speed that exhausted breath and hunger-sapped strength. In a wild valley of rocks where two streams met he went to ground at the mouth of a badger-sett. He writhed into the deep cleft behind a high rock, and lay pressed face-down to the loose soil behind a rank screen of elder and young nettles.

The Danes beat about quite close to where he lay and shivered in the chill air, so close that he wondered wryly why they did not trace him by the chattering of his teeth. He clutched the dagger and prayed that Rorik or Aslak might be the one to find him if his luck were out; he would reckon his life not ill-lost if he sent either before him. He heard them go up the first stream, calling to each other. Their voices faded into the distance, and then returned. Every word came clearly to him as they debated whether to try the other valley, and regretfully decided that the fugitive had won clear away. They tramped off.

Niall lay unmoving until the woods were still again, except for the laughter of the streams. He waited until the first robin began to whistle before he crawled out, rubbed his nettle-stung face and grinned ruefully at an inquisitive squirrel eyeing him from a low branch. The squirrel chattered indignantly, streaked up the trunk and out of sight. Niall got stiffly to his feet, stretched and shivered. He regarded his plight with mingled amusement and dismay, silently pledged his future protection to the hospitable race of badgers, and made for the water. Sea and earth had mingled to mud on him; his clothes were heavy with it, his skin caked and his hair clogged and dripping.

At the first pool he stripped and went in, scouring himself with handfuls of sand. He pounded his clothes clean of mud and blood, wrung them and flung them over bushes to dry. He had flint and iron in his purse, which had been left on his belt by Leofric’s people. He gathered dead sticks, found touchwood in a rotten stump, and after some trouble got a fire going. Utterly spent, he curled up on the dead leaves and slept.

He wakened when the fire burned low, piled on more wood and sat beside it, wondering what he should do. He had no idea how far the ebb-tide and the Firedrake had carried him from Odda and the battleground, but he must somehow make his way to the Englishmen whose cause he had chosen. At last he bestirred his reluctant body, dragged on his woefully ragged clothing, and then tore away the better part of his shirt to bind up his battered feet. He cut a stout ash-pole, trimmed and sharpened it, and hardened the point in the fire. So equipped, he started up the valley. There was very little left of the young trader who had walked Waterford’s harbour side in scarlet and jewels. The lasses who had competed to catch his fancy today would flee screaming as from a troll’s embraces.

The slope eased as he reached the crest, and the stream was a quiet little brook in a fold of the broad hills. He looked for a crossing-place, and then checked; a silver flick of movement caught his kindling eye. He had not forgotten his boyhood knack of tickling trout, and his belly cried out for filling.

When he left the stream behind him he had half a dozen grilled trout inside him, and his head only reminded him of the clout he had taken when he moved it incautiously. He mounted with new vigour to the moor’s edge, and knew at last where he was, on the eastward edge of the hills he had crossed as a tethered prisoner. Quite near, maybe in the next valley, lay the farmstead Ubba’s wolves had ravaged. He thrust the memory from him. The shadows stretched north-eastward; he had maybe three hours of daylight left. He must be more than half a day’s march from the place of battle, and he turned his face towards it.

Another thought halted him. He was within a day’s journey of brockhurst, where defenceless women and children waited in dread. He thought of valiant Judith and pretty, gentle Elfwyn, so near her time. Ubba’s beaten veterans were still haunting the coast; they might have need of a man’s strength. He could comfort them with news of victory, if he could not give exact tidings of each man’s fate. Even the red lass might reckon that worth a welcome. He turned west.
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Afternoon found Niall on the seaward edge of the moors, looking for familiar landmarks with more hope than expectation. The hills to his inexperienced eyes seemed alike as waves beyond sight of land, and though he could not be far from Brockhurst he might seek until nightfall and not find it. The only certain way would be to descend and follow the shore, but the prospect of scrambling several miles along the cliffs daunted him. He was hungry and weary, bruised all over and aching with stiffness.

He went doggedly on until a faint sound made him cock his head like a dog. It came again on the wind, a ewe’s plaintive bleat for her lamb. Sheep meant a settlement. He slanted seaward, swinging down the long slopes as though he had never been tired. Heather yielded to gorse and bracken, treetops below fretted the channel’s glitter and then closed before him to hide it. All at once he came face to face with a startled wether, which bleated indignantly, leaped about and scuttered away uphill on neat little hooves. He laughed aloud and threatened it with his improvised spear.

The sheep-paths converged, twisted downhill, dived under the trees and became the track he knew. He squelched down it, meeting nothing but a rooting hog, and halted as he set eyes on the stockade, tight and trim, with thatched roofs shining unburned in the sunshine. A great sigh of relief left him. He had not known the depth of his fear until it was past.

He had advanced half-way to the stockade before he was observed, for any watchers must have their attention centred on the seaward approaches. The first high squeak of warning spurted scurrying figures from the gateway at its further side and round it's flank, but not in flight. Red hair flamed, a clear voice shouted orders, and they came at him. He halted, ringed about with points of javelins and nocked arrows. Grimly resolute young faces menaced him, and though they were but women and lads too young to go into battle, he was very far from laughter. Judith swung back her arm for the cast.

“You!”

He was holding the ash-pole in both hands, across his body. He tossed it to her feet without lifting it, and held out empty hands.

“I come in peace, Lady Judith.”

“And we are to believe that, Dane?”

“I should not otherwise venture my entrails with javelin-cast,” he answered promptly. “Also I am in no state to make war.” He grinned; this was a fair welcome for the bearer of good news, the defender of women and brats offering his strong arms to their service.

She came closer, pale and appallingly grim, her narrowed grey eyes surveying him from tangled hair to shoeless feet, her lips parting on doom. Sharp pity stabbed him.

“Odda has won a great victory,” he said gently. “And when last I saw them, your brothers were all alive.”

Wild, incredulous delight flooded her face with colour, and her shadowed eyes shone. Then her brows knotted in fury, and the point pricked his breast. “The truth, Dane! Ubba—how could we—you are lying!”

“Ubba is dead, his banner taken, his host scattered. I fought beside Odda, Lady Judith.”

She stared at him, her left hand lifting to her throat, her eyes wide. He had never guessed how beautiful grey eyes could be.

“I—I believe you,” she whispered. “It—it is too mad to be a lie.” And she dropped her javelin, covered her face with her hands and began to cry.

He gaped in dismay for a moment, and then put a hand tentatively on her shoulder. She went on sobbing, the tears running between her fingers and her body shuddering. The lads and young women drew together, staring blankly with tears in their own eyes, too awed to be of use. It was for him to comfort her. Niall awkwardly set his arm round her and held her against his shoulder. Girls in plenty had wept on his breast before, seaport girls shedding their professional tears of farewell that were so easily dried by a few kisses and an extra gift at parting, but he patted Judith’s unresponsive shoulder and held her as though he had never in his life had his arm about a lass. He lifted his hand and softly stroked her rough red head. At once she dropped her hands from her contorted face, struck fiercely against his ribs and jerked free as if his touch scalded her.

They swung about and apart, to find all the women and children of the settlement thronging and gaping, and old Hild thrusting through the crowd with white, wide-eyed Elfwyn clinging to her lean arm. Niall smiled reassurance at her as her eyes implored him for word.

“It is victory!” he said clearly, for all the hushed throng to hear. “Odda and the men of Devon have destroyed Ubba and his host, and all that live are fled!”

“Leofric? My husband—and his brothers?”

“Alive and whole, my lady, when last I saw them.”

“Then how have you come here without them, Dane?” Hild demanded harshly, striking her staff against the earth. Niall had never yet seen her use it to uphold her aged limbs, but it had its uses, as kitchen-boys and serving-wenches would testify.

Niall briefly recounted his tale as they walked round to the gate. Their strained and weary faces relaxed over his final misadventure, more comical in the telling than in the event. There was even a giggle or two from the girls as they eyed his ridiculously curtailed shirt and the inches of bare hide between its ragged edge and his waistband. He grinned shamelessly at them, entirely unabashed. He had no dignity left to be affronted. The whispers and nudges and squeaks would have risen to hysteria had not old Hild quelled it by cracking her staff across the noisiest wench’s plump behind.

“Is this a fitting way to rejoice? Let us give thanks for deliverance to Him Who sent it!”

Sobered, they moved in a body to the little wooden church, Niall towering among them. Then the women and children dispersed, and Judith, Elfwyn and Hild brought him to a hall bare as a picked bone. Even the great cauldron was gone from the fire, an unwieldy burden indeed for women and boys to have carried away, but the most valuable of all the furnishings. Yet the great fire burned red, a boy was turning a spit on which a saddle of mutton gently sizzled and dripped, and a basket of new-baked bread stood nearby. Niall sniffed appreciatively, and Hild met his eye and snorted. She tenderly escorted Elfwyn towards the bower doorway.

“Rest you, my dearling! Your man will be with you when your babe is born.”

Judith frowned at the curtain fallen behind them, her face troubled. The two girls were different as honey and spice, but he knew that they loved each other dearly.

“You fear for her?” Niall asked bluntly, catching the infection of anxiety, though this was a woman’s matter in which he should not meddle.

“Yes. Hild is not easy.”

“God grant her a happy delivery.”

“So we all pray.” She scowled at him. “I should ask your pardon,” she said abruptly.

“Only if it eases your conscience, Lady Judith.” He grinned, and her scowl relaxed. Suddenly her tense face warmed, and she grinned back like a boy.

“Sit down,” she bade him, gesturing to the bench by the fire.

“Am I to strain my neck to speak with a walking tree?”

She snatched a flat cake of bread from the basket and flipped it to him. “Stay yourself with that until supper.” She prodded the spit-boy with her toe; his undisguised preoccupation with the giant Dane was endangering the mutton.

Niall filled his mouth with the rough, crusty barley-bread, still warm from the baking, and regarded Judith with amusement.

She was not the kind of girl he would choose to cuddle, all sinew and bony angles, and a masterful little shrew at that, but he liked her. They were friends, and no more need be said of misjudgement or apology.

A little frown gathered her brows as she watched him eat. She caught his inquiring glance and said in her direct way. “You can never go home to Erin now.”

“My ship was my home,” he answered with unabated cheerfulness, “and there are too many swords waiting for me in Waterford for a prudent trader to venture back.”

“Have you no kin in Erin? No brother or sister?”

“My sister died before I was born. I had a brother, but he is dead too.”

“But your other kindred—”

“Most likely edging their blades for our next meeting,” he grinned. No man could regret Rorik Cropear, once met and loathed for ever, but he was sorry that Eymund must be lost to him too.

“How does a Dane come to be a Christian?” she demanded, as Odda had done.

“My mother was Irish. My father loved her, and to win her submitted to baptism. They were joined in Christian wedlock.”

“That was a great thing for a heathen ravager to do!” she commented unexpectedly.

“For him, yes. For her, a great sin.”

“What sin?”

“That she loved a heathen and fled with him, in despite of her faith and kinsmen. He was baptised afterwards, of course—when the wrong was done.”

“Oh!” She considered the implications of that for a moment, and then said impatiently, “Wedlock mended the wrong!”

“Her brother the priest did not see it so. When my sister died he showed her it was God’s retribution on her lust for a heathen. So when I was born she vowed me to the Church in atonement.”

“At the bidding of her brother the priest?”

“He was always about her, and she listened to him.”

“And he approved her marriage?”

“Never. But however he hated my father, could a holy priest knowingly do such wrong to his sister?”

“His hatred could persuade him it was righteousness, I doubt not. And your father consented?”

“It was her soul’s salvation, and he could deny her nothing. Her life was penance and prayer and holy works, and after I was conceived she would not lie again with him. Colum the priest reckoned all commerce of the flesh a sin.” He thought of his austere and beautiful mother, a silent shadow in her crow-black gown, and of the great simple man who had loved her. “It was bitter grief to my father, but what more could he have done?”

“Kicked brother Colum the priest through the door and given his wife a brat each year to occupy her conscience,” Judith said robustly. “Did his baptism and Christian wedlock count for nothing?” She looked curiously at Niall. “A happy household, in truth!”

“There was my father—and Thorvard my brother. He was four years the elder, and my dearest on earth. We could laugh together, and he taught me to ride and swim and shoot and fish—yes, and in secret he taught me weapon-craft. He hated Colum the priest as I have never known a man hated.”

“And how long did a Dane, however much a Christian, bear with Colum the priest and the selfish hypocrite he married?”

“Selfish?” That was not the epithet commonly applied to his very holy mother.

“She cared nothing for the misery she brought her family so that she had her way.”

Hers was so novel an opinion that for a moment Niall could not assimilate it, and when he did, his only surprise was that it did not surprise him. He looked up from the fire into Judith’s steady eyes, and a guilt that had nagged him many years eased within him. He nodded slowly. “I never looked at it so.”

“Neither did she, and hers was the way you heard it.” She was only a young maid, but she saw clearly and spoke the blunt truth.

“My father never failed in his love for her, but in the end he knew that Colum the priest had poisoned his marriage,” Niall continued quietly. He had never told this before, but he wished Judith to know the whole. “Then it was too late. The last year was one long dispute, with Colum carping always that Thorvard was on the edge of apostasy, with my father’s encouragement; that I was of age to be cloistered and deliberately withheld; that marriage to a heathen was no marriage and void—”

“And your father never so much as tore his tongue out?”

Niall was surprised into laughing. “He withstood the temptation.”

“Then he was nearer sainthood than any Dane yet born.”

Niall shrugged. “He raged and stormed, he besought her and cursed Colum, and she—she withdrew aside the hem of her garments. Whereat in despair and defiance he took to mead in the company of his heathen friends.”

“And they carped the more.”

“Yes. One evening in late summer, after a fierce quarrel, he called in a dozen pot-comrades from the harbour to sup and drink. My mother went to pray for his redemption. Colum bade Thorvard go with her, but our father said he was of age to join the men—he was thirteen—and he defied them. And since where Thorvard was I would be also, I escaped her and hid in a corner of the hall behind the hangings, where I fell asleep.

“They were all far gone in mead, and most of them under the table, when there was some drunken foolery with a torch. I woke to a roar of fire. All by the door was one red flame, and men stumbling and crawling, and black smoke coiling. I screamed to Thorvard, and he came to me. He piled stools and chests until he could lift and thrust me through the furthest window, just as the thatch flared over it. He clawed through the fire and fell beside me, and died.”

For a long moment she stared at him without words, and then drew hard breath. “They all died?”

“All.”

“And—after?”

“My mother returned to her other brother Murdoc. He had a welcome of sorts for her, but no place for a half-bred brat. So they thrust me into the monastery, and she became a nun to atone for the wrong.” He stared into the little red and blue flames playing over the glowing coals. “But the heathen blood was too strong in me, or the Devil had claimed me for his own, as they all swore. All their prayers and fasts and beatings could not make a monk of me. I knew I was my mother’s sin-offering, but the day I learned she was dead I broke out and ran.”

“Since she could profit no longer, why not?”

He glanced quickly up at her, but his sight was blurred by staring into the fire. He went on. “I found a sea-captain in Waterford, a friend of my father’s, Bjorn the Wanderer. He took me aboard.”

“You turned pirate with a heathen Viking?” she asked without heat.

“Bjorn was a half-Christian of sorts, prime-signed but not baptised. You do not know prime-signing? A priest signs a trader with the cross, in token that he will abide by Christian custom while in a land where it holds. He was a fat man and merry, plagued with pains in the joints. He knew the Middle Sea from Njorva Sound to Miklagard[1]. He loved best to sail seas no keel had furrowed since time began.”

“No raiding?”

“We fought at other folks’ choosing, not ours. Bjorn was a prudent man. A Christian could sail with him.”

“You were never tempted to deny Christ?”

“Deny Him Who is the world’s salvation? What other truth is there?”

“None, Niall. And you sailed south where no ship had been?”

“It was Bjorn sailed south,” he disclaimed. “I did but bring the Raven home from the land of black swamps beyond the sun, when he died. He gave her to me as he lay dying, and the crew chose to follow me as captain. Later I made friends in Spain, hard-pressed by the Moors, and aided them in their warfare. Last summer we won a city and gained much plunder. I came north to buy a new ship, and left my treasure with my mother’s brother Murdoc while I looked through the Irish ports.” He caught her slight grimace, and nodded, smiling grimly. “A kinsman with thirty seamen at his back is entitled to ask greater favours than would be granted a half-bred brat alone. No man takes treasure into Dublin among Ivar’s murderous kin if he sets any value on his throat. But while I was gone four chiefs of Waterford fell on Murdoc’s house, and slew him and his sons for the treasure.”

“Colum the priest?” she asked hopefully.

“Poisoned by his own eloquence years before. I had no great love for Murdoc or his sons, but they were my kin. We hunted his slayers through Waterford and killed all four chiefs. Their friends and kinsmen roused the town against us, and we sailed into the storm. The rest you know, Lady Judith.”

“Yes. The rest I know.” She looked over his huge body, muddy and half-stripped. “You have lost all you had, Niall.”

“I have my life.”

“But what will you do now?”

“See this war of yours to its end with Odda, of course.”

“But afterwards?”

We have Guthrum before us. Dare we look further, for an afterwards?”

“Can you go back to trading, Niall?”

“If I had a ship, no Dane would ever sail with me.”

She bit her lip, staring at him in real distress. He was mildly puzzled that the plight of a stranger should trouble her, but he was grateful that she wished him well. He grinned at her, but before he could say anything Hild lifted the curtain over the bower doorway and stalked down the hall. Her white brows drew into a frown at sight of the two facing each other so earnestly, but her only expression of disapproval was directed against the neglectful turnspit, an emphatic thwack across his shoulders.

“My lady is abed,” she announced curtly. The two women exchanged anxious glances, and Niall closed his lips on his own uneasiness. Hild turned her ferocious scowl on him. He gave her staff a wary glance and prepared to dodge. By the sound there was yet weight in her arm.

“And how long it this shameless heathen to affront your father’s hall with his naked belly?” she demanded, prodding forcefully at the offending gap. “Will you sit here chattering until nightfall, when it would be more seemly to find him decent covering?”

“So it would,” agreed Judith, grinning at her scowl and Niall’s laugh, “if aught in this house would cover him.”

They rummaged with better success than he had anticipated, for by supper-time he could face that household of women without being the occasion of their giggles. True, he had to breathe with discretion, and the tunic’s woefully short sleeves gave him a striking resemblance to an urchin who had outgrown his clothing, but his constriction would not last longer than tomorrow; three women were industriously stitching on his behalf.

He had expected Leofric and his company before the next day’s sundown, but Elfwyn’s state made him close his lips discreetly on prophesy, for which he was glad when darkness came without them. Even his imperturbable cheerfulness was wearing thin when another noon passed without a sight of them, but less than an hour later a shepherd-boy and his dog came tumbling and yelping down the hill to bring them welcome word.

Everyone streamed out across the level grassland, and down the path between the budding trees the troop broke rank and came leaping and sliding. Judith shamelessly snatched her skirts into her belt and ran like a lad, and Hild, steadying Elfwyn with an arm about her, had to check her as she tried to follow. Then she cried out, pulled free of the old woman and broke into a clumsy run. Niall, holding back from the welcome in which he had no right to share, uttered a brief oath and ran after her.

Leofric, sitting his pony like a sack of meal with his right arm in a sling, lifted a face grey with loss of blood, pain and fatigue, and kicked his mount into a weary trot. Niall caught him as he slid from the saddle, but Leofric did not even see him. He and Elfwyn were fast joined, each upholding the other as they kissed and exclaimed and protested each to the other that all was well.

Edric and Cynric were grappled fast in Judith’s hold.

Niall stepped back. All about him men and women clasped each other, laughed and wept and stammered thankful prayers. Children clung to their fathers’ legs, proud urchins brandished spears, dogs leaped and barked. Old Hild, standing aside like himself from the tumult of greeting, caught his eye and gave him an unwontedly benign nod. He laughed and seized her, staff and all, and kissed her resoundingly on both cheeks. She snorted and smacked his face, but lightly, and her grim old face broke into a thousand laughter-cracks.

“Impudent whelp, wasting kisses on one old enough to be your granddam!”

“Waste, grandmother? There is juice in the dryest apple if you do but squeeze it!” he retorted outrageously, and kissed her again.

If she were out of practice, the knack came back to her speedily. She slapped him again for the look of things, a mere token blow, and thrust him off.

Three or four women whose men had not come home wailed in mourning, and the thankful clamour began to subside. Edric, freeing himself from the three-fold knot, looked about him. The first object that filled his gaze was Niall, and his eyes stood from their sockets. He leaped on him.

“Niall!” Edric gripped his arms, Cynric thumped his shoulder, and they pelted him with questions. “Niall, what befell you? How are you alive? How came you here?” Then they stood aside, laughing with pleasure that warmed him, to let Leofric greet him.

His good arm was round his wife, who had both her arms about him, so that he had no hand to offer, but his whole bearing was a welcome. “We believed you slain and carried out on the ebb! How are you here alive?”

“More by luck than contriving,” Niall answered. During the ensuing confusion of explanations and questions he hoisted Leofric back into the saddle, perturbed by the weakness he tried to conceal but which was obvious to his experienced hands and eyes. He opened his mouth, met a warning scowl from the redhead and swallowed his words whole and unuttered. Instead he asked how the battle had gone for them.

“We lost Ceolwin,” Leofric answered briefly.

The whole village surged through the gateway and into the tiny church, dim as a barn, to render thanksgiving and commend to God the souls of their dead, rejoicing sobered by loss. It was an odd, maimed service with no priest to lead it; priests and monks were now scarce in Wessex, and those who survived were mostly under arms. He spoke of it.

“Our priest died outside Exeter last year, with our father,” Leofric told him shortly.

“And my betrothed,” added Judith, accounting for her being at least seventeen and still unwedded. “A sad waste of the trouble my father took to find him.” She saw the faint surprise cross Niall’s face, and explained, “I met him but twice, so I cannot mourn him with any great grief.”

“And now it is all to do again,” Cynric observed, his eyes on Leofric’s exhausted face as they emerged into the sunny garth. “And men growing scarce.”

“And those willing to be burdened with red-haired shrews never thick on the ground,” mourned Edric. “We will have her on our hands for ever.”

“A fitting penance,” Judith retorted, entirely unmoved at the frightful prospect of perpetual maidenhood. Niall grinned with them, but marvelled. His unhappy home had known nothing of love so safe and sure that it could afford to mock itself.

The whole village trooped after them into the hall, children and dogs and all. Leofric, heedless of pleas that he should lie on his bed, seated himself heavily in his great chair and leaned his flaming head against its high back. All hushed. For a moment the only sound was a stifled sobbing, and then that was smothered. Briefly he bade them all to sup that night in his hall, and bade the house-servants kill and cook, and broach ale and mead. They raised a cheer for him and for Odda and straggled out.

Leofric leaned to speak softly to Judith, who nodded and went into the bower. She returned with a long, linen-wrapped bundle. Only one object was that length and shape, and Niall felt his heart race. His hands went out, and Judith laid it in them.

They were all there; sword and dagger, belt of silver plates, and his jewels too. Speechless, he clasped the belt and settled the weapons. He looked at the silver and gold winking in the cloth, the garnets and amber for which lesser men might have murdered him. Before they realized what he was about he had cast the chain over Elfwyn’s fair head to lie on her breast. As she gasped aloud he pressed the brooch into Judith’s hand, and thrust on each of the brothers one of his golden arm-rings. He put his left hand through the last and pushed it up over his sleeve, smiling a them. Leofric began to protest, and he shook his head.

“Are we not friends and comrades?”

Leofric considered him, and nodded gravely. Niall knew that he was fully accepted. Even his atrocious sin of warring on his own kin, which reason might endorse but feeling must abhor, was forgiven him, and that had stuck in Leofric’s gullet since the battle. Only Judith, clearer-sighted and perhaps more ruthless than her brothers, had swallowed it without blenching.

They talked for a while of their several adventures and of the battle, and then Niall, feeling that he had trespassed long enough on the privacy of their reunion, excused himself and strolled outside. Eglaf grinned broadly and saluted him with the twin of the spear that had menaced his entrails. He left the stockade, down the river to the shore. The village was hidden from the sea by a turn in the valley, but the distance was less than a mile. He came out into a steep-shored little bay between two arms of low cliffs. No fishing-boats were drawn up on the beach to betray the village’s existence to Danish ships nosing along the coast; he had not yet even learned where they were hidden.

He climbed the eastern headland to look along the channel.

Eastward he saw another bay, a longer, flatter curve edged with pale sand, ending in a jut of dark rock-fangs plumed with white spray. He had seen them but once before, dimly through earliest dawn-twilight, but his mouth contracted. Not far away stood a cairn of large beach-stones, and he knew what that was. He said a prayer for thirty-one honest souls, heathen or not, and gazed out across the channel, where under a flaring sky the water was taking on the hue of burnished bronze and the hills of Wales rose in a purple bar from its edge. No ship showed black upon the brightness. He turned back to those men of another blood with whom whatever morrows he should see would lie. He was a wanderer who could wander no further, and the swan’s way was his no more.

They made him welcome. They were generous. Leofric called him to his side at the high table, and Judith sat at his other hand. The long fire on the stone-guarded hearth flamed with fresh fuel; torches fluttered along the walls, and candles glowed on the table. Steam and smoke edied among the blackened rafters, and his nostrils filled with the scents of flesh and fish and herbs, ale and mead. The painted shields, long spears and swift javelins patterned the walls again, and the side tables were crowded with grinning faces.

Down at the lower tables, as the ale and mead sank in the tubs, the battle was fought over and over, but at the high table they skirted that topic in the company of a Dane. The food was only what could be hastily assembled and hurriedly cooked in the leanest season, and the winter-gaunt, new-killed mutton kept their jaws occupied. Leofric looked very white and strained, and was obviously in pain. He had made light of his wound, a sword-cut above the elbow, and had refused to let the women meddle with their salves and plasters, so no one had seen it since he came home. Niall, uneasily aware that a gash along a muscle, however deep, seldom did lasting harm, whereas one across it could cripple a man for his lifetime, wondered whether these farmers knew as much. Tomorrow he must have sight of it.

He looked down the noisy, smoky, steaming room. The women and boys trotted to and fro replenishing platters and mugs, or fell to themselves as the demand slackened, and the little children skirmished among the rushes with the dogs. Niall ate, and watched, and joined in the carefully casual talk, while old Hild moved behind them with the mead-pitcher. After its second filling he turned down his horn, but after he had shaken his head for the third time young Cynric, already red-faced and stumbling in his speech, rounded on him grinning.

“Hey, man, this is a feast and not a funeral!”

All eyes turned curiously on him, and a flush burned up under his skin.

“You are a guest in my household, and this night no man goes sober from my board!” Leofric declared, draining his own horn and holding it out to the pourer. “Fill up for our Dane, Hild!”

He shook his head again. Since they would plainly take it as an insult to their hospitality for him to remain above the table, the ignominious admission must be made and their scorn for one lacking in proper manhood faced. “Do not take it amiss,” he begged, “but I cannot get drunk. Another cup would bring back all that went before.”

“But—”

“Do not press him!” Judith commanded sharply, and Cynric subsided. Niall glanced shamefaced at her, and saw only understanding in her freckled face. He was glad that she knew why he could never lose command of his faculties in mead. They smiled at each other, and Edric, still completely sober, stared intently from one to the other and lifted his horn to eclipse a grin.

A little later Elfwyn withdrew, accompanied by Judith and the women attendants. Leofric, entreated by his lady, consented to excuse himself to the company and retire with them. The women in the lower part of the hall gathered their children and slipped out to their own cottages. The talk grew louder and more incoherent as the bottoms of the barrels were reached. A fuddled argument started at one table over the number of Danes the disputants had slain, and would have ended in blows had they not been too far gone in malt to see straight. Others began to sing, but as no two could agree on the choice of song the results were more painful than entertaining, and set the dogs howling resentment.

The company thinned. Cynric was sprawling across the table with his head on his arms, mumbling to himself. Edric had disposed himself more tidily along a bench and was sleeping. Some men had sufficient sense of direction left them to discover the door and reel homeward to the tolerance of their wives, while others, incapable of the venture, lay upon the tables or disappeared beneath them. The dogs gathered about the dying fire, cracking bones and scratching for fleas.

Niall, in all the bleak and lonely dignity of being the only sober man in the room, leaned his elbows on the board, propped his chin in his hands and surveyed the casualties. Someone was still singing to himself, another was conducting a long, unopposed argument with repetitious gravity, and a dozen distinctive snores afflicted his ears. He grinned wryly as he visualized the morrow’s waking. A man half-roused among the rushes and began to vomit noisily. Niall grimaced and got up, picked a path to the door between men and dogs, and went out into the cold clear night.


[1] The Straits of Gibraltar to Constantinople
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Under the moot-ash in the middle of the garth Niall halted for a moment, as the two tie-dogs which were loosed each night slouched up growling and sniffed at him. They knew him by now, and let him pass. He climbed the earthen bank to the stockade, and leaned there looking out on the fields and woods. The rain-clouds had blown over, and a half-moon was just lifting over the valley’s rim, silvering river and puddles and thatch. The woods were black and shaggy as a bearskin, the fields and common grey spaces splashed with black patches, the rocks by the waterside pale faces and black shadows. A light chilly wind was blowing up the valley, and it lifted Niall’s loose hair and blew it about his face. He shivered slightly. He was sweating from the hall’s heat, his tight tunic gripping him uncomfortably. His hair clung to his sticky face, and he thrust it back and plaited it out of his way.

He walked slowly down to the gate, which looked down the valley, towards the sea. A narrow wooden bridge, just wide enough to take a farm cart, spanned the ditch, and from it the tracks fanned out up and down the valley. The garth was very quiet, but for the occasional stamp and whicker of horses in the stable. The flocks were folded on the hill, where a few shepherd lads kept watch for wolves and for Ubba’s ships on the channel. The cattle had been scattered in the woods, and only a handful of swine as yet rounded up.

The wind nipped shrewdly, and he moved on to make the round of the stockade. He was not particularly sleepy, and in no hurry for his bed. As he passed the hall the rasping grumble of snores sounded loudly in the hush, and he grinned to himself and decided to seek out a truss of straw in a quiet barn for his bed this night.

He halted again opposite the gate to look up the valley. The stream, swollen by heavy rain, wrestled with the stones of its bed in endless laughter. Tawny owls hooted in the woods, and one flapped soundlessly past him, beating purposefully across the pasture. One of the mastiffs snuffled at his heels and thrust a wet cold nose into his dangling hand. He fondled the broad warm head absently.

He shrugged and turned away to look for a hospitable barn, pushing away the dog’s friendly muzzle. As he did so a flash of moonlight caught his eye, and he tensed at once, peering through the darkness. The dog sensed his alarm and growled softly, testing the air, but the wind was against him. Niall watched the grey meadow where it met the black woods that followed the stream down the valley. The flash came again, moonlight reflected from some bright moving object, and then two together, two brief twinkles of light. Niall stood for one heart’s beat as he realized what had reflected the moon’s whiteness, and then exploded into action.

He leaped from the embankment in one long bound, slithered on the sodden earth, recovered his balance and ran shouting to the hall. The mastiffs joined their thunderous voices to his. He crashed wide the heavy door, impartially kicked or trod upon every man in his path, and in a sudden uproar of cursing men and barking dogs reached the high table. He pounced on Cynric, jerked him up, kicked over Edric’s bench as he did so, shook the lad until his jaws clacked and slapped him viciously as he opened bleary eyes and mumbled stupidly. “Danes! The Danes are on us!” he yelled in his ears, slapped him again and threw him against the wall. Edric was heaving himself to all fours. Niall kicked him shrewdly to hoist him up, snatched a guttering torch from a bracket and stormed into the screeching darkness of the bower.

Women were scrambling from wall-beds and pallets on the floor, clutching bedclothes to their nakedness and shrieking questions, alarms and prayers. The torch spluttered and flared, casting enormous wild shadows and lighting disembodied faces, bare limbs and flapping sheets to a semblance of Hell’s maw on the Day of Judgement. Leofric’s voice shouted angrily, and suddenly he tumbled out of a wall-bed into Niall's sight and advanced, fuddled and furious, hauling on his braies with his one good hand.

“Up and out! The Danes are on us! Arm and out!” Niall roared, thrusting the torch into the nearest hand. Judith, a sheet bundled round her and her hair streaming over her slim bare shoulders, bounded across his vision, heaved up the lid of a great chest and started to toss out mail and weapons. Niall snatched up an armful of javelins and flung forth again.

Edric and Cynric, savagely sober, thrust past him for their own arms. Niall stormed back through the hall, striking or kicking every man he met. Most of them were on their feet now, blear-eyed and witless for the most part, but some were snatching down shields and weapons from the walls and hauling at those still too sodden to rise. Niall yelled to those who were steady enough to follow, and led a shambling handful to the stockade in hot fury, cursing that most of them were still too fuddled to distinguish one enemy where they saw two.

The cottages were wakened. Women were shrieking, children wailing, men shouting. Half-clad folk were tumbling out seeking commands, and Niall gave them. They scattered to the stockade. The great mastiffs were baying furiously. He ran back to where he had been standing, scrambled up and peered between two of the pointed timbers.

The noisy alarm had caused the attackers to abandon their cautious approach under cover of the trees for an open rush across the meadow. Even as he looked, the first were running in a scattered group towards the ditch, stooping under great faggots of brushwood. Niall saw a javelin, flung by an uncertain hand, flash past and fall short, and yelled to his fools to hold their hands until they were sure of their marks. He waited, himself, until the first man straightened on the ditch’s edge to cast in his faggot, and hurled his javelin accurately a hand’s breadth beneath his breast-bone. His blade was not wasted, but the same could scarcely be said of his companions. A more erratic flight he had never seen. The bundles of brushwood tumbled down, piling to bridge the gap, and their bearers ran back, doubling and dodging, for more.

Leofric, a spear in his left hand, was below him, driving bewildered men to the stockade. Edric, on Niall’s left, was throwing torches into the ditch, trying to set the faggots alight, but the brushwood was too wet and full of sap to burn readily. His endeavours at least provided fighting-light where it was most needed. The darkness beyond was full of scurrying, whooping men, flashes of red light from helms and shield-bosses and weapons, fierce bearded faces leaping out of the dark and vanishing again.

Wild shouting sounded from the gate beyond the buildings. Another attack was being launched there, where the bridge provided footing. Niall recognized Cynric’s yelling. More men were stumbling to join him, but at that fresh uproar he saw them hesitate, still stupid with mead and unable to decide where they were most needed. Niall uttered a savage oath and plunged down from his place.

“Edric, hold on here!” he shouted. Jabbing with his javelins for emphasis, he sent men right and left to guard the other sides, realizing grimly that the stockade was too large a circuit to be held by their small force. He charged across to the gate. Outside the hall he saw Judith, still wearing only the sheet girded about her beneath her arms, herding women and children into its comparative safety. She held a spear, and lifted it in salute as he ran past. He flung up his own arm in greeting, and she grinned.

Axes were battering at the gate, helmed heads rising over the jaw-toothed stockade, the defenders striking at them fiercely amid a clang of steel, as he reached them. Cynric had caught up a scant half-dozen to aid him; he was clinging desperately to the bank’s edge, snarling as he beat at heads and hands in the moon-light.

“At them, at them! Will you die like swine?” Niall yelled. “Fight!” He hurled himself up the bank and at a Viking already swinging himself astride the stockade, axe on high. Niall's last javelin took him in the ribs and he folded forward with a grunt, legs kicking blackly against the sky. The axe barely missed Niall’s bare head. He clawed for it as it fell, tore the shield from a limp hand and seized the grip, and swung up axe and shield together just in time to ward off a descending spear. For this work the axe was a fitter tool than sword or spear. He crashed it home on a shining helmet, that dropped instantly back into the ditch. He raged back and forth to the left of the gate, smiting at heads as they appeared, until the onslaught slackened and he stood panting. He threw up his head to hear how the other fighting went. Then he was racing back to rejoin Edric.

The ditch had been bridged in two places about twenty yards apart, and the attackers were swarming across by the light of the dwindling torches, scrambling for foothold on the sliding brushwood and the soft wet earth of the rampart, clawing up at the pointed stakes. The wavering, fuddled tipplers rallied to Niall's example and the scalding insults he poured on them. He swung his axe grimly, leaning out over the palisade, his great height and length of arm a tremendous asset. Neither Danes nor Englishmen had any javelins left; it was hand to hand hacking now. A shrill screech behind him pierced his own shouting. He saw a spear jab neatly under a bearded chin and thrust a climber off and back in a spray of blood. Judith laughed at him, screeched again to the men, and bore her share in the mad dark struggle as handily as a lad. There were lads among the defenders, fleshing steel for the first time, and other women fighting like Judith beside their men.

They sweated out their drunkenness, and the attackers fell back again. Niall drew panting breath, wiped his brow with a bloody sleeve, and heard the yells and crashing increasing on their left. Their right, guarded by the rough steep bank of the river, was comparatively safe. Leofric was shouting, and Niall called off half a dozen men and ran to succour him. Without vanity, he knew he was the best man to command this fight, and he took command without thought. Again the attackers were hammered off. They rallied and came back and up, smashed up blows at those leaning over the stockade, were thrown down to scramble up again. All the dogs were barking madly, horses neighing, swine shrieking; the howls of “Thor aid!” met the grunt of “Out! Out!” along the rampart, and a wailing of women and children lifted from the hall.

Niall looked for Leofric in the turmoil, but before he found him another noise broke through the din, a spaced and regular crashing. At its fourth repetition Niall, at first puzzled, yelled to his nearest comrades and leaped from the rampart. The raiders had brought up a log and were ramming down the gate. Cynric was shouting desperate defiance, and Niall ran. Before he could gain the gate he heard a rending fall of timber, an exultant roar, and the impact of two forces. He plunged into a raging press of bodies, a black confusion under the pale moon.

Farmers and fishermen, desperate as they were, could not match mailed Danes, and they were outnumbered more than two to one. Niall, swinging his axe like a flail, found support melting from his sides and back. Leofric came yelling at the head of a straggling handful, his slung arm jerking limply as he ran, and Niall groaned as he recognized that blunder.

“Guard your own flank! Leave it!” he roared, but Leofric charged home, and their fresh weight sent the turmoil lurching back. It was blind, savage hacking in the dark; sweating, grunting bloody labour. Hairy faces, black shouting mouths, dark arms and weapons thronged about him. Then the pressure from without broke the ranks, the Danes were flooding through the gate, spreading along the embankment, thrusting the defenders back. He hardly knew how he saved his skin, but as he broke free of the struggle he saw more Englishmen leaving the stockade and running to fight the Danes in the garth. He groaned and cursed together, and shouted, “Leofric! Leofric!” There was one way left them, now the Danes had won the stockade, and that was to cut through to the empty gateway and escape to the woods while they lived.

He was already cut off from his friends, retreating between the buildings. From behind huts and barns and sheds ran more helmed raiders who had won over the undefended stockade, shouting, “Thor aid!” as they came. Niall launched himself in a flying run at their backs, his dulled axe swinging in a wide arc. A head leaped from its shoulders and bounced away under churning feet. He shouldered another sideways, fetched up with a growl and a blow in a murky scuffle behind a haystack, heaved a grappling body off and ran, dodging from stack to weaving shed and shed to stack. He broke through the Danes’ line on the flank, just in time to tumble into the hall after Edric and Cynric. The door crashed shut, and the great bar dropped across it into its sockets.

“Well met, friend!” Judith greeted him, her teeth gleaming.

In the silence that followed the cessation of battle-clamour, Niall grounded his axe against his leg and smeared blood and sweat across his face with a bloody sleeve. His eyes went about the long, lofty room, over the panting men, the hushed and frightened women, the dying fire and the half-dozen high narrow slits of windows under the eaves. Outside was comparative quiet, a confusion of scuffling feet and many voices as the Danes gathered outside the door. In the smoky room sweating faces caught ruddy gleams from fire and torch-light. Someone threw more wood onto the coals. Women were binding wounds, or hushing children. Babies wailed. Elfwyn, ashen-faced, stood by Leofric, anxiously settling his sling. Old Hild tore screeching linen into bandages.

The three brothers instinctively turned their eyes on Niall, who was wondering whether he would have been wiser had he remained outside to provide distraction for the enemy. He forgot that when he saw their faces. Judith joined them. She had found time to drag on a gown instead of the precarious sheet, and now she leaned her spear against the wall and coolly began to plait her hair. Though her lips still smiled, her eyes were grave.

“We are fairly trapped,” said Edric grimly. “Next they will fire the roof over us.”

“A heathen pyre,” grunted Leofric.

“It has rained half the day,” Judith said.

The lame churl Eglaf was standing at Niall’s left elbow, his blood-smudged face twisted as he tied a rag round his left forearm with his right hand and his teeth. He looked up at Niall with a hard smile as he finished the task and took up a felling-axe again.

“Are we too late to break out, Niall?” asked Cynric.

Niall peered through the narrow crack beside the door jamb. A great dark throng made a half-circle before it. The moon touched hands and faces, a fair head here and there among the helmets, the white lengths of swords and the broad blades of axes. Shield-bosses and byrnies twinkled as they moved.

“Not too late, too early,” he said. The group at his back eyed him expectantly. He counted them quickly. Twenty-two men, including Leofric who had done his left-handed utmost, seven or eight lads, a dozen or so women armed and resolute, as many more waiting with the children. None was wounded beyond fighting; those who had been had not reached this temporary safety. And outside were perhaps three-score triumphant Danes.

Feet rushed, and axes began to crash and batter at the door. The wood shook and groaned. They could hear the straining grunts and snarled threats, and a baby set up a determined yelling. A roar of brutal laughter answered. The stout planks were backed crosswise with a second layer of tough oak, and their foes might hack until their axes blunted without breaking through. A loud voice called for a log to ram it down, and the axe-men left their futile chopping.

“Once they break the door down we are done!” muttered Cynric in Niall's ear, his young face haggard. He set himself at the right of it, his sword lifted.

“Done? Not yet!” Niall said harshly, and peered out again.

Leofric and Cynric were issuing sharp orders, and their men dragged up benches and table-boards to barricade the door. Niall halted them with an imperative gesture, leaned over and noiselessly eased the heavy bar from its sockets. He handed it to Eglaf and thrust him to the hinge side of the inward-opening door.

“You—we are to break out?” demanded Leofric.

“Let them ram.”

As they stared, Judith first grasped what he intended and laughed grimly. “Heaven amend your wits! Either side of the door, and ready for them!”

A dozen men understood, closed their gaping mouths, and formed up in two lines. Niall glanced thoughtfully at the clutter of discarded benches beyond and nodded; they could not have disposed them better had they anticipated his wishes.

“Alive or dead? We could use a hostage or two,” Leofric suggested.

It was a tempting thought, and Niall toyed with it a moment before reluctantly shaking his head. “Dead. It would cost us too dearly to try it.” He set his eye to the chink again. “Ready with the bar behind them, Eglaf!”

There was a heart-shaking delay while the ram, a twelve-foot, roughly trimmed trunk, was hoisted up by six tall pirates, swung once or twice in their brawny arms, and then brought forward in a purposeful charge, while the rest bellowed encouragement and yielded them clear space. The butt crashed and the door swung inwards. The six Danes tumbled headlong through the gap with their ram. Eglaf slammed the door on their heels and dropped the bar into its sockets. The leading Dane entangled himself with an overturned bench and rolled among the rushes, bringing most of his fellows down in one complicated sprawl of arms and legs and ram. For a brief brisk moment dark figures leaped and struck, blades gleamed, and triumphant yells answered the howls of alarm and fury outside.

“Clear those carcases from the door,” Niall ordered. He had taken command by the same right that had made him captain of the Raven at the age of eighteen. “They will not try that again. Fire comes next.”

Fire would probably make an end of them. He saw no chance of their cutting a path through the massed Danes when it forced them to make a sally or roast. There was no way out but this one door; the high narrow windows would serve neither them nor the Danes. The solid log walls were even stronger than the door, and they could not hope to hack a way out in time. The enemy were somewhat hasty in their methods, since burned loot profits no man, but they were vengefully vicious now. When he peered out again a torch was already streaming sparks and pale coils of smoke along the wind. By its glare he glimpsed a little group who seemed to be leaders, and his heart jolted—a tall one with long light hair, a square bulk of a man in a ring-byrnie, a giant towering over both. Yet he could not be sure until he saw their faces.

The half-used haystack near the door smoked, spluttered and flared up with a crackle and a roar. Bright threads of scarlet fire stranded its black mass as the first blaze ebbed, and then the flame ate into the heart of it, the smoke rolled up orange and crimson, shot with dancing sparks, paled against the sky, and lifted in white cloud into the night.

“Ho, within there!” a great voice roared. “Within there! Will you yield or burn?”

“We will die fighting!” shouted Leofric.

The stocky captain came forward a couple of paces into the glare, swinging his axe. “Anyone who comes out and lays down his arms may have his life!” he shouted.

Niall straightened from stooping. “You may believe his word,” he said quietly. “He is my kinsman Rorik Cropear.”

Leofric gasped. “Niall, what will you do?” he whispered.

“Fight beside you, of course.”

They stared at him and at each other, and he smiled with a hardihood he did not feel. This was the bond beyond all claims of friendship or obligation, that all tradition and sentiment insisted that he honour, and the knowledge was a deadly cold weight in his breast. He must come to blows with his own blood-kin, and though Rorik counted as no more than a symbol, Eymund was his friend. So he smiled and swung up the axe before the Englishmen’s troubled faces, and as he met Judith’s steady eyes the cold weight dissolved. “Christian faith is the loyalty that binds me!” he declared.

“Englishmen! Send out your women and brats!” came Rorik Cropear’s great voice.

“To be slain before us?” demanded Leofric scornfully.

“We do not slay our profits!” shouted the Dane. “They will fetch their price in Dublin market! Come out if you will live!”

A ragged growl from the men indicated that they would fight to the end. They looked at each other bitterly. A baby shrieked. Other children joined the cry, caught up in the arms of sobbing mothers. Other women ran to their men and clung fiercely. Leofric’s desperate eyes sought Niall’s over his wife’s yellow head. “Rorik will spare their lives,” Niall said flatly.

“To rape and sell them!” snarled Cynric, his arm round a pretty lass whose brown head was on his shoulder.

The woman with the screaming infant pushed a couple of older children before her to the door, tears running down her face. Others joined her, and their cries mingled in a long wail of fear and sorrow and desolation that hushed the noise outside for a moment. They came over the red rushes, weeping for their men and their children and themselves, and Niall swallowed and turned his head away, peering out again. Behind him Leofric spoke softly to Elfwyn.

“God guard you and our child, my heart. Go now.”

The fair girl gulped and spoke clearly. “Bear your son to thralldom? We will all die together!”

Niall swung round at the resolute strength in her voice. She stood erect beside her husband, her tear-swollen face steadfast. The Thane made no attempt to dissuade her. He took her hand in his and drew her closer to him. Niall looked at Judith, who had not moved at all.

“You, Judith?”

“Be raped by all those heathen swine and sold big-bellied in Dublin? I will burn first!”

“Hild?”

“I am too old to be worth carrying to Dublin,” the old woman answered cheerfully.

“Oh, God! Can we not cut through them if we break out now?” Cynric burst forth.

“Not with women and children,” Niall answered. “If there were another door—but—”

He checked, a wild and desperate plan leaping like fire in his harried brain. He sprang from his post by the door. “Go out, all who cannot fight! Hild, grandmother, go out too! We will break out, and those who live will come back for you from Hell’s Gate! Take the bairns, go out, and do not despair!”

“I suckled my master’s father. I will not outlive his sons!”

Hild lifted her staff as though to strike him, and then her face changed. “Hey, my black whelp! You see a way?”

“A poor chance, but the last. Go out, and leave us free to fight!”

They were all gaping at the giant, the conviction in his voice and bearing hushing the women’s cries and drawing all eyes to his fierce face. The old woman laughed aloud, caught Niall by the hair and dragged down his high head to kiss him on the lips. “God hear our prayers, black lad, and grant you bring all off!”

“Elfwyn!” Niall said urgently.

“I stay by my husband,” she answered calmly, and he saw that only force would budge her.

A great bellow from outside interrupted them. Eglaf unbarred and swung open the door, and as the women and children passed out weeping, the throng broke rank to grab at them, hauling shrieking women from the screaming, clinging children. The Englishmen roared and surged forward, but Niall sprang between them and the door. As Hild passed last of all Eglaf slammed it and dropped the bar on the triumphant howling outside. Niall turned again to the gap. The three captains were calling off their men from their prey, and hustling their prisoners aside under guard. Time enough to take their sport when the fight was won.

“They are kindling torches,” Niall reported quietly. He looked round, but did not care to see the murderous eyes and wild faces of the Englishmen, and peered out again. “They will fire the thatch over the door first, but after all the rain it will burn ill. When it is well alight, Leofric, make a sally as though you would break out, and let them hold you in the doorway with your backs safe.” He straightened. “Seven or eight of you come with me—no, you and your brothers must be seen here, Cynric.”

Eglaf slouched to his side without a word. Judith deliberately joined him, her quick grin fierce and mirthless. Niall pointed to others, younger men and older lads; there was no time to wait for men to choose. Leofric was left the toughest fighters, but he had also five more women, young and childless, who like Judith preferred to die with fire rather than with Danes, and several untried boys. Feet trampled outside, bright light glared in through the chinks framing the door, oaths and the scent of burning reached them.

“When we hit them from behind break out to the right and back to the gate,” Niall directed quickly. He peered out for the last time. Rorik’s men were throwing brands and burning hay up onto the roof, and the damp thatch was beginning to smoulder with a foul stink of wet straw. He clapped Leofric on the shoulder, jerked his head at his own companions and ran for the bower behind the high table.

The bower was curiously still and quiet, lit by one candle set on a pricket by the doorway. It was a lean-to addition to the original hall, and the roof sloped to the rear wall. He heaved a chest across the floor, and with Eglaf’s aid piled it on another against the wall. He scrambled up, leaped, caught a cross-beam and swung. For all his size he was agile as a sailor must be. He hauled himself astride the beam and investigated the rafters.

“Your sire builded over-well,” he told Judith calmly. There was not room for his lusty body to pass between them. “My axe, Eglaf.”

Leaning back, he chopped at the rafter over his head. Dust and soot, woodlice and scared spiders showered down, and the silent earwigs scuttled into the thatch. At the hall door was fierce tumult; he heard the ring of blades and the yells, and knew that the noise he made would never be heard. A faint crackling and the odour of burning straw assailed him as he hacked methodically at the rafter. He could not exert his full strength because of his awkward position and the restricted swing of his arm, and the wood was a stout ash sapling seasoned over many years. He worked steadily, and was yet able to give part of his attention to what went on below.

At Judith’s quiet command the men dragged up benches and chests to make a rough stair to the roof. She had caught her skirts up into her belt, like any peasant wench washing linen by the riverside. One man stationed himself by the curtain and told them how the fight progressed.

“They stand just within the door and hold fast…The thatch is well alight above them, but the timbers have not caught. Sparks and burning straw fall among the Danes…Wow, that was well hit, Edric!…He and Cynric hold the door. Leofric thrusts over their shoulders. The Danes have no room to come at them. Old Aldred throws brands from the hearth in their faces as they crowd to reach them…The smoke grows thicker, and Cynric is wounded.”

The smoke indeed grew thicker, coiling among the rafters in evil-smelling wreaths. It filtered along the thatch, catching at Niall's throat and lungs as he laboured. He had severed the rafter above him, and now he was leaning outward, clinging to the beam with one hand and hewing with the other. Time grew dangerously short. The thin blue wisps of smoke made him choke and cough; if they grew much stronger he would be stupefied and fall. Those below were growing anxious, staring up at him in silence. At least his work had not been detected by the enemy, crowding to the fight at the other end of the building.

The wood cracked and shifted. He seized the severed end, wrenched it aside, and tore it free with an effort that almost spilled him from his perch. He dragged it away with a cracking, trailing, entangling mass of the hazel-withes lashed to the rafters to support the thatch, cast it down and scrambled up to stand on the beam. He tore through the foot-thick mass of straw and thrust out head and shoulders. The hall roof was one bright blaze, and the first red threads of flame were crackling down towards him. He drew a deep breath of cleaner air and ducked back into the smoke-filled room, grinning down at their anxious faces. The first man was already on the pile of chests. He dropped astride the beam again and reached down his hand.

“Give your spear to Eglaf, and up!”

He hoisted him up and through. His kicking legs vanished. The next man he bade stay on the roof while they passed out the spears and dropped them to the first out. Then it was Judith’s turn, and one by one the others were boosted through the ragged hole in the thatching. The smoke swirled about them, and sparks thickened to a fiery hailstorm as the fire strode down the roof. Niall pushed through the hole barely in time, choking with smoke and blinded with tears. The straw was flaring behind him as he rolled feet-first over the eaves and tumbled into his men’s ready arms. There was none to see, none to raise a cry, and the clang of battle had drowned all sound of their escape.

He won back his breath, wiped his streaming eyes, clutched his axe and saw that all had their weapons. They glanced at each other by the fire’s blood-red glare.

“Hold on!” said Judith quickly, and beckoned the two youngest lads. “Penda, Wilfrid, with me! We will loose the horses and drive them at their backs, Niall.”

Niall nodded, and led his remaining seven at a run left-handed round the building and to the Danes’ flank. The night was a ruddy nightmare of fire and fighting and wild shouting, pierced through and through by women’s wailing, children’s cries and the din of terrified beasts. The fight was locked about the doorway, the roof blazed over it, thatch consumed and timbers crackling, black against the glare. Niall could not see his comrades for the press, nor his kinsmen Rorik and Eymund, but he could hear the defiant, “Out! Out!” Brands hurtled like comets among the cursing attackers.

Niall raised one great yell, set his teeth against his heathen blood-kin and charged their unguarded backs, his axe falling. A helmet and half the head inside it lifted like a casket-lid, the next stroke crunched a bare nape, the third half-severed a spurting shoulder. Speed, weight and sheer surprise carried him and his seven into the struggle’s heart at the first impact, in the flying wedge that won so many battles. Leofric’s yell answered Niall's, and his thrust was sped as Rorik’s men reeled from the unexpected blow. They poured from the doorway in a compact missile of flesh and steel. As they cleared it half a dozen squealing ponies, maddened by the uproar and the blaze and spear-jabs from behind, burst into the pirates’ confused ranks rearing, kicking and plunging in frenzy. Before they could rally Niall had cloven through to Leofric, and they were all running for the gate and safety. Some of the captive women and youngsters, snatching their chance, broke free and joined them, and they pelted across the bridge and up the hill towards the woods without a Dane to stand in their way.
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Once under cover of the trees they stopped running and silently gathered together in a panting throng, looking down at the village. The hall flamed crimson and yellow, white smoke rolled away on the wind and blew up the valley in ragged wisps, and the glare reddened the grey fields and streaked the river with lurid light. Men swarmed to loot it before it burned. Others were running about the enclosure, and a cluster stood about the gate, but no pursuit had yet started.

Niall leaned against a tree and passed a hand over his sweating face. His front hair broke away crisply, brittle from singeing, as he touched it. Around him men gasped for breath, tied up wounds, stared dry-eyed and bitter at their homes. A child sniffled quietly, stifling sobs, and a man called down Heaven’s curses on the heathen in a flat, lifeless voice.

“Where is their ship?” Edric demanded harshly, from higher up the hill. There was a sudden surge of movement; from where he stood the sea could be seen, blank and empty as it had been when Niall stood by the shore.

“They came down the valley,” said Niall, “Through the woods, not by sea.”

“Through the woods? But how in God’s Name could they find the way?”

They muttered and grunted, but there was no answering that.

“If they have no ship there is a chance to rescue our folk!” Cynric said quickly.

“We will need help,” Leofric decided. He had his arm round his young wife, so that they made a double black shadow under the trees. “Our neighbours—Sigebert and Ulnoth—or if we can find Odda in time—come!”

“No sense in standing here and cursing Danes,” Edric grunted, and they stumbled away along the hillside, feeling their way as best they could over the rough ground between the trees and thickets. The moon gave them light, and the leafless trees blocked little of it, but the slope was steep, the earth slippery and sodden with rain, and now the fight was over they were bone-weary and sick with sorrow and shame and bitter anger.

Cynric had been wounded in the thigh, though not gravely, and limped along leaning on Edric’s shoulder, with Judith at his other side. Niall fell in beside Leofric, and the company straggled out behind them, grim and wretched. Still there was neither sight nor sound of pursuit; no doubt the Danes had occupation enough to last them until daylight. Niall thought of the women in their hands, of the husbands and fathers around him who could be thinking of naught else as they turned their backs on their loves, and his last remorse for what he had done left him.

They reached the path that angled back and forth up the hill to the moor, and could move more easily. Leofric roused himself to call his folk together and issue orders.

“Aldred, Eowils, help the boys drive the sheep into the moor. Wilfrid, Osbert, go with all speed to my Lady’s father Ulnoth and beg his aid. The rest of us will get the women and children to Sigebert’s steading and win their aid.”

The runners were off on the word. “Best way,” Edric grunted. “We can be back with daylight.” He glanced up at the moon, already past the zenith. Four hours or so of darkness remained for them.

They herded the women and children forward. Leofric drew aside to see them pass, and as they did so called off half a dozen men to join him. They gathered together in the moonlight, waiting to make a rear-guard, and Niall waited with them, leaning on his captured axe.

Slowly they clambered up the hill. Once or twice they blundered from the tortuous path; it was hard to distinguish the turns under the trees. Elfwyn stumbled more and more often, gasping for breath and clinging to her husband in the steeper parts. Leofric had had more than sufficient, and Niall came to her other side and set his long arm round her. She was tense and trembling in his hold, and he could feel the effort every step cost her. Then she slipped, stifled a cry, and would have fallen headlong had he not caught her. The rear-guard almost overran them, and stopped helplessly, muttering together. Niall uttered an impatient little grunt, shoved his axe under the back of his belt, set one arm under her shoulders and the other beneath her knees and swung her up into his arms.

“Go on!” he bade them curtly.

They followed the rest on and up. The stream, augmented by rain, worried noisily at the rocks. Wet brush reached for them and soaked them to the skin. Elfwyn silently rested her head against Niall's shoulder. She was shivering, and her breath came fast and jerkily. An ugly fear nagged at him, but he thrust it aside. When they gained the moor he could give her into the women’s care. Powerful as he was, she made a heavy burden over so steep and rough a track, and as the trees began to straggle and he threaded behind Leofric along one of the twisting sheep-paths he slowed more and more. Leofric was reeling too, on the point of exhaustion. Where the ground became more open he halted to rest, setting Elfwyn down gently on a convenient boulder. The girl huddled together, and over her bowed head he and Leofric exchanged apprehensive glances.

“Better call back the women,” Niall advised quietly, and then, aware of encompassing silence, stared about him in the shifting tracery of moonlight and tree-shadows for the rear-guard. His heart jolted uncomfortably. They were alone. Out of so many meandering sheep-paths the men had chosen another, and had passed them unseeing among the rocks and thickets. He stooped quickly and lifted the girl to her feet. She clutched at his arm and stifled a cry that reached them as a gasp.

“Elfwyn! Elfwyn! Is—is it—?”

“Your son—I think,” she answered quite calmly.

“But it is too soon—a month too soon—”

“There is no arguing with a baby,” said Niall grimly, and gathered her up again. “Lead on.”

The toiled up the last steep slope. Haste was impossible. Niall had to take each step with separate care for the placing of his feet, with rocks and bramble and clinging bilberry to trip him. If he fell he would go down upon the girl, and he climbed more and more slowly, sweating and scared, while Leofric would go forward a few steps and then hover anxiously as he caught up. They were falling further and further behind their companions, and at last Leofric, risking the danger that the Danes might be beating the woods below, shouted. The trees muffled his voice, and there was no answer. He waited, and yelled again. Niall joined to his a voice trained to surmount tempests, and as they stopped to listen they heard a faint shout behind them, at the hill’s foot.

“Are they following?” Niall asked sharply.

“God forbid it!” he whispered, and they held their breath. They could hear nothing but the stream’s laughter, but they dared shout no more. They turned again to the climb.

“The others will miss us and come back,” Leofric said hoarsely. “Elfwyn—”

She raised her head from Niall’s shoulder and laughed shakily. “Your son is in haste!” she said. But Niall felt the tenseness assail her at intervals, and every time she closed her hold on his arm until her nails bit through his sleeve. Then she gasped, and a gush of warm fluid soaked her skirts. He stumbled and almost fell, recovered with a grunt of effort, and turned imperatively on Leofric.

“Go as fast as you can to bring back help!” he ordered sharply. “I will follow with your Lady, but the child is being born!”

“Not—not immediately,” said Elfwyn, with a ghostly chuckle.

“But you do not know the way—you will lose yourself with Elfwyn—and how should we find you then in time?”

After a moment’s thought, Niall nodded agreement. Their best hope was that they would be missed, but he realized clearly that in that straggling mass of fugitives wandering in the night through woods and moors, their absence might well go unobserved until dawn. Edric and Cynric would believe them with the rear-guard, who would suppose they had gone ahead to set Elfwyn with the other women. They had to go on, as far from the village as they could. Leofric led on, stumbling with weakness. Niall tightened his aching arms on the girl. A tiny, half-smothered whimper stabbed him with pity and dread, and brought Leofric back to his side, exclaiming distractedly. Elfwyn gasped something in reassurance, clutching fast. Then she pressed her face into his tunic, rigid and shuddering. Niall tried to spare her jolts and stumbles, but he was tiring fast and the track grew worse as it jerked itself up the last steeps to the moor.

Before the last roof-like pitch on the edge of the trees he was forced to halt again, his heart pounding at his ribs with thundering mallet-blows and his pulse roaring in his ears. He laid the girl down on the leaf-mould, her head on her husband’s knees, and sank down dizzily beside her, his head in his hands, his chest labouring for air. As the tumult within him gradually quieted he became aware that Leofric was trying to assure his wife that help would soon reach them, while she in her turn attempted to persuade him that all was well and the child not yet come to birthing. That, he told himself, was true love between man and woman; not self-seeking, not a mere exchange of pleasure, but each possessed with concern for the other.

When he lifted his head the low voices stopped, and Elfwyn reached out a hand and laid it on his knee.

“Oh, Niall, it is—a pity that there are two of us—for you to carry,” she jested jerkily. He caught the hand in his own.

“You are a very brave lady,” he said, in honest respect.

“I must match my husband—for my son.” Her fingers closed convulsively. They were wet with sweat and yet cold.

“You shame us,” said Leofric hoarsely, and bent to kiss her. Niall turned his head away. An owl hooted among the trees, quite close, and lower down the wood another answered. The trees whispered and rustled all about them. A fox barked, somewhere on the moor, and farther off a wolf’s wavering howl lifted the hair on his nape. Snuffling grunts and a patter of small hooves warned him of a boar near at hand, and furtive tiny life stirred and squeaked everywhere. He looked up at the stars peering between the bare twigs. Another three hours would see dawn upon them.

“Niall,” said Leofric in a low voice, “I have not thanked you—I cannot—”

“Save your breath. You began it when you spared me. And now I think on it, I have never been able to guess why.”

“Why? Oh, I liked your boldness.”

Niall felt himself redden in the darkness. To cover it he stood up, stretched his cramped arms and squared his shoulders. Some time during that hectic night the too-small tunic had split down the back, granting him freedom of movement at the cost of a tendency to slide over his arms. He hitched it up and bent to lift Elfwyn again, but as he slipped his arm under her shoulders she gasped and stiffened, throwing her head back against Leofric’s breast. He caught his breath and stared wretchedly down at her and up at Niall. “Oh God, if only Hild were here!” he exclaimed.

Niall set his teeth and took her up once more. “Pay no heed,” she whispered in his ear, and clung to his arm with one hand. He braced himself for the worst part of the ascent, sidelong up the hill by a narrow, crooked path, all irregularly-tilted, broken stones. Elfwyn’s pains were coming closer and more sharply, and at every spasm her knees jerked and her whole body heaved in his hold. It was hard to see the path, even with Leofric to lead him. Then a stone shifted under his foot and he lost his balance. With a desperate effort he wrenched himself sideways to take the brunt of the fall, and managed to throw himself uphill, coming down among the bushes with the girl uppermost. A cry was jolted out of her by the impact, and Leofric came stumbling back, cursing and praying under his breath, to pull her clear with his sound arm. Niall rolled over, most of the wind jarred out of him by the rocks under the gorse, and tore free of the spines that clutched him. He heaved himself to his feet and then squatted on his heels beside Leofric. Another pang took the girl, and she writhed.

“She can go no further,” he declared bluntly to the husband.

He nodded. That was plain. Niall scouted briefly, and carried her off the path to a sheltered hollow surrounded by gorse-thickets, where he laid her under a stunted tree whose dead leaves slightly mitigated the earth’s rockiness. Both men stripped off their tunics to lay between her and the damp ground. Niall had to help Leofric, hampered by his useless arm, and to settle his sling for him again.

“Leofric,” he said in an urgent undertone, “you must leave us and go for help!”

The Englishman stared desperately into his face. “How can I leave her? She is my wife! Besides,” he added, grimly practical, “I doubt any help I could fetch would be here in time.”

Elfwyn lifted up on her elbow. “No, no, stay with me, Leofric!” she panted. “Oh, do not leave me!”

“I shall not leave you, my heart.” He sat down and raised her against his shoulder, supporting her in his left arm.

“Babies come to birth—with or without a midwife,” she told him with forced cheerfulness. Niall knelt at her other side, more scared than by any peril of sea or battle. There was nothing else for it. Leofric would not leave his wife, and he would win no aid by losing himself on the moors in a futile attempt to find their friends.

“Whatever befall, two can deal with it better than one,” he muttered, foolishly trying to reassure himself more than them.

“I know little of birth,” Leofric answered.

“And I less than that.” He had been his own mother’s last child. She had deemed it an abomination to employ serving-women of child-bearing age in her household, lest she set temptation before her own menfolk and lead them into sin. She had had no women friends to gossip comfortably over a good fire, distaffs in hand, in a boy’s hearing. His own loves had been brief and casual as any sailor’s, so that he had never known whether they bore fruit. It came to him, a curiously chilling thought, that there might well be sons and daughters of his own in the ports of the Middle Sea, for ever unknown and lost to him. This that Leofric shared with his Elfwyn made all his heedless pleasures appear mean and ugly bargains. He had rejected the idea of marriage, with his parents’ example behind him, but now, before he came to death in other men’s cause in a strange land, he was sorry that he would never see a child of his own to carry his blood into the future.

Leofric was whispering his wife’s name, whispering love-words over and over under his breath, so that only a word here and there reached Niall’s ears. Elfwyn had gone from them into her own world of pain and effort, heaving and writhing as the pangs came closer and sharper. Occasionally she gasped some response to her husband. The time crawled past. They heard no human sound beyond the hollow, only the noises of beasts and owls and wind. Once Niall rose abruptly and clambered up the hill, beyond the trees to the open moor, praying and hoping for a sight of their folk returning, but it stretched bleak and empty in the moonlight. He came down to the sight of Leofric’s white shirt and white face as he looked up anxiously, and Elfwyn struggling with moans and grunts to bring forth. He shook his head, and crouched again beside her.

“They must have missed us by now,” he offered.

“They will be on the way back,” Leofric agreed, more in hope than in certainty. “But the Danes will be after us at daybreak.”

That was truly a certainty, but they could only pray that Elfwyn would be delivered by then, so that they could carry her to safer hiding. They were helpless, waiting on the inexorable progress of new life, on the sweating straining girl who tried to smother her groans as the pains tore her. At the back of Niall’s mind was the memory of the women anxiously clucking over her state, and he was sure that it was in the forefront of Leofric's thought.

“And I have not had time enough to learn left-hand swordplay,” Leofric growled as an afterthought.

Niall started. He had guessed, from Leofric’s making no attempt to use the wounded arm, that the injury was more grievous than he had admitted, but not that it had crippled him. “Must you?” he asked quietly.

“The sinew is cut through above the elbow. Left hand it must be,” Leofric told him flatly. Then a fresh spasm seized the girl upon his knees, and he bent over her, murmuring in her ear. The contractions wrenched at her, and she cried out hoarsely, her head thrusting back against Leofric’s shoulder and her knees lifting. The two ignorant, helpless men crouched over her. Leofric, who as a farmer had helped his beasts to bring forth, instructed Niall as best he could, and the seaman, sweating with dread and pity, prayed for a safe outcome that his clumsiness might not mar.

The branches overhead were inked upon grey dawnlight when the child was born. It lay in Niall's hands, wet and raw and hideous, and tinier than he had ever believed a babe could be. It squirmed faintly in his hold, stirring its skinny crooked legs, and opened a wide black mouth in the dark, wrinkled little face. A thin mewing sound startled Niall by its feebleness; he had vaguely expected a lusty squalling. Hurriedly he tied and cut the cord as Leofric bade him, and wrapped the chilling, slippery little creature in a piece of stuff torn in readiness from the skirt of his tunic. It mewed again, misliking the damp cold world into which it had been untimely thrust, and at the weak cry all Niall’s distaste for the ugly little creature was washed away by pity.

“Give me—my son,” whispered Elfwyn, slack and spent in Leofric’s arm.

“It is a girl,” Niall blurted, not knowing how to ease her disappointment. He heard her low cry, and Leofric’s voice assuring her that a daughter contented him very well, that she was God’s gift to them, and that he would dearly love a little maid like his sweet wife. She was not to grieve, but to believe that a girl was as welcome to him as any boy.

“Next time—it will be a son,” Elfwyn said faintly, and Niall gaped amazed at the indomitable courage that contemplated passing again through this ordeal immediately it was done. “Niall—give me my baby.”

“I have not yet done,” he said hoarsely, not daring to tell her that the baby could not live. He was sure of it. She was so tiny, so feeble, and she had ceased to stir inside the wrapping. Only the thin little cry, weaker and fainter, proved that she still lived. Born too soon, on the cold hillside in the April dawn, without warm water to wash her or swaddling-bands to wind her in, she was another victim of the Danes.

He kicked and levered stones out of the rocky ground and buried the afterbirth beneath them. Rainwater had collected in hollows of the rocks, and he washed his bloody hands, filled his palms with water and came back. The baby’s mewing was scarcely audible now, and this he must do, whether Elfwyn realized the truth or not.

“What—what name do you give her?” he asked.

“Name?” Leofric repeated dazedly. “We had not thought—not for a girl—”

The child was silent; there was no time to waste if her new-sent soul were to return to God washed clean of sin. “In nomine Patris et Filio et Spiritui Sancto,” he began, staring desperately about him, snatched at the first name that came to his mind and gabbled the rest as he thrice dripped water on the tiny black head. The child gasped feebly and moved its head a little, opening its mouth. Elfwyn cried out, reaching her arms to him for the tiny creature, and Niall hastily signed the cross on her brow with a wet finger and laid the little Judith on her breast, where she moved no more. Elfwyn heaved herself up against Leofric’s shoulder, hugged the child to her and rocked and kissed and wept over her, crying distractedly.

“My baby—my little baby—she must live! It was not true I did not want her! She is cold—she will be better when I have warmed her! She will suck and grow strong once she is warmed!”

“Hush, hush, my dearling! The Danes are below!” Leofric pleaded. “Yes, hold her close and warm her!” He wriggled somehow out of his sling and passed it to his wife to wrap the baby in.

Niall tried to close his ears as he knelt by the mother, wretched and afraid. It was not for him, a stranger and an alien, even to witness their grief, and shame and guilt and fury for his kinsmen’s deeds devoured him. But a pair of hands would not descend from Heaven to deal with their practical needs, and his were the only ones available. Daylight was rising up the sky; hardly a star was left behind the trees. He half-rose, glancing about him for something to hold water, and then checked, appalled and staring. The growing light showed him the blood, black and wet and spreading over the tunic beneath her—far too much blood. He flung himself down beside her, and at sight of that dark flood his heart jolted. He looked quickly at her and Leofric. She lay with her head on his breast, the child clasped in her arms, and she was crying quietly. Leofric’s red head, dark in the grey dawn, stooped over hers. Niall wadded the sodden tunic against her, pressed it as tight as he could, but the warm wet tide flowed stickily over and between his hands. He knew how to deal with wounds, but this was beyond him. She had stopped crying and subsided against her husband, her face hidden in his shirt, and Leofric was trying to comfort her. As he glanced at her Niall saw her arms slacken about the baby, so that the tiny dark head fell back. And still the blood poured from her.

Leofric, suddenly rousing to awareness of Niall's frantic efforts, exclaimed and leaned forward. There was light enough to see how all the colour ebbed from his face, so that the freckles stood sharp and clear. And in the hush as the two men looked at each other, questioning and answering without words, far below voices and laughter sounded through the trees. But Elfwyn’s life was running out in that red flood, and nothing they could do served to check it.

The girl murmured something about the baby and collapsed, her eyes shut and her breath coming fast and short. The flow seemed to be slackening at last, but Niall was not cheered by that. His entrails had dissolved in to a cold and sickening void as he realized that she had already lost too much blood to rally, weak from childbirth as she was. He took the baby from her arms as they slipped loosely to her sides, and after peering closely into the tiny still face he laid his cheek against it. Judith was no longer breathing, already cooling. He laid her on a flat stone. Elfwyn was unconscious; no use trying to rouse her to make even a general confession. Leofric, crouched over her with his face against her hair, was rocking back and forth with her, whispering in her senseless ear and catching at an occasional sob. Niall knelt and began in hopeless, weary sorrow the familiar prayers for the dying.

The Danes were approaching quickly. Some of them, disdaining the path that angled one way and the other, were climbing directly up the steep, slippery slope, hooting with laughter at each other as they floundered, clutching at branches with a great crackling and creaking. They were not burdened as Niall had been last night, but nimble as goats. The sky was grey, the pale clouds already flushing pink, and daylight was soaking down from it, through the entwined leafless tree-tops to the rocks and thickets, in a cold pitiless flood. Niall ended his prayers, looked down at his blackened hands as though he had never seen blood upon them before, shuddered and reached for the axe. He commended himself briefly to God, before Whom he must shortly stand.

Behind him the gasping breaths, that had been growing more irregular and infrequent, suddenly stopped. Below him the Danes clambered up, panting, laughing, calling to each other. The breathing began again, laboured and rare, with an odd rattle in it that he knew. It stopped again, and part of him strained intently to hear the rattle while another part listened and peered to find death advancing up the hill. It came, and ended. He turned his head to see Leofric kiss his wife’s slack mouth in desperate passion. Then he laid her down on the bloody clothes, stared unseeingly at Niall, and tugged out his sword, awkwardly left-handed. All at once he leaped to his feet, staggered slightly on cramped legs, shouted, “Elfwyn!” and launched himself screeching down the hill.

Niall, taken completely by surprise, grabbed at him and missed. By the time he had started after him, Leofric was twenty paces beyond his reach, bounding and slithering down that dangerous pitch with such crazy disregard for his footing that he increased his lead with every stride. Niall followed recklessly enough, but no sane man could match that pace.

Shouts of warning and alarm filled the leafless woods, and the ring of drawn steel. Leofric crashed through a thicket and vanished. Niall saw shifting gleams of metal, patches of coloured cloth, glancing among the budding whitethorns and grey-green gorse. There was a clang and a scuffle and the clatter of a falling body, howls of surprise and wrath, Leofric’s demented voice yelling, “Out, out! Elfwyn! Out, dogs, out!” Niall burst through the thicket himself, axe up to shield his face from the clawing thorns, and tore free as his friend bowled a burly Dane in a ring-byrnie heels over helmet down the slope in a kicking confusion of leather-bound legs and painted shield. Other raiders closed on him, he struck one awkward blow that sheared off half a man’s face, and then an axe split his skull from behind.

Niall hurtled among the killers, determined to send a Dane or two after Leofric before he died also, and they flung themselves aside. He checked beside his friend’s body, roaring in Irish and Norse, and swung up the axe. They dodged and circled for an opening, wary of his tremendous reach, and tried to get uphill of him. The slippery slope made the worst of fighting-ground. A sword swept at his head, a spear at his belly, and he sprang away to get a tree at his back, caught the spear in his left hand as it grazed his ribs and jerked viciously. The spearman’s feet went from under him, and his head leaped from his shoulders and bounced down the hill. The stocky man Leofric had overthrown scrambled back blaring like a bull. Niall swung back his axe to split him to the teeth, and then recognized his kinsman Rorik.

He could not strike. He jumped aside, and as Rorik slithered, tripped him. Eymund’s voice was shouting his name. Rorik heaved up on hands and knees, his face a mask of blinding mud, and clawed about for his fallen sword. Then half a dozen came at him together, shields up and touching, and as he turned to meet them a heavy body caught him behind the knees, arms grappled his thighs, and he went backwards over a bony shoulder. Shields and men promptly buried him, and he sprawled crushed and flattened and breathless under their weight. He was rolled over, expecting the blow that should end him, and then his arms were dragged back, thongs tightened round him and his wrists were lashed together behind him.
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Niall rolled over onto one elbow and pushed himself up to a sitting position, gasping for breath and glaring murderously at his kinsman Rorik, who stood over him wiping mud from his face and spitting earth and fury. Someone thoughtfully stooped and unclasped his silver belt with his weapons. Eymund, white-faced and stricken, opened and clenched his hands and stared helplessly from one to the other, and a ring of Vikings waited until the gift of coherent speech should be vouchsafed their captain. Niall, in no humour to wait on any man, heaved himself to his knees and stood up.

“Finish your good work, butcher!” he invited grimly.

“By Thor’s Hammer,” Rorik frothed, “you have turned killer of your own kin!”

“That is not so, Rorik!” Eymund protested. “He could have killed you, and forbore!”

“For which I am now heartily sorry!”

“Forbore? That is Rolfs axe, and we all saw Halldor’s head jump off it! You led those who broke out at the back last night?”

“I did.”

“And you knew we were your blood-kin?”

“I stayed by my friends.”

“You counted an English thrall more than your own blood?” Rorik lifted his hand as though to beat his face in.

“I pledged myself to men of my own faith.”

“Your faith!” He spat at Niall’s feet. “A fair faith you got from that whey-blooded misery that made a gelding of my kinsman Egil, and bore a cur false to his own blood! He should have strangled her and drowned her whelps before ever he gave up his father’s gods for her puling White Christ!” Flecks of froth gathered at the corners of his mouth as he raged at Niall, who gazed down in bleak contempt.

“Niall was bred to follow the White Christ!” Eymund tried to defend him.

“What sickly God is that for a man to follow? A faith that bids him betray his kin!”

“But his friend and his faith—”

“If kinsmen fail to stand together, what shall uphold the world?”

Niall’s own temper had been held on a frail enough tether, and now the raw memories of the night’s horrors and the dawn’s bitter grief combined with Rorik’s blether of heathen ethics to snap that thread. “Kinsmen?” he cried violently. “Before my God, it shames me to share the same blood as murdering thieves!”

“Thieves?” Rorik repeated blankly.

“You prate to me of duty, and you rob and burn and slaughter, you creep on peaceful folk by night, you make war on women and children and little babes—” He checked suddenly, and clenched his fists. Elfwyn’s blood was dry and cracking on his hands, the hands that had delivered and christened and laid down that little Judith who had come and gone between dawn and twilight. “Oh God, why did I not kill you when I could?” he cried.

“You are crazed!” exclaimed Eymund. “What are they but sheep to shear and slaughter? They are no kin of ours—”

“And raiding a peaceful land is right and honourable in a valiant warrior!”

“What is this folly of honour and right?” Rorik growled. “Gold and gear belong to him who can take and hold them. But you would have aided this madman to slay your own—”

“Go up the hill and look on your work there, murderer! And then finish it! My hands are tied, so what is there to hinder you?”

The Danes looked at him and at each other in curious surmise. Rorik, holding his wrath in check, jerked his head impatiently at Eymund, who started up the hill with half a dozen followers. The others muttered among themselves, looking on Niall as on a monster or a madman. One man turned over Leofric’s body and removed his belt and weapons, and the gold ring of Niall’s gift, handing them to the one who bore Niall's gear and would hold the plunder until its division. Then Eymund came down the slope as though devils bayed at his heels, his lips white and his eyes sick with shame and horror.

“A girl dead in child-bearing, and the babe dead also,” he said tonelessly, and looked down at Leofric. His eyes asked Niall the question, and at his grim nod he bowed his head and would not meet his bitter gaze. Even Rorik’s rage was momentarily quenched.

It was the sullen giant Aslak who snorted and demanded, “What is one wench more or less for Dublin market? Gut the blood-eagle on this traitor and have done!”

“No!” Eymund cried. “Rorik, no! He is your kinsman!”

“I disown kinship with any of Ubba’s vile wolves!” snarled Niall.

Rorik flared at that. “He was a bold and lucky leader, and you keep your tongue from his name, you gutless worm of a Christian!”

“He murdered the holy martyr King Edmund, and will burn in Hell for ever!”

“Holy martyr? Ha, that fool? He ran on a death he had no need to die—as you are doing.”

Niall stepped back as from the fuming lips of Hell’s Pit, suddenly pallid with a shock of loathing that no man mistook for fear. “You were there!”

“I was there. What are bones eight years wolf-scattered to do with us now?”


“You stood by and watched a valiant King’s torment—” Niall began in a passion of horror and fury.


“I loosed an arrow or two myself.”

Niall stepped back a pace and then another, almost expecting the thunderbolt that was eight years overdue to flash down and consume the man who made that confession. “Kinsman?” he whispered. “Make haste and spill that blood I share with you! It shames me to live with it!”

“By all the gods, only that blood has kept you alive so long! You deny it for an outlander dead eight years—dead as Christian England and your whimpering sheep’s faith?” Rorik asked in deadly quiet.

Niall laughed mirthlessly. “Dead? Alive enough to end Ubba and set you fleeing like hares out of Christian England!”

The whole ring gasped, snarled and swayed inwards with a soft slapping of hands to hafts and scuffle of feet over slippery ground. Rorik gestured to hold them back. His smeared face was purple, even the whites of his eyes injected with blood, but he held himself. He had not reached his advanced age without learning self-command, and indeed for a Viking captain he was too much given to wordiness. Eymund opened and shut his mouth helplessly; no intervention by him now would do aught but harm, and he was too appalled to attempt one. A crow squawked up the hill, and everyone started.

Rorik achieved speech at last, in a low voice that grated as if his tongue had been filed. “You shall have justice. You are Egil’s son. I do not forget that if you do. You will deny your White Christ, and lead us to plunder the Middle Sea.”

“Rorik, he is a Christian! You know he cannot agree! Rorik—”

“Be still, fool!” he cut short his nephew’s frenzied protest, and as Eymund plunged between them, at a nod from Rorik the giant Aslak reached out and plucked him bodily backwards. He pinned his arms in a vast embrace, grinning at his futile struggles, and gagged his anguished objections with a huge hand over his mouth. “No kinsman of mine shall shame his blood by worshipping the White Christ!” Rorik declared.

“Then cut the blood-eagle on me and end your shame,” Niall proposed coolly.

Rorik measured his tall body with a kind of gloomy respect. “I meant to, but since you prate so of King Edmund you may die his death,” he pronounced.

“You honour me.”

He looked once on Leofric’s dead face in bitter grief, and wished fiercely that he had never let kinship check him, but had split Rorik to the teeth and died killing. But as he went down among his foes he realized that death had been kinder to Leofric than life. He and Elfwyn and their Judith were together in God’s hands, none left to maimed existence.

Once Eymund, moving dispiritedly at Rorik’s heels, looked back. Niall ignored the details of King Edmund’s death-agony lovingly related by an eye-witness at his ear. They came through the broken gateway into a desolate settlement, where apart from two bored warriors lounging by the gap no one moved. A child was crying steadily and wearily. Under the thin light of sunrise the hall was a stretch of ashes and charred timber, with smoke drifting lazily over it. More guards stood by the church door beyond it, and Niall guessed that the night’s captives were held there.

“That tree will serve,” Rorik said, nodding heavily at the moot-ash.

“Kill him cleanly!” Eymund entreated passionately.

“But this way,” Rorik pointed out reasonably, “he may repent and be spared as long as life stays in him.”

Niall laughed aloud, and it was genuine laughter; Rorik’s perverted doctrine of penitence tickled him. He smiled at Eymund’s anguished face. “‘If kinsmen fail to stand together, what shall uphold the world?’” he quoted dryly. “Let be, Eymund. I have chosen.” He gazed expectantly at Rorik who looked slightly disconcerted and then shut his teeth with an audible snap.

“Strip him, and find a whip!”

Half a dozen men flung Niall flat and ripped off his clothing. He disdained to resist, and was heaved naked to his feet. Rorik gestured impatiently at the tree. They started to drag him backwards towards it, so that he almost fell, and righted himself with a surge of his great strength. “I am not a sheep,” he told them icily. “I will go on my own feet.” He felt no fear, only scorn, wrath and a curious exaltation. The Vikings gaped, and then permitted him to walk among them until he stood under the massive bare branches.

“Is Skuli to miss the sport?” Aslak demanded suddenly, as someone ran for rope.

“Skuli?” Rorik repeated sharply.

“It is his right,” the giant asserted.

Another added his voice. “We cheat him if we kill the traitor now. It would anger the gods to let such evil live, but this will go better after our supper-ale.”

Rorik nodded judicially. “We will hold him until Skuli comes. Tie him to the tree.”

They thrust Niall against it. His arms were wrenched behind him to embrace the trunk, and his wrists joined by a short length of rope. They let that suffice, and indeed no more was needed. He did not even try the knots. It was a pity he was not to die at once, for an extremely unpleasant day would precede his murder, but he would ask no mercy of his kinsmen. Since he was sure of death, he stared calmly at them all, a hard little smile on his mouth, and kept silence.

Rorik scowled and tramped away, and Eymund followed still protesting. Eymund after this day would never abide with his uncle again. Gorm and Helgi and the others were better off, drowned in the impersonal sea with their honour unflawed. Whichever way Eymund turned now he must break faith.

A score or so lingered, Aslak at their head. Niall had loathed him on sight, and found no reason to reconsider that now. He found pleasure in tormenting helplessness. He led the rest in baiting him, mocking and mauling. Niall’s only recourse was to keep fast hold of his temper and make no response whatsoever, and when they learned that no goading would induce him to struggle or whine the pastime palled, and they drifted away to find another.

Men strolled about the open garth. A small group sat playing knuckle-bones by the hall’s ashes. A dozen youngsters held a series of wrestling-matches and a long-jump contest, with much noisy betting. The loot had been piled in a forlorn heap under the forge roof, awaiting formal division. The raid had been meagrely rewarded; a few poor goods from the cottages, weapons and trinkets from the dead, oddments snatched from the blazing hall. On top of the pile his own splendid arms mocked him more sharply than his brutal enemies, with the knowledge that one would wield them for heathendom.

Eymund loped across the miry ground to him, his face strained and wretched. He threw out his hands despairingly. “I—I cannot budge him! Niall you must yield!”

“No.”

“Niall, you know how King Eymund died! And he will spare you if—”

“If I deny God. It is the truth I die in.”

“Niall, agree to what he asks! I swear to get you safely away at the first chance! Does your God require your life of you? Give way—pretend—”

“You know me better,” Niall said quietly, and Eymund bit his lips and stared at the tangle of footprints pressed into the muddy earth. Dumbly he held out his hands again, turned and walked away.

Under the curious, unfriendly eyes that watched him Niall could not betray fear. He was not afraid of death, and when they made an end of him would indeed welcome it. The pains of martyrdom would absolve all his sins and pass him triumphant through the gates of Heaven. Yet his vigorous young body revolted from that horror of pain and humiliation. Tonight, when his enemies were full-fed and inflamed with mead, he would be flogged to bloody pulp and slowly shot to death with arrows.

The rope ate into his wrists, and his arms and shoulders, strained by his unnatural position, first ached and then throbbed. However he tried to lean his weight against the rough bark, his head and shoulders were forced forward by the way his arms were bound, and all his muscles knotted in cramp. As the hours wore by and he grew more weary, sagging against the ash-tree and his wrenched arms, the punishment increased to torture. Clouds swept across the sun, rain hissed through the bare branches and drenched him, and though the wind speedily dried him, the process froze his shuddering flesh on his bones.

The captives were carelessly confined to the little church and its vicinity. The women kept the children inside the church, where infants seemed always to be wailing, and themselves moved from it only when they must, to the well and byres and food-stores. Their treatment hardened Niall’s anger to determined hatred. They were not human beings but merchandise, and since pregnant women fetched the highest prices in Dublin slave-market, there was no reason for any to stint their lusts. And when the women ventured out he was aware of their eyes on him, of their indignant sympathy and the anger each for the other that made a bond between them.

A frightful din at his back distracted him, a tumult of squeals and grunts and yelps of laughter. A lank, flat-sided young boar, the bristles ridged along his back and tusks agleam, shot past him, hotly pursued by shouting Danes. He charged for the wrestlers, and they fell apart in haste and ran at him, hooting with mirth as they dodged his savage rushes. Headed off, he turned on the gamblers, who had suspended their game to share the jest. Knuckle-bones leaped high and asunder, and overset gamesters went rolling and kicking. The boar, gnashing and squealing, availed himself in passing of the proffered seat of a pair of once blue braies, and shouldered another scrambling ruffian into the ashes, which were still warm enough to lift him out with speed, grey and half-stifled. Then he plunged with lowered head for the gap between the church and a barn, was turned aside, and finally bayed and bloodily despatched by cheering hunters against the church wall.

The wearer of the braies staggered to his feet pawing at his slashed rump and expressing his opinion of swine and fools who called themselves butchers. His sympathetic comrades collapsed in bellowing glee. The jest won a sour smile from Niall, who mentally commended the English boar and trusted his tough flesh would not lie quiet even in indurated Danish bellies. Then he saw that old Hild had taken advantage of the commotion to stalk staff in hand towards him.

She was halted within twenty paces by a pair of spears. “Hey, old bones, he is not tied there to pleasure you!” a knave mocked her. “Shameless, going to a naked man before this company!”

“If he were not tied he would run like a hare to see such an old troll coming for him,” grinned his companion. “Go back!”

Hild stood fast, her grim old face inscrutable, her gnarled knuckles white as they gripped the staff. “Mannerless pups need their tails birching,” she commented without heat. “I will speak with my black lad.”

“Get back to your kennel!”

She snorted. “I am not worth carrying to Dublin market, so what matter if you kill me now or later? I will speak with my lad.” She struck aside the menacing spear with surprising force and strode nearer, halting where she could talk without lifting her voice. The Danes started after, and she fixed them with her pale cold stare, that daunted them. She kept it on them until their eyes refused to meet hers, and then turned to Niall.

“My nurseling’s young ones, black whelp?” she asked harshly.

“Leofric is slain, grandmother.”

She drew a hard breath, and nodded. “My Lady Elfwyn?”

“Dead also. We were parted in the dark, and the child was born in the high woods with none to help but Leofric and me. I baptised her Judith, and she died. Then Elfwyn died, and the Danes being upon us, Leofric ran against them and was killed.”

“Fitting enough,” she pronounced unflinchingly. “And King Edmund’s death for you, my outlander?”

“I never hoped to be a holy martyr,” he answered, grinning crookedly.

“We will pray for you, black lad,” she promised him. “And for these dogs’ damnation.”

“Off with you,” growled a Dane, “before I make another holy martyr!”

She gave the threatening spear the same baleful stare. “Your mothers failed in their duty,” she grated icily. “They should have birched some courtesy into your hinder ends while they were tender.” Leaving them scowling indeed like chidden brats, she strode without haste back to the church. An outburst of lamenting followed hard on her entry.

The pirates had kindled a fire near the hall’s ruins, and were lugging up the seasoned timbers from the village wood-store and wastefully stacking it to a roaring bonfire. The butchered boar, and several of his sty-mates, had been gutted, roughly singed to rid them of bristles, and jointed. Spits were rigged. They had to let the blaze die down before they could start cooking, but presently the joints were smoking before a hot fire that pulsed and flickered in the swooping wind.

The man they set to tend the spits seemed to be a prisoner; he was unarmed, without even a knife at his belt. A plumpish fellow of perhaps forty, with thin brown hair fringing a bald pate, he fawned and cringed in a fashion that Niall eyed with cold disgust. The Danes kicked him out of their way more scornfully than they would have kicked a dog. Niall had no need to wonder any longer how the pirates had found Brockhurst, and he sickened to see the traitor who had bought his vile life at such a price. He watched him trotting anxiously about the fire, his pot-belly and flabby jowls quivering as he stoked and turned and prodded, and saw the fascinated terror in his face every time he glanced sidelong at the doomed victim.

The Vikings gathered to the meal at last with jests and rough fooling, and reduced the pigs in an unbelievably short time to bare bones, which they pitched indifferently at the fire or the cook. Rorik looked gloomy and irritable, Eymund sunk in dejection. He turned his face once towards Niall and made a desperate gesture with his long brown hands, telling him as plainly as by words that he was still vainly trying to move Rorik from his resolve. After that he resolutely ignored him, chewed doggedly through a lump of shoulder-meat, and departed while the rest were still lounging round the fire picking their teeth and pelting the English prisoner with the last fragments.

After the women’s lament for their Thane and his wife and child, they had remained ominously silent. Niall was uneasily aware that they were devoting themselves with one mind to the problem of his rescue, and he prayed God to lend them sense enough to recognize the impossible. He prayed as earnestly for courage to endure to his end without dishonouring his faith by whimpering.

By the time the sun had swung down to the bare trees topping the western hills, Niall had only one desire left in him, for release from the intolerable bond holding him to the tree. Blood had oozed over the backs of his hands from his chafed wrists, his arms and shoulders were afire, and every muscle in his body ached with cramp and cold. It cost a grim effort to lift his head and win a last sight of the sun firing the clouds to gold and flame. Then the light was gone, and the hill’s shadow lay over the whole village, filling it with dusk and dark corners. The crackling cookfires gathered brilliance and cast it redly outwards. Still there was no sign of Skuli’s awaited company, so that Niall grimly hoped that they had encountered men of Wessex on their way. Men were gathering to supper, drawn by savoury odours, and rolling out barrels of mead and ale that would have served Leofric’s household for a month, to be squandered in one night’s carousal.

In the church the women were chanting an English hymn.

That was for him, he knew, and braced his sagging body in a vain attempt to stand upright. His skin prickled uneasily as he realized that some attempt, probably a dash across the open to cut him free, would be made while the Danes were eating. If woman or youngster came to harm for his sake it would be a last grief and a last blame for him. Hild emerged from the church, holding high the carved wooden crucifix from the altar for him to see. A couple of guards thrust her back inside and slammed the door.

A lanky youth pelted round the forge and shouted across the talk and laughter to Rorik. “Skuli is here! The Firedrake is coming round the point!”

“Nearly too late for supper,” growled Rorik. “You left Tosti to signal him in?”

“Aye, but he has had ill luck! Half his crew gone by the look of it! They will need help to beach her!”

Rorik drained his horn and threw it down. “Cannot beach on that shore—here, come with me, some of you!” He started for the gate, with two-thirds of the company at his back.

A score or so remained as guards, or to harry the wretched Englishman at the spits. Four or five slouched closer to the church to discourage the women, who had crowded to the door. Niall heard them shouting threats, and several of their comrades ran to join them in thrusting the captives back. Another hymn started, and wavered into silence punctuated by babies’ howls as the ruffians shouted it down.

Swift light feet were running up behind the ash-tree at Niall’s back. He stiffened as they halted, and heard jerky breathing. The rope tugged at his raw wrists, and then the agonizing strain was gone. His arms fell uselessly to his sides, anguish skewered through his shoulder-joints, and he stumbled forward from the supporting trunk and almost fell on his face. A strong arm seized him from behind and held him against a hard warm body, steadying him until his boneless legs could take his weight, dragging him bodily away. He staggered, and clutched numbly at something cold and angular that rammed against his breast. He glanced down, gasped and hugged to him his own belt with sword and dagger.

“Run for it, Niall!” Eymund’s voice said urgently in his ear. “Niall!”

His dazed eyes cleared. He tightened his hold on his weapons, gaped stupidly for a heart’s beat into his kinsman’s white strained face, and yielded to the arms that hauled him fiercely across the garth. Life crept back to his cramped muscles with use, and a yell of discovery spurred his wits.

“Over the stockade, Niall, and your God guard you!” gasped Eymund as he pulled him along, his arm tight about him. They reached the cover of the nearest buildings, and he tugged him to the right. He released him and thrust him on.

“Come with me, Eymund!”

“I cannot—you know I cannot!” He turned away on that despairing cry, and Niall ran clumsily, clasping the bundle of useless steel and silver to his breast with half-dead arms, while the yells of the chase speeded his leaden feet. He dodged round a cottage, slipped in a puddle and almost sprawled headlong, and on a sudden impulse fled across the slimy trodden clay of a threshing-floor, dived through the open doorway of the barn beyond and plunged into a crackling pile of straw that half-filled it. He burrowed down into its prickly heart and lay still, while the Danes went roaring past the doorway. A crooked grin crossed his face.

He rubbed his hands together, and worked his numbed fingers until life came back in an agony of red-hot needle-thrusts that brought out sweat over his frozen body. He fumbled for his dagger and freed his wrists of the dangling ends of rope. Fortunately the backs of his wrists had taken the worst of the pressure, not the tendons inside them, and he had some grasping-power left in his hands. He huddled into the warm straw, shivering, and clenched his jaws to still his chattering teeth. It would be a while yet before he could hold a sword, but as long as no Dane thought to prod this straw for him, he would come forth before the night passed to expend his life in something more profitable than a barren martyrdom.

Outside dusk was deepening to twilight, but from the black gloom inside the barn the open appeared light. He could follow the pursuit by the angry voices. The pirates had spread along the stockade seeking him. A naked fugitive should shine white as the moon in heaven, but though there was no concealment he could have reached with his few yards’ start, they could see nothing. After a fair time had been wasted on cursing, speculation and investigating the brush-cluttered ditch, it occurred to one acute mind that Niall had doubled back among the buildings. He voiced his inspiration at the full pitch of a seaman’s lungs, and they trampled in full cry for the gate.

Something like a chuckle escaped Niall's lips, and he squirmed and fumbled in the straw to clasp his belt about his middle where he needed it. His hands were stiff and tingling, but use was returning to them and to his aching arms. He lifted his head and pushed his clinging mane of damp hair from his brow. Then he lay rigid as a man came opposite his hiding-place.

He was the bald prisoner, moving furtively past the cottage eaves. Not running for his life and freedom, but skulking slowly forward with his eyes fixed on the muddy ground. As Niall stared, he halted. He glanced at the open door, a queer sly smile on his anxious face. He turned away, and Niall realized that the prints of his bare feet crossed the threshing-floor’s sticky clay in plain betrayal. Fury sped vigour through his abused muscles. He erupted from the straw through the doorway, and had the Englishman by the neck like a weasel taking a mouse, before he had time to squeal.

Niall whisked him round and ran him into the barn, his long fingers sinking remorselessly into the soft flesh. The man clawed feebly at his wrist, his eyes starting from his head. “Not a sound out of you, rat!” he growled softly, and slackened his grip sufficiently to let his victim breathe.

“No, no!” he whimpered, sagging to his knees and clasping his hands to his breast. “I would never have told them—no, do not kill me!” He pawed at Niall’s bare legs in an agony of terror.

“You would have run to betray me, as you led the Danes on this village!” he accused him.

“But they forced me—I had to save my life!”

“Your worthless life!” Niall kicked him away in utter disgust at the contact. He half-drew his sword, and the abject creature squeaked thinly and cowered from him, trying to cover his head with his arms. He ought to kill him, he knew, but he could not bring himself to do it; he had killed his share of foes, but never one who was not on his feet and fighting back. “Come!” he snarled, and kicked him up.

He drove the quivering wretch before him out of the barn, and dodged from cover to cover until he gained the back of the church. Cautiously he padded along the dark wall until he could put an eye round the corner to see the half-dozen Vikings clustered round the doorway. Faint candle-light streamed from the window-slits, and a confused murmur of voices. At least two babies were crying. He drew back. Six to one were heavy odds for a naked man not in the best of fighting-trim, but he would have surprise on his side. Could he, before he was slain, kill enough of them to ensure the prisoners’ escape?



[image: 11]


The initiative was almost immediately taken out of Niall’s hands. He had barely drawn back and kicked the Englishman, who crouched whimpering against the wall, to ensure silence, when he heard a scuffle, the thump of a blow, and an outburst of rough laughter. A child yelled. A young woman stepped sideways round the corner, an empty wooden bucket swinging from one hand and a yearling babe under her other arm. She checked half-crouching, fury and fear in every line of her taut shape, intent on the Vikings round the corner.

“Set down that brat and come here!” a man shouted angrily. “By Thor’s Hammer, if I must fetch you I will burst his head on this doorpost!”

She gasped and clutched the child, stepped back and glared wildly about her. Her eyes encountered the naked white apparition, and almost left their sockets. Her mouth opened for a scream, and then she lifted the hand that held the bucket and stifled it. Niall touched his lips for silence and crept noiselessly along the wall, sliding his sword from its sheath. He signed to her to shelter behind him, but she shook her head, her mouth setting fiercely. The child stared, his lower lip turned down, and he loosed a lusty howl of alarm.

The impatient raptor snarled and came round the corner, thrusting forward a shaggy mass of hair in which a large nose and a number of large teeth were the only immediately visible features. If he saw Niall at all, that was his last sight on earth. The sword swung under his bristles, his head fell back between his shoulders, and one great dark gush of blood spouted across the mud as he dropped. The girl threw down her bucket and pounced on his spear, and the child screamed with renewed fervour.

“Can you not shut that whelp’s mouth, Asgrim?” one of his comrades demanded. When Asgrim did not answer, he grunted something Niall did not catch and came after him. The girl lunged viciously at his midriff. Her point glanced down on his byrnie of hardened leather leaves and went horridly home beneath it. He staggered back, screaming like a wounded horse, and as the blade tore free he dropped sideways, clutching at his belly with both hands to hold in his entrails. Niall leaped round the corner.

The Danes were already on the move, their weapons swinging, but for a heart’s beat astonishment froze them. The nearest man half-lifted his axe as Niall leaped at him and then fell backwards, his shoulder cloven. The others came at him yelling, but the kicking body under their feet hampered them for long enough to let him spring back. Grinning direly, he set his back to the wall. His strength had not returned to him, and his sword-play had never been so skilled as to encourage him in vanity, but he could occupy them for a little time. He feinted at the nearest and then slashed at another, and shouted to the girl. “Run, lass! All of you in there, out and run!”

Instead she dropped her child into the mud, where he howled with a right good will, and circled to jab at the Danes from the flank. One half-turned to strike back her spear, and Niall dodged under an axe that should have taken his head off and drove at its wielder with terrifying recklessness. He could not hope to keep up this unequal battle for long, but his life would be well spent if he gained time enough for the captives to escape before his own pursuers returned. There was tumult in the church, a rush of feet and the girl’s voice screeching as she stabbed. A spear thrust through his flying hair, and he whirled aside, thanking God for the valiant lass who would not let them converge on him.

A harsh cry pealed, and something spun past Niall’s head with a dark velocity that made him duck involuntarily. An earthenware pitcher crashed solidly against a Viking’s skull, the first of a hail of erratic, unlikely missiles. Pots, firelogs, loom-weights, stones and bones battered the startled Danes, and Niall was thrust aside by the craziest charge man ever dreamed of.

Women, girls and half-grown younglings flung themselves upon the dazed raiders with spits and pestles, distaffs and sticks. They beat at their heads and shoulders, grappled them from all sides, twined round their legs, tearing them down by sheer weight of numbers. Niall, who had never guessed at the vengeful capabilities of ravished and enslaved women, stared appalled. They worried the struggling men down in a silent frenzy of hatred, and they disappeared under a press of writhing bodies.

The girl with the spear ran forward, but her services were not needed. In each tangle someone had been told off to seize the victim’s dagger and use it. Niall started forward instinctively to stop them, and then checked himself. Vengeance was their right and their due, and no man could dispute its justice. He averted his eyes from it, looked down into the convulsed face of the squirming Dane clutching his spilled guts, and in pity and horror struck one blow.

Alarmed voices were shouting questions from the gateway, the men who had chased him brought back by that first wild screech. The women were scrambling up, torn, wild-eyed and blood-spattered, shaken by what they had done. The brat in the mud was still screaming. Niall gestured urgently with his sword.

“Over the stockade and up to the woods, quickly!”

They caught up their children and their weapons and fled. Hild grabbed his hair, hauled his head down, and kissed him full on the mouth. “Hey, black lad, will death have none of you?” she exclaimed, slapped his bare shoulder, and then caught up her skirts about her skinny shanks and trotted as though her bones had never known rheumatism.

Someone was shouting beyond the church, calling on Thrand and Kol and Asgrim. He could hear the squelch of soft shoes over miry ground, and other raised voices. Niall’s lips drew back in a mirthless grin. The church concealed the women’s flight for the moment, but Thrand and Kol and Asgrim would not answer in this world, and he must win time for the captives to reach the woods and safety. He swung up his sword and ran towards the voices.

By the church wall the forgotten Englishman, who had cowered there through the brief struggle, staggered to his feet and stared desperately about him. He squealed at the sight of Niall, and then he too started to run, not after the women but towards the Vikings. It flashed through Niall’s mind that he dared not let himself be taken by Englishmen after his betrayal; he had no choice but to accept whatever treatment Rorik gave him and buy his life with fresh treachery. Niall’s long legs closed on him before he had gone a dozen paces, and he seized him by the scruff and almost swung him from his feet.

“Stay and die with me, rat!” he growled, and as the smaller man yelped and almost fell, palsied with fright, dragged him ruthlessly along at arm’s length. The cramp had worked out of his legs, and his hand-grip was almost normal now, though he doubted that there were many blows left in his aching arms and shoulders. What he had he would deal out, once they bayed him; in his present temper he asked nothing better than to die ridding Wessex of his kinsmen.

He burst from behind the church, and the advancing Danes, a dozen or so trotting purposefully to investigate, turned after him with a yell of discovery and execration. Two or three javelins hurtled harmlessly past him, but it would have been a marvel if startled men could have hit so swiftly-moving a mark in that dim light. He dodged behind a haystack, showed himself briefly as he doubled back round a cottage, grinned savagely to hear their hunting-cries and ran in plain view for the gate. The Englishman he towed after him like a longship towing a skiff, without heeding his squeals and struggles.

He reached the gate and glanced quickly seaward. Then he uttered a grunt of satisfaction; Rorik and his force must still be occupied in bringing Skuli’s undermanned Firedrake to safe anchorage. The noise of conflict, muffled in the winding valley, could not have reached them. He shoved the yammering Englishman onto the bridge ahead of him, and heaved the gate’s wreckage across the gap to hinder his foes and lessen the number who could come at him at once. He dodged round the ruin as another javelin sang past his ear, and caught the whimpering craven as he scrabbled at the planking.

“Up and fight, rat!”

Then a distant crash and a roar of many voices halted the oncoming foes. “Wessex and Christian faith! Out, out!” And riding high and clear over all other noises, a girl’s voice urgently called his name. “Niall! Niall!”

He laughed aloud at the shadowy group of Vikings checked among the buildings near the gate, drew a great breath and loosed it in one wild Irish yell that pealed along the valley and up through the crowding woods. Another howl answered, and suddenly Eymund yelled at the hesitating Vikings.

“Let him go! Will you lose all we have won?”

The throng was gone in one rush, and Niall was left standing defiantly on the bridge, feeling more than a little foolish. Nothing appears more ridiculous than futile heroics, and he grinned rather sheepishly as he took up again the life he had prepared to expend. Then another, fainter yell from behind spun him round, and he stalked down the shore-path to meet Rorik’s company. The Englishman grovelled on all fours, clutching at his feet. When Niall kicked free he gaped up, witless with terror, and scrambled from him on all fours like the apes of Barbary. Niall put out his left hand and plucked the javelin from the earth as he passed it. As he came to the bend he saw Rorik’s men straggling up from the shore, and halted in their path.

The newcomers stopped as though they had run upon a barricade, signing themselves with Thor’s Hammer to avert ghostly evil. In the dim dusk his great body gathered all the light from the water-green sky, weirdly white and of more than mortal stature. The brisk wind blew his long hair sideways like a banner. The sword-blade and the linked silver plates about his loins shone faintly luminous. Awe froze them; he was the ghost of some dead hero out of the days before time was.

At his back Niall heard the clash and shouting of joined battle, and the crisp bark of orders as the Englishmen covered the escape of their women and children. He grinned direly at the palsied Danes and exchanged sword for javelin. He was not a warrior for the skalds to sing, trained to cast equally well with either hand, but he did not often miss a fair mark.

The English traitor screeched incoherently and wobbled into a run past him, flapping his hands at the Vikings as he scuttled to meet them. The sight roused them from their trance. A javelin leaped. Niall heard it thud home, saw the shining point emerge at the back of the craven’s neck, and as his feet drummed briefly he advanced without haste, selecting the fairest mark that offered.

A howl of recognition signalled a headlong rush by Rorik and Aslak, shamed by their own fears into berserk fury. Niall waited until he could hear his kinsman bellowing commands to take him alive, until he could distinguish his furious face, and then made his cast at the giant. To his chagrin he missed even the broad target of that belly, betrayed by his strained shoulder, and it was small consolation to see the ruffian behind him roll under his comrades’ feet with the point in his thigh. He wheeled and ran, not for the village but for the hillside above it, with the pack straining not fifty yards behind and wasting wind on threats.

Long-legged and unencumbered by mail or clothing, he slightly increased his lead. The new-springing grass and rain-sodden earth were kind to his bare feet, and he reached the first trees unscathed and dived aside into the thickets. He scrambled up and along the hillside, working left towards the sea, and the Danes followed the fleeting white glimpses they had of him with hunting-cries and orders and a violent threshing of branches.

It was very dark under the trees, where the remaining light of the sky was caught up in the topmost branches so that little reached the ground. Though roots and rocks punished his bare toes and hawthorn and briers clawed at him, Niall led them deliberately up and away from Brockhurst and their outnumbered comrades. He was as angry as a man well could be, with the bitter fury of the easy-going man goaded beyond his endurance, and his desire was to destroy Rorik and every pirate that followed him for the evil they had done. His own life counted for nothing. He listened to the pursuit crashing blindly after him, and dodged deviously from cover to cover up the hill, reckoning rightly that their natural tendency would be to spread along the slope and straggle down it.

Grouching behind a boulder, he watched and listened as the Vikings scattered, and cursed the nakedness that revealed him in the dark. Then a new thought struck him, and he grubbed with both hands at the wet earth under him, smearing it over his limbs and body to dull their whiteness, rubbing it over his face to his hair. Its effectiveness startled him. Grinning savagely, he started down the hillside to try how many Danes hunting him should find him after a fashion they did not anticipate.

Stalking a straggler like a wolf after a lamb, he paused when a gap among the trees offered him clear view of the stockade. He knew what had happened as well as if he had been present. Edric and Cynric, watching dourly with their little force from the woods, had seen Rorik lead most of his company down to the sea and had snatched the chance to save their kindred. Forestalled in that by him, they had yet attacked to save him. Now, knowing from his shout that the need was gone, they were withdrawing. He felt a twinge of conscience for Eymund, and then fiercely reminded himself that he too was liable to Wessex justice. A scrimmage was still going on at the gate; Eymund might now have joined it and died. The clashing and cries came thinly to him. Further away little black insects scuttled for the woods. He peered, blinked and choked back a grim laugh. Even the swine were being driven into the woods, and some of the drovers were mounted. Edric had swept clean.

He was not the only man on the hillside with eyes to see and ears to hear. Someone squalled alarm below him; excited, angry voices yelled among the trees, and then Rorik’s deep bellow summoned them back from the hunt and then called on all the gods for what he reckoned justice on his erring kinsman. Niall listened to all the trample of departure rapidly dwindling down the hill, and closed in to gather himself a Dane or two before they quitted the trees. At least he had kept them from marring Edric’s work; the fight at the stockade was done and the last Englishman running for the woods.

Rorik had seen that too, and had halted to gather his men together, shouting to guide them as they floundered to him. Niall growled in frustration, his chance lost. A tame ending it would be, to trudge the length of the valley naked and barefoot without striking another blow, after his hot resolve to die avenging Leofric, but he was no longer furious enough to charge the whole force and die killing. Then he glanced the other way, over the sea, and caught his breath. The Firedrake lay beside the shore. She rocked gently; anchored, not beached. The shore was too steep to beach a longship. A mad idea leaped into his brain. For a moment he remembered Judith’s voice calling his name, and hesitated. Then he shrugged. A castaway half-Dane could be nothing to an Englishwoman. If he was slain she would be briefly sorry, but there was no one on earth to grieve for him but his cousin Eymund, if he lived to do so; Eymund, torn as he had been by incompatible loyalties. Here was a better vengeance for Leofric than a miserable straggler or two ignobly knifed in the dark.

In a normal state of mind and body Niall, a prudent trader and no foolhardy berserk, would never have conceived so crazy a plan, but he had seen and suffered too much this day to retain any consideration of reason or commonsense when the chance to strike the deadliest of blows against Rorik’s whole force offered itself. He did not even wait for the Danes to go, but started down the hill past them. He got himself down to the shore and afterwards could scarcely remember that break-neck descent in the dark. His brief halt in the shadow of the woods to assess the task had nothing of hesitation about it.

Even in that moment his sailor’s heart leaped to see her lean, wicked beauty. His eyes followed the lovely curve of her stem, rising to the arrogant dragon’s head snarling wide-mouthed at her prow. She was anchored with room to swing on the tide, and straining to follow the ebb. Skuli had left an anchor-watch; Niall heard a rumble of voices across the hundred yards of water and shingle that divided them, and distinguished two heads along the bulwarks amidships. They were leaning there and probably speculating on whatever sounds of strife had reached them earlier. The skiff that had landed the crew was high and dry several feet up the steep shingle, where the tide had left it. The pebbles rattled quietly to every sigh of the incoming waves.

Niall knew that if he tried to plough across that slope of unstable pebbles barefoot and in haste he would probably be thrown and crippled, and certainly be detected. But further along the bay the low cliffs fell to jagged rocks, and he turned and trotted on under cover of the straggling trees. Out of their shadow night was not fully come, and he had light enough to make it an easy scramble. Rather more caution was required for the shore rocks, with their pools and crannies, sharp shellfish and slippery weeds, but he came to the open water and slid in, with a little involuntary gasp as its icy grip enclosed him. Then he was fighting the ebb with powerful strokes, his dark head scarcely visible on the dark water. The moon had not yet risen, and the last of the afterglow was fading from the sky. The headlands embraced the inlet in long black arms, stars pricked in twos and threes through the deepening blue-green above him, the waves frothed silver along the beach’s curve and the shingle clattered and sucked as they broke and drained back.

The black ship loomed before him, and he struck quietly for the stern, careful to make no splash. The sea was bitter salt on his thirsty lips, its chill barely held at bay by his active muscles.

Under the curve of her sternpost he trod water, pushed the wet hair back from his face and reached for the steering-oar. A hot fight would warm him finely, he thought, and timed his movements with the Firedrake’s roll, to him and then away as she yielded to the waves. A heave and a scramble, his bare toes seeking purchase on her downward-lapping strakes, and then he was swinging his legs over the gunwale with a tiny tinkle of falling drops.

The two heads close together on the larboard gunwale moved abruptly. Either that faint sound or the Fire drake's slight lurch had alarmed the anchor-watch. For a moment they stood frozen, and he heard a sharply-indrawn breath as they saw what had boarded them in the dim ghost-light, a dead man risen from the sea. Niall paused a moment, glistening white and wet, to accustom his eyes to the shadows inboard and to mark the obstacles in his path, and then sped at them in silence, his sword glittering as he drew and lifted it.

Imminent destruction restored life to the guards’ palsied bodies. They ran at him between the oar-benches, raising a great shout to hearten themselves, and the first clash of blade on blade assured them that their foe was mortal as they were. They separated right and left to take him between them, a move of such mossy antiquity that Niall had learned long ago how to counter it. He sprang up on the right-hand bench, leaped from it to the next, and descended upon the disconcerted warrior from his left side. The sword whirled down and round inside the axe’s belated swing. The second man was charging along the central gangway shouting, “Thor aid!” Niall let him come, jumped down and past him under his stroke, and slashed home one furious blow that split his shield and tumbled him among the benches, his helmet clanging away. He rolled desperately, came to his knees, clawed himself up one-handed by bench and ranged oars, and as Niall came at him to finish the work, flopped over the gunwale and into the water.

Niall heard him gasping and splashing as he floundered for the shore, but wasted no more thought on him. He wiped and sheathed his sword, caught up the axe and bounded to the foredeck. He struck one blow upon the taut anchor-cable, which snapped back like an enormous whip and smacked noisily into the water. The Firedrake lurched, and the tide’s grip tightened on her hull and drew her slowly seaward, stern-first. He stood under the snarling dragon-head, breathing a little faster than normally, and as the shore began to slide past he laughed aloud in exultation, shook his axe at the sky and slapped the carved sternpost triumphantly. The swimmer was labouring dourly against the ebb, but any alarm he could give would be too late.

“Niall! Niall!”

The shrill yell brought him to the gunwale. Three figures broke from the woods and pelted down over the turf and sands. They floundered across the noisy shingle to the skiff, wrestled it down to the water’s edge and shoved off. Two flung themselves aboard as it rocked afloat, and one kicked at already-shortened skirts with a flick of white legs. Niall’s mouth dropped open in stupid astonishment. Judith shouted something to the third, who waded thigh-deep to speed them with a hearty thrust and then splashed back to shore. Before the creaming waves had released his feet the oars were flashing and the skiff bouncing over the breakers.

Niall glanced aft briefly to be sure the Firedrake would pass the rocks, and as the last dark fangs receded and she drifted towards the open channel, swinging broadside to the waves, the skiff closed in fast. The swimmer was struggling into shallow water, but Niall gave him no more than a cursory glance. In the skiff’s bows a white face was briefly turned to his, and a long braid swung rope-like against the gleaming water. The incredible was fact. He filled his lungs and shouted, “Judith!”

The skiff shot alongside her larboard quarter, and he ran aft. Judith shipped her oars, fumbled at her feet for a moment, and stood up, swinging a coil of rope as she balanced easily to the lift of the waves. The rope flew, and he caught it and made fast. The boat nudged at the Firedrake’s planking, and Niall reached down his long bare arms, picked Judith out of mid-air as she leaped for the gunwale and swung her over it as though she weighed nothing. She thumped solidly against his damp body, and at the impact he forgot all the respect due to a Thane’s sister and tightened his hold to a rib-crushing embrace. He buried his face in her hair, and nearly put out an eye on the jutting point of the javelin she had thrust under her belt.

Her arms were round his neck, clinging fiercely, and she shook with tiny sobs. Her cheek pressed tightly against his shoulder, and her breath was warm on his cold skin. Another warmth was there, trickling wetly down his breast, and a great tenderness filled him. He eased his grip to let her feet touch the deck, and his mouth moved through her hair until her brow was under his lips. “Judith!” he murmured.

Her arms tightened, and she clung to him so that her shuddering shook him too. “Hold me, Niall—hold me!” she gasped, her head burrowing into his shoulder. “Oh, Niall, I thought I had lost you too!”

Their dead were at his side too, and they held fast, taking comfort in shared grief, while the Firedrake lurched towards the open channel and the beach receded to a narrow grey line between black woods and white breakers. A faint wild howl of bereavement reached them, and Niall, lifting his head, could just distinguish the scurrying little black shapes of Skuli’s pirates at the water’s edge.

“If they follow us they will have to swim,” he murmured aloud.

Judith gulped, set a hand against his chest and pushed back. He freed her at once, and she looked quickly about her. The Firedrake was rocking past the western headland with fifty yards or more to spare.

“Are you run mad, Niall, to cut yourself adrift alone?”

“It was not altogether prudent,” he agreed meekly, his lips twitching involuntarily, “but it seemed the deadliest blow I could strike against them.”

“To cut her moorings—yes. But yourself in her—did you plan to drift to wreck?”

“I swim well enough.”

“And where in Wessex could you come ashore without having your throat cut for an escaped Dane?” she demanded in exasperation that delighted him.

He looked down into her angry face, dim in the darkness. “Do you know, I never thought of that!” he confessed truthfully.

She gripped his arms and shook him slightly. “Did you think at all?”

“It seems not,” he answered soberly.

The Firedrake, free upon the open channel with the ebb-tide running out against a fresh south-westerly wind, rolled and lurched and pitched like a thing demented, presenting prow or stern or broadside indifferently to wind and sea. He caught at Judith to support her, but there was no need; she was as steady as he was. She pulled away from him and stared over the sea, still stained by the afterglow.

“Forgive me, Niall. I—I am sorry I was angry, but—we thought you were dead. And then you were alive—but drifting alone—”

He laid his hand over the tense one gripping the gunwale. “I do not deserve that you should concern yourself enough to scold me, Judith.”

She stood unmoving a moment, and then turned back, jerking her hand free. “In God’s Name find something to cover you before you freeze!” she commanded abruptly. Recalled to his senses, he dropped from the afterdeck. He was shivering violently now, his teeth clacking together unless he clenched his jaws against the chill, and his heavy hair dripped icy trickles over his shoulders and back.

He wrung it out, and then dragged the dead man clear of the benches. He did not even approach Niall's size, so he gained nothing there but a pair of rawhide shoes. He trotted aft, and lifted the stiff curtain of untanned hide that covered the doorway of the aftercabin, where any loot Skuli had taken would be stored. But the Viking had found small profit in this cruise; pawing about in the dark hole he encountered only empty water-breakers, a barrel half-full of oatmeal, another of salt herrings that flavoured the gloom with their unmistakable aroma, oddments of rope, wood and canvas and a chest of tools. He padded forward to the other cabin to see what the crew’s gear offered. He rooted briefly in a pile of leather sleeping-bags for garments to cover his nakedness, but obviously all clothing had gone ashore on its owners’ backs. He turned a bag inside-out and towelled himself vigorously with its blanket lining.

The Firedrake, well out upon the channel now, was spinning aimlessly as the wind dictated; the urgent power tugging at her keel had spent itself. It was slack water, quiet as the Severn Sea could be. Niall ducked back into the cabin, and delved again among the sleeping-bags for one which felt newer and smelled sweeter than most. He slashed a foot or so off its length and ripped gaps in the side and bottom seams to admit his head and arms. With that makeshift tunic belted about him he was easier; a prudent trader could only feel ridiculous doing battle in his bare skin like the heathen heroes of the Red Branch. The warm woollen lining comforted his half-frozen body, and he returned to Judith in a state nearer normal, half-ashamed of his crazy venture.

The familiar headland was a good half-mile away, and the thrust of the wind, though it took the Firedrake back up-channel, was also pushing her off-shore. The last of the sunset had faded now, and the stars were out behind the high black woods. Niall halted by the great mast lying unstepped along the central gangway, and looked fore and aft, a seaman afloat again. Suddenly he rejoiced that he had set her adrift. Even helpless and uncontrolled, the Firedrake was a creation of power and beauty, and pride of possession seized him. He had cut her cable in pure vindictiveness, not to take her for his own, but now she was his and he would not relinquish her. “What will Judith say to Miklagard?” he murmured, and ran to her.

She was leaning to talk to her companion, patiently awaiting their pleasure in the skiff, but she straightened as he swung up onto the poop.

“Bid him make fast and come aboard,” Niall suggested. He had been gravely discourteous, giving no thought to him.

“Why, is there aught worth bringing off but his weapons?” Judith asked, gesturing to the dead man.

“Bringing off?” he repeated in surprise.

“Time to leave this heathen craft and get ashore, if we are not to row all night,” she said as patiently as to a child, nodding to the widening space of sea that sundered them from the shore. But he stared as if he had not heard aright.

“Abandon the Firedrake? Leave her to wreck?” he exclaimed, forgetting that a girl of Wessex could not share a seaman’s feeling for all ships.

She put out her hand. “Why, Niall, will you stay by her until she strikes?”

“She is mine now, Judith. You do not expect me to abandon her?” He put out a hand and caressed the carved sternpost in pride.

“I see,” she said dryly, “that even a Christian Dane is at heart a pirate. So you hope to save her?”

“Of course. Now she is mine I will not give her up.”

“Content you, I know when persuasion is wasting breath,” she said rather tartly, but he saw her teeth gleam in a reluctant smile. “And what will you do with a war-galley, peaceful trader?”

“Go back to trading in the Middle Sea, of course.”

She nodded, and spoke to the Englishman below. “Come aboard, Alfgar.”

Niall knew Alfgar, one of the raw boys new-blooded to war in Odda’s battle, with a man’s steady eyes in a tanned face that showed no trace of a beard’s first fluff. He came aboard, looking gravely from one to the other. He moved to strip the dead man of his weapons, worth men’s lives in beleaguered Wessex, and then Niall tumbled the corpse overside and it disappeared in a noisy spatter of spray. They stood together looking about them at land and sea, and the boy caught his breath on a little exclamation.

“What is it?”

“On Gull Point there—a man, I think!”

Something moved obscurely on the headland, flitting blackly across the stars. Man or beast, it was scrambling down to the rocks at the furthest point. The flood tide, already gathering its forces, was bearing the Firedrake back towards it, and after that first glimpse the moving shape was lost against the blackness of the headland behind it. Then a hail came thinly over the water, a spurt of white flashed and was gone among the breaking waves, and a regular pale glint of spray in the moonless dark showed that a swimmer was churning across the current to intercept the ship.

“None of us can swim like that,” said Judith at Niall’s shoulder. Alfgar spat on his hands and hefted the dead Dane’s axe. Niall made no move; he had guessed already who swam so strongly in the dark sea, and one fear left him.

At the distance of a javelin-cast the swimmer trod water, his head a black blot on the faintly shining water. “Niall!” he hailed. “Need an oarsman?”

“I can use one, Eymund,” Niall answered in the same tone, and as Eymund struck out again, explained quietly, “This is the kinsman who set me free.”

Eymund was at the ship’s side, reaching up to grip Niall’s hand. A heave and a scramble, and he was swinging his long legs over the gunwale, remarking casually, “Even with a full crew, it may prove worth while to squeeze in a handy seaman.” He landed on his feet between the benches, and seized Niall in a fierce wet hug. “Niall, you cannot be rid of me!”

Niall caught him by the shoulders and held him off. “You were forced to flee—for my sake?”

Eymund chuckled. “Rorik howled of blood-eagles, but it was when Skuli learned his ship was gone that I reckoned it prudent not to stay. You always counselled prudence.” He shook himself like a dog and laughed breathlessly. Niall, acquainted with the light-headed laughter that follows escape from extreme peril, discounted it. He was miserably aware that Eymund for his sake had betrayed kinsmen and comrades, and like him was a dead man if ever he came again into their power.

“At least you are now clear of English vengeance, which they can scarcely escape,” he muttered, and then, regrets for what was done being singularly profitless, gathered his wits for the formalities. “Judith, this is my kinsman Eymund Eystein’s son. Eymund, the Lady Judith of Brockhurst, and her man Alfgar.” Eymund drew breath in audible consternation. There was no way of glossing over their differences, and he chose the forthright and only way of meeting them. “If you are sister to Niall’s redhead, you would rather run me through than greet me,” he said flatly.

“Judith,” Niall said gently, “Eymund’s hands are clean of Leofric’s blood. Since we are adrift together, will you call truce until we come to shore?”

“Truce?” She caught back a sob. Niall longed to take her in his arms, but she was Leofric’s sister and this was for her to decide alone. Then she lifted her head and spoke steadily to Eymund. “You saved Niall, and for that I will forgive that you are a Danish pirate.”

In embarrassed silence they watched the black shore sliding past. The slap of water along the Firedrake’s flanks, the spatter of spray, the rattle and creak of gear, sounded very loud in Niall’s ears. Then Judith spoke with determined cheerfulness.

“Is there food aboard? My belly is clipping my backbone, and I doubt not yours are too.”

Alfgar had flint, iron and tinder in his pouch. They broke up oddments of wood and kindled a fire on the hearth-stones amidships. Eymund and Niall trundled out the oatmeal and herrings, those twin staples of the North. One breaker held a little stale water. Niall mixed the familiar oatmeal paste and baked thin flaps of it on the hot stones while the others grilled herrings. The bright blaze banished darkness overside, and revealed the blood clotting Eymund’s face and beard from a gash along one cheekbone. His tunic was torn to his belt. Also he was weaponless; even his dagger was gone.

They squatted round the hearth cooking and gobbling and spitting herring-bones in a silence of sheer animal satisfaction. Though both oatmeal and fish had been in barrel long enough to have passed their first freshness, none complained. Full-fed and warmed, they sat on round the fire, while sleep closed its soft grip on brains and bodies. Alfgar’s fair head drooped more and more, until it fell forward in a violent nod and jerked him awake. Niall grunted and heaved himself unwillingly to his feet. He padded forward and returned with a great stack of sleeping-bags over his shoulder.

“No sense in watching,” he said, and began to scatter and tread out the dying fire. His companions were now but shadows in the moonless night, but he saw Judith and the boy nod agreement. Eymund was already stripping off his wet clothes and wringing them out, before throwing them over a bench to dry. They shared out the sleeping-bags. Niall spread one to mitigate the planking’s hardness, inserted himself in another and rolled a third for a pillow. He laid his sword beside him with the hilt ready to his hand, and disposed his bruises as easily as he could. He took a last look at the stars, and then turned his head to the black bundle that was Judith close beside him. He smiled, reached out a hand and then drew it back. As he slid down the easy slope into darkness he found himself saying positively, “Judith will sail with me to Miklagard.” Before he had time to wonder at his certainty he was asleep.
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The click of flint and iron roused Niall, and he crawled painfully out of his sleeping-bag, creaking in every joint and muscle, delicately straightened himself and joined Judith and Alfgar by the hearth. The tide had turned, and the Firedrake was pitching and wallowing as wind and sea wrangled against each other.

Dawn was golden in the sky, and the Wessex shore brightening out of twilight a mile or so to the south. Judith was fishing herrings from the barrel. She looked up at him and said with determined cheerfulness, “We will wreck more comfortably full-fed.”

He squatted beside her and shaped oatcakes, at which long practice had made him adept. The boy fed the fire and guarded it against scattering when the ship rolled. Eymund stood on the tiny foredeck, his yellow hair blowing about his head.

“Hild told you of Leofric?” Niall asked at last.

She nodded. “We found them before the crows did. When we did not find you, Edric said you had been taken for a harder death.”

Then they had never suspected him of desertion; they had known he would stay beside Leofric in life or death. Truly they trusted him. He put out a hand and gripped hers for a moment, without words. She looked down, and lifted her free hand to touch the red and purple weals that circled his swollen wrist. Tears glittered on her lashes.

“We did not miss you until we were near Sigebert’s, each thinking you were with the others. There was no help there; his men were all with Odda. We waited all day in the woods, and dared not attack for the hostages. We thought you were dead. Then—you know what befell. Then I called, and you answered—oh, Niall, you cannot know—” Her voice faltered, and she clutched fiercely at his hand. “When we heard you lead the Danes up the hill, Edric sent me to fetch you. We saw you swim to the ship, and came too.”

“Edric will want my head and hide for salting now,” Niall said wryly.

“Why?”

“For bearing you off in a drifting ship.”

“Edric has a deal more sense than you.” She looked up into his face, and her own strained pallor suddenly brightened to a real smile. “If you will drift about our coast someone must vouch for you as a harmless lackwit.”

He grinned at the hit, his first laughter since Leofric’s feast ended, and knew they were the closer for a jest shared in the face of bitter sorrow. He patted oatcakes onto the hot stones, while she and Alfgar spitted herrings on slivers of wood and propped them to the blaze. He watched her profile against the flames, sharp and clear and intent; then she glanced up and smiled at him, and his heart thumped faster. He marvelled that he had set all his desire on a freckled firehead with a scalding tongue and more brain than he had ever reckoned seemly in a woman, but she was the salt and savour of life to him. A Muslim’s Paradise of plump and lovely maidens would not tempt him from her; there was only one lass on earth for him.

Drawn by the sight or the scent of their activities, Eymund came down from the foredeck and joined them. He had washed his face and restored his carefully-trained moustaches to their normal symmetry, but he still looked the worse for the night’s work, with the raw gash along his cheekbone and his torn garments dyed in rusty blotches of blood diluted by seawater. The gay impudence of his grin was unabated; whatever his demerits, no detractor could ever have claimed that adversity cast Eymund into despondency.

“A fine fair morning to be shipwrecked,” he greeted Niall.

“Perfect for the purpose,” Niall agreed equably.

“I wish I could say as much for the shore, which appears to match its folk in sharp-pointed welcomes, but I make no complaints. A less certain death than my comrades offered.”

“What was that?” Niall asked bluntly.

Eymund grinned again. “Some suggested that I should replace you, but others reckoned that I was debarred from that martyrdom because I am no Christian, and were all for cutting the blood-eagle on me. What Skuli would have proposed when his ship was lost I did not wait to learn.”

“Challenged you to holmgang and killed you with his own hands, most likely,” Niall guessed shrewdly.

“Oh, he could not. Some man of Wessex broke his sword-arm for him yesterday. His raid was even less lucky than Rorik’s. They claimed that it was Odda himself who fell on them.” He peeled an oatcake from the stone, laid it aside to cool and spread another in its place. “I reckon myself best out of their unlucky company.”

“Do not reckon this any luckier until you are ashore,” Niall advised dryly. He prodded a herring, decided that it was cooked, and offered it to Judith, watching and listening beside him somewhat grimly. They fell to, accepting without comment the obvious fact that Heaven alone knew when another chance to fill themselves might come, once the Firedrake had grounded.

Eymund eyed Judith rather warily. He had a way with girls which had once been Niall's entertainment and envy, when he had watched him take his pick of the harbour wenches who gathered about him like wasps to fruit, but even Eymund must feel some discomfort in the company of a girl whose brother his comrades had killed. He addressed himself to Niall as he deftly lifted the backbone out of his herring and dropped it into the fire. “Neither of us will ever dare show his nose in a Danish port again,” he observed, glancing up at the dragon-head, “and the sooner we are back in the Middle Sea the easier I shall draw breath. But how shall we find a crew?”

“You said no Dane would ever sail with you again,” Judith observed.

“There are Christian seamen in Frisia to be hired.”

She too looked up at the carven dragon. “She is great and proud and terrible. Niall, she is all warship. Will she serve for trade?”

“No,” he told her ruefully. He had been grappling unwillingly with that problem during wakeful hours last night, while his friends slept. “I shall have to sell her for a smaller ship and a cargo.” Though trading in the Middle Sea carried most of war’s hazards, the Firedrake would require so large a crew for her cargo-space that no normal voyage could show a profit. He had never had more than forty in the Raven, and so many had been more than he could comfortably content when it came to sharing the gains; not for him a warship’s lavish complement of three oar-crews of warriors and a handful to spare. Only piracy could support so many.

“No need to sell her!” Eymund suggested eagerly. “Ship a fighting crew, join your friends in Spain and make war on the Moors. A worthy aim, and profitable.”

“What I did once for friendship I will not do for profit. I am a peaceful trader, not a berserk.”

“A peaceful trader? You forget I have seen you fight! What of the time the Moorish galley attacked us?” For the benefit of Judith and Alfgar he launched upon an enthusiastic account of that memorable occasion, and added with loving particularity an inventory of the plunder obtained. Niall, who had brought away from the encounter an arrow-head between his ribs that he had been a deal less easily rid of, remembered it with less pleasure.

“The battle was of their choosing,” he pointed out a little sourly, pushed the last piece of oatcake into his mouth and stood up impatiently. He looked keenly about him, stiffened, and then bounded to the poop with that surprising speed his long limbs could achieve. He peered under a shading hand almost into the sun’s low eye. Hardly visible on the silver dazzle, tiny and far away, two longships nosed along the coast like disappointed wolves, seeking what they might devour.

The ship rocked a little, and soft shoes thudded on the deck beside him. Eymund was leaning to look, Judith and Alfgar scrambling to join them.

“What is it, Niall?” she exclaimed.

“Two Danish longships up-channel.”

“Will they have sighted us?”

“Before we sighted them, with the sun behind them.” She gazed questioningly at him, and he shrugged. “They will have seen we are adrift, but Ubba is dead, and it is every man for himself.”

“We shall be aground long before they reach us,” Eymund stated, nodding to the coast sliding past. The wind had veered to a little north of west, and was inexorably setting them inshore.

Alfgar jumped down and ran to stamp out the fire; the boy had a dependable head on his slim young shoulders. Judith exchanged with Niall one look whose promise set his heart thumping, and went to help him, leaving the kinsmen together on the poop. Eymund stared after her, frankly interested.

“Cultivate a little of the prudence you vaunted,” Niall recommended him in some amusement. “She is no mean hand with a javelin.”

“She is like a javelin herself. And as uncomfortable a bedmate, I should reckon.”

“You would be unwise to venture it,” Niall answered rather grimly.

“You know I never forced a virgin in my life! Dull sport, virgins, even when willing.”

“Judith would prove it in your vitals.”

“Is she your girl, Niall?” He gaped at him. “If I have angered you I am sorry!”

“You have not.” He was neither angry nor offended. Eymund was as God had made him. Niall, though the younger by some four years, regarded him as an adult regards an unschooled brat who still reckons himself the centre of the world.

Eymund sat on the poop and swung his legs over the edge of the deck. His brow was furrowed and his face unwontedly sober. It was some time before he spoke, abruptly and without lifting his head. “I should never have quitted you, Niall.”

“Then Ubba’s warfare was not to your liking?”

“No.”

Niall contemplated the top of his yellow head and wondered what was going on inside it. Eymund continued to stare ahead so fixedly that it was plain he saw nothing of what was before his eyes. “I am for peace,” Niall said, after another long silence.

“Whatever you choose, Niall, I abide by it and you.”

Compunction struck Niall afresh. Eymund had been fate-driven until no other way was left him, and the blame was his. “I am sorry that saving me has cost you so dearly,” he said gravely.

“That was the one deed I need not repent, so why should you?” He still would not look at his kinsman, but in a sudden flash of enlightenment Niall realized that he had been devoting some time to the task of examining his conscience, and with the clear insight of one strange to that exercise. “Besides, I think it has saved me from being slain by your redhead’s kinsmen—which I deserve.”

“Very likely,” Niall agreed, a harsh satisfaction in him as he imagined the plight of Rorik and Skuli, stranded on an enemy shore.

Eymund shifted uneasily, squirming inside his stained, damp clothing. He kicked moodily at the useless tiller. Then he suddenly braced his shoulders back, and lifted a face half-shamed, half-entreating, and wholly earnest. “Niall, give me baptism in the Christian faith!”

Niall gasped as though Eymund had doused him with cold water. It was the last request he would have anticipated of his kinsman, and in sheer bewilderment he demanded, “Why?”

“It is the faith for a man to die in,” Eymund answered simply, and the bright colour flooded up under his fair skin as he faced Niall’s incredulous gaze.

“But—but what do you know of Christian faith?”

“I have been shipmates with you and Helgi.”

Niall, utterly disconcerted that his stand against Rorik had brought forth such unlikely fruit, had no idea what to say to this heathen. He was no priest to tamper with souls. He looked helplessly about him for inspiration, and found none in sea or sky or land. “It—it needs a priest—Christian teaching—” he stammered.

Eymund nodded. “Mind you, I do not promise to lead a life of perfect Christian holiness—not at once,” he warned him, his impudent grin breaking briefly through his earnestness. “But the first priest we find, Niall—”

“He shall baptise you,” Niall promised, and hoped that he might be a man of understanding, and not Odda’s Father Oswald. He could not imagine that formidable cleric’s extending any kind of welcome to so unlikely a convert. Then, reading the sincerity behind Eymund’s grin, he dismissed all misgivings and jumped down to haul him from the poop into an enthusiastic embrace, “Kinsman, you do better than you know!”

“That I shall learn, though your faith seems to forbid the more profitable enterprises,” Eymund retorted. “I only know I must.” He pushed Niall off, glanced forward, and said lightly, “Your javelin maid is a rare jewel. Any other wench would be listening with ears a-twitch.”

Niall looked also at Judith, and his strained face relaxed into a smile of tenderness that betrayed him completely. Out of his eye-corner he glimpsed Eymund’s mocking grin. “Yes, she is my girl,” he admitted. “I shall wed her.”

“Brave hero!” Eymund jeered, met Niall’s hard stare and understood that further pursuit of that jest would be very ill regarded, and demanded in awed respect, “Are you bearing her off in the teeth of all Wessex?”

“No. I shall ask her at her brother’s hand in Christian wedlock.”

“Are you mad? An Englishman would cut his sister’s throat before he gave her to a Dane! If she be willing, carry her off as your father did!”

Though Edric would scarcely resort to so extreme a measure, Niall reckoned it impossible that he would willingly bestow Judith on him, but his father’s way was closed to him. “I will wed her in all honour and with her kinsmen’s consent, no less,” he said flatly, and reminded himself that to God nothing was impossible.

“There was never any accounting for your odd fits, nor any turning you from them. You will hack through Guthrum’s host at her brother’s side, eh?” A flush scorched Niall to his hair, and Eymund chuckled. “May I be at your back to see it!”

“Eymund, I do not ask that of you!”

“Hey, you never expect me to stand aside and pray for victory?”

The Firedrake suddenly spun about like a chip of driftwood caught in an eddy, and Judith shouted. The ship was driving broadside-on for the headland Niall had thought to pass by a quarter-mile. The two seamen leaped as one for the larboard side. “You should have provided another girl,” Eymund declared, laying competent hands on an oar-loom. “You will play a hero’s part by your firehead, and leave me only a bony boy to save!”

The tide had fallen to show the reef, and an uncomely sight they found it, with the green seas sucking and churning about the shining rocks, or roaring over them in boiling foam. The ship spun again, and he and Eymund, standing by with oars in the wild hope that they might boom her off, had to run forward. Niall shouted to Judith to hold fast, and she obeyed with a cheerful wave. Alfgar was coolly hauling in the boat’s painter.

He poised his oar and braced himself for the impact. He could see the individual strands of weed fringing the rocks and the white shells encrusting them. Eymund’s shouted jest reached his deafened ears as an incomprehensible yelping. Then the ship lurched as though a monster clutched her bows, the dragon’s head snarled emptily at the sky, and they were rocking through confused seas and past the reef. The rocks spouted white, so near that the backlash spattered them with stinging rain, and the cross-currents twitched the Firedrake clear.

They looked at each other and drew new breath. The two men clattered the oars back into their places. Niall swung to the foredeck. Approvingly he slapped the stempost, carved with entwined serpents, and grinned up at the dragon’s head, painted green and black, with scarlet jaws and tongue, and gilded teeth, eyes and crest. The Firedrake was a bold and lucky ship, and she accepted him as captain.

“It will tear your heart to sell her,” said Judith, scrambling to join him before he could offer a hand. “Where can you sell her?”

“Dublin is the market for doubtfully-won goods, if I can be there and away before any Dane who might tell how I had her,” he answered, blithely thrusting aside the obstacle. The swan’s path opened before him, dazzling brighter than ever because he had thought it closed to him. He had a ship. The rest would follow, best of all, he had Judith, who would stand beside him in Rome and Miklagard and Jerusalem at the world’s navel, however he had to win her.

She slipped a hand into his as naturally as a child. “What goods do you trade, Niall?” she asked, her face alive with interest. No man would ever call her fair, but the sun turned her hair to a wonder of flame, and her clear grey eyes were fringed with long dark lashes like feathers, though grief had smudged shadows beneath them. He could scarcely keep his arms from her, in his longing to give her comfort.

“Aught that offers. Amber, furs, pitch, walrus-teeth from the North. Salt, hides, cheese, honey. From Africa, gold and feathers, elephants’ teeth, mastic and incense. And Miklagard is the world’s treasure-house. Silks woven like rainbows, gold and jewels, carvings and paintings, more than any man can tell.”

The cold hand tightened. “All the wonders of this world?” she asked softly.

Without intending it he spoke his desire. “Come with me to Miklagard, Judith?”

“To the earth’s edge if you go. Dare I let you beyond my reach?”

He gaped at her, and she lifted her eyes with a queer shy look that pointed her hard words, before it vanished in a smile that left him no doubts. “Judith!” he gasped, and caught her up. Her slim body came eagerly into his arms, her unpractised mouth met his, and she clung to his shoulders, pressing tightly to him. His salt-sticky hair fell over her face and mingled with her red curls, and her breasts were soft against his hard body. But her lips tasted salt as the tears she had shed, and he snatched at sanity and set her on her feet. She reached up on tiptoe to pull his head down to her mouth. Her lips trembled, and new tears sparkled in her eyes.

“Judith, my heart, forgive me! I had not meant to touch you before I spoke with Edric!” he whispered remorsefully.

“Edric?”

“Your honour is mine, and I will make no breach in it. When I ask Edric to give his sister in wedlock to a Northman, what will he answer?”

“That there is no man he would sooner call brother!”

He smiled wryly, his brows lifting. “Fair hearing, Judith, but a most unlikely guess.”

“Guess? It is what he told me when he wished me God speed.”

It struck him like a blow. He had never imagined that Edric regarded him with any feeling warmer than tolerance. Judith eyed him sardonically as he tried to realize that he had no opposition to wear down, no obstacles to overcome, no long campaign to wage. There would be no resentments left to fester in the future and poison his marriage as his father’s had been poisoned, no heritage of contempt for his children to bear. “But I thought he would hate me!” he blurted foolishly.

“Lackwit, what should any of us do but love you?”

He could only marvel. Comradeship of a sort they had shared, but Edric, hard, cool and practical as a sound sword-blade, had shown little sign of personal regard. Niall liked him more than a little, but for his part, though easy in his manners as a trader needs to be, he was reserved in friendship, schooled too long by the rejections engendered by his anomalous status. He drew Judith close to his side. “I am luckier than ever I dreamed,” he said simply.

“You must remember that red-haired shrews are not easily disposed of,” she mocked him. Her head fitted very neatly into his shoulder, and her red hair, blown into a thousand little tendrills, curled into his short beard and mingled with his own tangled mane.

“She is no home to offer a woman,” he said soberly, glancing over the rowing-benches and realizing with compunction that the cramped and crowded shipboard life must sorely irk a woman alone in that essentially masculine world.

“Should I sit ashore reckoning the perils you will plunge into? I go with you.”

He bent and kissed her hair, proud of her gallant spirit and humbled by her perfect trust in him, a stranger and an outlander. Some day she would desire a home and a household, when their children were born if not before. He put that knowledge aside for future pondering, too dazzled by his dreams’ brightness to consider aught that might break them. The sea was his life, and she was eager to share the ventures of a sailor who knew nothing of ploughs and beasts and harvests.

He remembered then that he was a seaman and looked briskly about him. Now the point was past the shore trended away south and west in a broad bay, wider than any he had yet seen along this coast of low cliffs and steep narrow valleys. Behind a broad shingle ridge glinted yellow sand, and beyond that lifted green pasture, brown ploughland, high dark woods and the hills rising to the blue moors. At the bay’s western end cliffs humped steeply into a tree-covered hill whose crest showed like a bald man’s crown. Wisps of smoke drifted thin and blue against the green-misted woods, and he discerned, in a slight hollow, a stockade’s weathered logs. But for the smoke he might easily have missed it. He turned for a last look up-channel before the point hid it, and saw the prowling longships again, closer than before.

He cursed them inwardly and scanned the bay. An ant-like figure was scuttling across the pasture. Niall grinned as he pictured the alarm and confusion seething behind that stockade like an ants’ nest overset, at sight of a Viking vessel in the bay. He wondered aloud how long it would take the English to see that she was helplessly adrift and crewless. They were fishermen along this shore, seamen of a sort. He steadied himself and Judith against the ship’s antics; as they came inshore the tide swung her broadside to the wind, making her plunge and roll like a playful porpoise.

Eymund called, “A Devon welcome is on its way!”

From a concealed inlet under the hill first one and then a second fishing-boat was rowed out, followed by a third and a fourth. Steel twinkled in the sunshine. The first boat’s square sail went up, and it came ducking and butting through the choppy waves. “Speak for me, Judith,” Niall requested placidly. “A Danish voice will be answered with steel.”

Thirty yards away the leading boat went about, the sail flapped down and the oars were run out again. She bobbed off the Firedrake’s starboard side, where the four waited. A stocky man stood straddle-legged in her bows, his helmed head lifted to stare in puzzlement even as he poised his javelin. Niall's heart thumped uncomfortably as he saw that fierce flat face, grizzle-bearded to the cheekbones; it was not a face to be reasoned with.

“Baldred Kenelm’s son of Meliscombe?” Judith called across the heaving water. Her hand was fast on Niall’s. He could feel the quickened beat of a pulse as it closed harder, but there was no tremor in her voice.

The stocky man lowered his point, his eyes rounding in unbelief. “Aye,” he said harshly. “Who are you, girl, to drift here in a Danish ship and speak for men?”

“God save you, Baldred. I am Judith, sister to Leofric Ethelric’s son of Brockhurst. We come in peace.”

“Let men speak for themselves!” Baldred ordered, scowling up at Niall and Eymund on the foredeck. The other boats had gathered about his; points twinkled menace, and as many goggling eyes were turned on the unaccountable arrival as might stare from a netful of mackerel. Eymund lightly swung the captured Danish axe, and Niall made a little warning sign with one hand. He crossed himself deliberately.

“God save all here,” he saluted them composedly. The Christian greeting in his Norse voice froze them with javelins lifted. “I am Niall Egil’s son out of Waterford in Erin, and Christian. Will you take peace from us?”

“Peace—Danes?” he spluttered.

“If you come in peace, come aboard freely.”

“And if you do not, you will be first to die,” Eymund said calmly.

Baldred looked wildly from sea to sky for wisdom. “Peace let it be,” he agreed in a strangled voice. Then his mouth snapped shut, he signalled fiercely to his rowers and the boat surged alongside. As she bumped gently against the Firedrake’s planking he hitched his shield over his shoulder by its strap, caught the gunwale and swung himself heavily inboard. His men tumbled after him as he rolled forward, and the other boats closed in.

Niall freed his hand from Judith’s grip and stepped to the edge of the little foredeck, his heart hammering violently.

“No more of you?” Baldred spat, glowering about him as though he expected armed heathens to leap howling out of the empty benches. “Come down!”

“As you see,” Niall answered, ignoring the order. He had too few advantages to surrender that small one of position. More men were scrambling aboard, a dozen or so, hungry eyes on them and ready hands on their weapons. Then out of the corner of his eye he saw an oar lunge from one of the boats, a violent blow took him between the shoulders and beat him headlong from the foredeck.

Baldred’s reactions were far from fast, so he fell softly. They crashed together upon an oarbench and rolled over it. An anguished grunt blew in Niall’s ear, his skull thwacked solidly against timber and filled with sparks, bony knees thumped upon him, and before he could do more than gasp, his arms had been twisted up behind him and his wrists lashed together. Rough hands hauled at his heavy bulk, lugging it off something that squirmed, and slammed him against wood. Dizzily he lifted his ringing head, and blinked through something wet and warm that ran into his eyes. He was propped against the Firedrake’s side. Judith was struggling with a lanky fisherman, and from the other side of the bench Eymund’s voice cursed Baldred and seven generations of his female forebears in distempered detail.

His men hoisted Baldred, flattened and gulping, onto the opposite bench and hovered over him as he tenderly explored the contused parts of his carcase. Niall dragged himself up a little, and tried to smile at Judith through the blood trickling down into his beard.

Judith’s white face flamed. She ducked her head and snapped vixen’s teeth on her captor’s hand, and as he yelped in pain and surprise she kicked free and ran to Niall. With her sleeve she smeared the blood from his brow and eyes, pressed one fierce kiss on his mouth and then whirled to stand over him.

“Before God, you will answer with your lives to my brothers and to Odda himself, for any harm you do my betrothed husband!” she stated icily.

Niall lurched awkwardly to his feet, hampered by his bound arms. “Is your word of peace worth nothing?” he demanded contemptuously of Baldred, gasping tallow-faced on the oarbench.

The fellow with the bleeding hand pounced snarling on Judith and hauled her back by the hair, grappling her to his body with one long arm that pinned her arms.

“Whores that lie with Danes should hang with them!” officiously squeaked a beardless whelp sprung from among the men’s feet, and not one clouted him headlong for his presumption. Instead Baldred heaved himself erect and nodded weightily.

“No peace for Danes,” he announced flatly. “Hang them all.”
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The Englishmen penned them against the foredeck, where the boy Alfgar already stood bound, his ice-blue eyes fixed on Baldred in fathomless disgust. Eymund, always vocal, seemed unlikely to end his commentary on Baldred’s genealogy until he had traced it to the sons of Noah, and sea-faring had salted his tongue. Judith’s arms were tied and she was thrust among them. She pressed close to Niall, her red head high, and her bound hands reached across for his and her fingers fumbled at the knots. Neither uttered a word. Niall briefly stooped his head to lay his cheek against her bright hair, and she looked up into his eyes and smiled, still worrying unavailingly at his bonds.

Unhandily, for they had obviously never before wrestled with a longship’s great oars, the Englishmen manned eight pairs, enough to get the Firedrake under way. Baldred limped aft to take the tiller, the cub trailing at his heels. Slowly the awkward crew tugged her across the bay towards the shingle ridge, where another four or five men were waiting. The boats bobbed along with her, bumping and swinging free as she wallowed, like a brood of ungainly cygnets about a stately swan. The sight was enough to make any captain wince. Yet seamen they were, of a sort, and presently they found the weight and swing of the work so that she crawled crab-wise to the shore.

The Firedrake’s keel grated upon the shingle. Only a full crew of muscular Vikings trained to the task could manhandle a long-ship up a beach, and Baldred did not attempt to break out the rollers. They left her to strand on the falling tide, and thrust the prisoners into the fishing-boats to row ashore. Those waiting on the beach were a group of half-grown boys, who crossed themselves at sight of the black-maned giant, staring as though he had sprung all smoking through Hell’s gate.

Baldred of Meliscombe looked about him to select a tree that would make a brave showing of four warnings to other marauders, but there was none at hand fit to do full justice to his purpose. The Englishmen debated the matter with much gesticulation. Eymund, completing his last masterpiece of invective, turned a bleakly scornful eye upon his hangmen. “It would have been a worthy deed to paunch the swine when the chance offered,” he commented.

“By nightfall he will hang from his own tree,” Judith answered, her hard clear voice stilling the dispute. “My brothers will see to that.”

Baldred turned on her, his hand lifting to strike, and Niall spoke swiftly to draw his wrath upon himself. “Waste no words on a forsworn nithing,” he said bitingly. “Had he been a man he would have fought with Odda—”

A blow on the mouth finished his sentence for him, and Baldred blared like an angry bull. “That tree yonder—make haste!” He started up the shingle-ridge, and his men prodded the captives forward at javelin-point towards a wind-warped oak growing a little apart on the edge of the pasture. If it would make no conspicuous display, its wide limbs would accommodate more than four. Niall measured with his eye the scant half-mile of life left them, and chilled. He took one look over his shoulder at the wide bay sparkling under the sun, the Firedrake settling on her beam-ends as the tide receded, and then gazed in sharp anguish at those his wilfulness had brought to this; the cool boy, valiant Eymund and his dearest on earth.

“It was my fault—all my fault!” he whispered aloud. He swung round to face Baldred of Meliscombe, saw the smile of vindictive satisfaction spread across his face, and yet for their sakes humbled himself to appeal, knowing forlornly that it was useless; no one more merciless than a coward once his skin is out of jeopardy. “The lady is sister to the Thane of Brockhurst! Will you—”

A spear-butt under the ribs jolted him backwards, another between the shoulders beat him on. He gazed dumbly at Judith, his dark eyes full of grief and bitter remorse, and she smiled at him, though her freckles were dark upon pallor. The whelp squealed in gleeful mockery of their torment, and raised his javelin to prick them on. Then his face changed, eyes and mouth rounding in horror, and he loosed a screech that halted every man in his stride to gape where he pointed.

“Danes! Danes!”

Less than a mile away to their left riders were spilling from the woods, following the rough turf and the sandbanks that curved round the bay towards them. They gathered into a close group and then broke into a trot, two-score or more of horsemen with a small tail of men afoot loping after. Steel twinkled; these were no ill-armed country folk of the Wessex fyrd. Niall’s heart thumped; they might yet live. The English stared wildly about them, not knowing whether to stand or to run when neither would preserve them.

Baldred’s heavy face sagged flabbily from slack jaws. Then desperation hardened it. “Stand fast!” he shouted hoarsely. “We hold these hostages!” He dropped his spear and lifted his seax to Niall’s throat. Eymund laughed.

The riders were coming as fast as the rough ground permitted. A ship’s crew that had accomplished a successful foray, perhaps, mistaking the Firedrake for their own craft. Then, as he saw more clearly, Niall noted something odd. Neither men nor horses were burdened with aught that might be plunder—and how should a ship’s crew that had surprised a farmstead or two have come by so many horses? He screwed up his eyes against the sun, ignoring the knife. The foremost rider wore a red cloak, a gay mark against green turf and dark woods. He reined in and turned in the saddle. His arm swept round, a spear-point gleaming in a wide arc, and the strung-out tail of unmounted men slanted across the sands towards the grey pebble ridge and the stranded Firedrake.

Niall stiffened, staring at the man beside the leader. A blue cloak, a shield of blue splashed with black and red, a bulky square-set body and a confident lift of the head—even at nearly half a mile he could not be mistaken. A grin of pure delight transfigured his strained face, and he filled his lungs to span the narrowing space with a jubilant hail.

“Odda of Devon! Odda!”

The blue-cloaked man flung up an arm and spurred his horse into a full gallop. Baldred looked wildly over his shoulder, and for want of any better inspiration continued to hold his knife to Niall’s throat.

“It is Ealdorman Odda!” yelped a man among the milling English.

Then Odda was upon them, roaring Niall’s name, hauling his pony back on its haunches, flinging himself from its back with a broad grin splitting his beard. His grin turned to a snarl. One swing of his massive arm bowled the palsied Baldred headlong in a flurry of tunic-skirts and heels. Lathered ponies slid to a turf-tearing halt about them. Strong arms grappled Niall in a bear’s embrace, a heavy paw thwacked him on the shoulder, and then a knife coldly touched his wrists and the thongs jerked and parted. Odda’s rough fingers gripped his bare arms.

“Niall it is, and I wasted tears mourning you! Hurt, lad?”

He held him at arm’s length, his keen eyes raking him with a concern that astonished Niall, who had never expected the Ealdorman of Devon to hold a half-bred Dane in any high esteem. Niall laughed in sheer relief. Then Judith threw herself upon him, laughing with tears standing in her eyes, and he broke from Odda’s hold to seize her, paying no heed to the hail of questions and exclamations and scandalized oaths that pelted at him.

He lifted his head at last from Judith’s, and instinctively glanced at the sea. He jerked erect. “Odda!” he cried. “Call off your hounds from my ship!”

Odda was prompt in obedience. He signalled over his shoulder, and a man behind set a horn to his lips and blew a long, imperative summons. The men clustering round the Firedrake  checked at the blast, with one actually clambering on her hull torch in hand to fire her, and turned back. Niall drew a deep breath of thankfulness; that had been a very near escape.

Odda had him by the arm again, studying his bloody face, his single odd garment, his wealed wrists and many bruises. He turned a grim stare on Baldred, standing slack-jawed and dumb nearby.

“He used you so?”

“My own kinsmen, most of it,” Niall disclaimed, despising Baldred too thoroughly to be vindictive.

Odda looked from Niall to the Firedrake, and a sudden rumble of laughter shook him. “Their longship?”

“Mine now.”

“Took your price, eh? Odd ideas of kinship Danes have. But you, Niall were certainly born to die in your bed at four score years.” He again regarded Baldred without favour. “As for you—”

“What else should we do with a Dane but hang him?” Baldred muttered sullenly.

“Did Niall claim peace in my name?”

“How were we to believe—”

“Before God, you shall learn to respect that name!” Odda swore ferociously. “And if you had fought Ubba with us, as a true man—”

“I guarded my own!” Baldred protested sourly.

“Cowered among your women and left it to better men like Niall to defend them!” Odda snorted contemptuously. Nor had he more than barely begun expressing his opinion, but the man in the red cloak moved to his side and touched his arm. He dismissed Baldred with a grunt, motioned Niall forward and spoke formally.

“My lord, this is Niall Egil’s son out of Waterford in Erin, of whom I told you.”

“We are well met, Niall,” said the man, and held out his hand with a smile.

He was physically unremarkable, of good height and well made, but worn and gaunt from hardship, with grey-blue eyes and light-brown hair and beard in sore need of trimming. He was as shabby and winter-battered as any of Odda’s veterans, but his helmet and byrnie were of rare craftsmanship. Niall’s eyes fixed incredulously on his face; there was but one man in all Wessex whom Odda would name as lord. Then he nodded to himself; no man could doubt who read that face, weary from bearing intolerable burdens yet serenely confident. He measured him in one long look, as Alfred of Wessex measured him.

“On your knees, Dane!” growled a voice behind Odda. “This is the King!”

“He is not my King,” Niall pointed out, without disrespect.

The King chuckled and grasped his hand. His smile was the friendliest Niall had ever encountered. “That is a pity,” he said pleasantly, “for I think Wessex could use you.”

“His arms are long enough, and an ox’s weight behind them,” Odda cheerfully disparaged him. “Niall, you have broken with your own kin and fought for Wessex—”

“His troth is still his own to pledge where he will,” the King informed him as he paused expectantly.

The Kings Niall had known had been Ivar the Boneless and his brothers and sons, faithless, greedy and cruel as skuas, whose feuds had torn Dublin and York for years past. A King who could grant an outlander of enemy blood such a right while desperately battling for his Kingdom’s existence was as fabulous a beast as a Christian Dane. A king to fight and die for, Niall's whole heart acknowledged, but while he had a ship he was no other’s man. “I am a ship’s captain,” he answered a little awkwardly, for it was not easy to deny such men, and Odda at least frankly expected him to accept his broad hint.

“A ship’s captain owns no King?” Alfred asked, his gravity belied by the brown skin’s crinkling at his eye-corners.

“Not outside arrow-shot of shore,” Niall told him, grinning.

Alfred laughed outright. Odda growled something in his beard about fools who did not know luck when it hit them in the face. Then, reckoning the matter closed, he looked about him. He nodded to Judith, and fixed a direful stare on Eymund.

“My kinsman Eymund Eystein’s son,” Niall hastily presented him. “Lord King, will you grant me his life?”

“Gladly, if he is your breed of Dane.”

“He saved my life, and came near losing his own for it.”

“Yet I sailed with Ubba, and fought Odda by the Parrett River,” Eymund told them coolly.

Odda’s face kindled, and he champed visibly. The harshvoiced man behind him muttered that it was a pity he should escape hanging, but Alfred merely nodded. “Yes, boldness has merit—especially as we were bound to find out.”

One of the last Englishmen straggling up from the beach, blown by the climb at the end of the long run, suddenly shouted, and jerked all heads round as by one string. He was pointing at the western headland. “A boat! A boat!” From the ridge they could not see it, and everyone started down and along the slope in a disorderly rush.

The fishing-boat, her square brown sail straining as she battled up-channel against the tide, was putting about to enter the bay as Niall reached the pebble ridge. Under the lee of the headland the wind failed. The sail came down, oars flashed, and the squat sturdy craft crawled slowly shoreward, crammed with men and perilously low in the water. Judith uttered a little yelp and ran out over the shifting pebbles, waving wildly.

“Edric!” she cried, as Niall reached her. “Edric and Cynric come after us!” It was too far to recognize individuals, but of course she knew the boat.

“Edric?” Odda echoed her sharply, his ruddy face paling.

“Leofric is dead,” she told him, and Niall put his arm about her and drew her to his side. She was trembling.

“God rest his soul,” said the King quietly.

“This is grief indeed,” Odda declared bleakly. “How?”

They told it between them, and Odda’s troop and Baldred’s men crowded to hear, while the fishing-boat crept like a manylegged spider across the sparkling bay.

“It was a good end,” Odda said heavily, tears glinting in his eyes. “We shall not forget it.” He hitched his shield higher on his shoulder and watched the boat. The tide was at its furthest ebb, slackening before the turn, and she was coming in a little faster. One red head could be distinguished in the bows, another at the stern, and nearly a score of men crowded the little craft. She reached the breakers, and bringing her through without swamping promised to be a tricky task.

Niall drew Judith down past the successive tide-lines to the water’s very edge. A yell greeted them, and the red head in the bows, now recognizable as Cynric, waved with circumspection. Edric at the tiller was too fully occupied to spare hand or eye. Judith scrubbed her sleeve viciously across her eyes. Her lips were quivering, and the hand that gripped Niall’s closed tightly. Niall yearned to comfort her, but any show of tenderness at this moment would only break down all her resolution.

“Stand between me and Edric’s wrath, Judith,” he gravely requested instead.

“Wrath? What do you mean?”

“For bringing them so far to find us.”

“They will forgive it,” she promised, in a tone that boded ill for her brothers if they did not.

“That depends on how much rowing they have been obliged to do,” Odda said judicially.

The boat was safely in. As a breaker sucked back her keel grounded, and her crew leaped overside and ran her up the shingle, shouting what greetings they had wind for. Edric and Cynric waded thigh-deep through the dragging waves to fling themselves dripping on Judith and Niall and embrace them impartially. They noticed neither King Alfred nor Odda, they spoke no word of an imperilled sister nor of an overlong row, but hugged them into a fourfold knot with a thankfulness too near tears for speech.

Edric broke free first. He kissed Judith, held Niall off by both arms while he looked him up and down, and said fervently. “Praise be to God! Is there no spark of sense in you, madman?”

“Enough to keep my hide whole,” Niall retorted, gripping him by the elbows. The hard words had told him beyond all doubt that they were surely and certainly brothers.

“That was luck served you, not sense!” They looked soberly into each other’s faces, thinking of Leofric and sharing grief. “Niall, there are no words—” He steadied himself, again the hard-headed, practical Edric. “Judith, have you made sure of Niall?”

He loosed him and stepped back. A fresh shock assailed him. He gasped incredulously, fell on one knee before the King and caught his extended hand to his lips. “My lord—my lord King!”

“We are hunting Danes,” Odda explained, reaching out a broad brown hand as the King bade him rise. “We beat off three raids yesterday.”

“But so few!”

Odda grinned. “All whose horses could stay with us, and we have nearly worn the brutes’ legs off.”

“If you want Danes,” Niall suggested grimly, “Leofric’s slayers will be on their way here.”

They considered that with wolfish eyes, and the King turned to study the bald-crowned hill behind them. “Along the coast? Yes, no other choice for them. A good thought, Niall.”

“This coast,” Odda pronounced, “should offer chances for even a handful of churls to give fit welcome to your kinsmen—who do not know it.”

“How far to Brockhurst?” Niall asked Judith.

“Near three leagues.”

“If the leagues all stand on end and are cumbered with woods,” Eymund commented, “by the time Rorik and Skuli reach us, however ready their arms are their legs will be unwilling.”

“They will follow the shore,” Judith stated with calm certainty, “and where they can, march along the beach for easier going.”

“This is your coast, Baldred,” the King said, addressing him as though no hard words had flown among them. “Where is a likely place for an ambush?”

“Never gave a thought to it, lord King,” he muttered sullenly. “Daresay the cove beyond the hill would serve.”

The King regarded him with compressed lips. Men like Baldred deserved neither an Alfred nor an Odda. Niall recognized with more disgust than surprise the self-centred attitude that had surrendered most of England piecemeal into the Danish grip, and reckoned it as damnable as the eternal disunity of his own Erin, which should have served to warn all Christendom. Odda looked about to ignite with wrath.

“Shall we see, lord King?” Niall suggested briskly.

The King grinned. “I would go myself, but if I turn my back blood will be spilled here. Take your kinsman, and make haste.”

Niall shrewdly surmised that the King desired to address an appropriate homily to Baldred, but preferred not to expose Wessex’s shame in its nakedness before outlanders. His presence would only exacerbate ill-feeling, and he jerked his head at Eymund and started for the hill. He was not in the least surprised when, before they had gone a dozen paces, Judith’s bright head appeared at his shoulder.

They climbed the first ridge towards the stockade. The ground sloped steeply to a narrow creek, rocks and mud and weed with a small stream twisting along its middle. Gulls foraging along the water’s edge flapped indignantly away. They crossed the inlet by a flimsy wooden bridge, passed by the weathered stockade patched here and there with fresh timber, from whose gate women and children peered scared and bewildered, and reached the tilted woods beyond.

The path was no more than a way round the hill trodden just often enough to mark it, and where it was not stony it was boggy, but it brought them out to the point, where the wind flung Niall’s hair sideways like a banner and snatched at Judith’s shortened gown. It was backing west again, harsh and salty from the sea, biting at the budding trees that cowered from it. In all the days since it had driven Niall upon this shore that wind had never failed.

“Hey, what a lookout’s post!” Eymund exclaimed, turning slowly about, his blue eyes narrowed against the glare from the sparkling channel. The hills piled beyond it, grey, purple and dim blue into far Wales. In the wide bay the stranded Firedrake  and the fishing-boats looked like a child’s strewn toys, and they could see beyond the lesser headland miles of empty water and not one of the skulking longships. On their left a shoulder of the hill cut off their view of the shore, and Judith was already threading through the thickets. They trotted to catch her.

Niall put his arm about her slim shoulders. She was not scrawny at all, he had discovered, but firm-fleshed and sweetly rounded inside her rough clothing, and lithe as green hazel. Eymund grinned at them like a great baboon, but he merely proved himself incapable of appreciating anything more than the obvious, and Niall pitied him.

“There they go!” Judith exclaimed. “Under that flat-topped hill—see the sun flash on helmets!”

Five or six miles away, the sun’s rays fingered through thin leaves and touched bright metal to betrayal. The tiny twinkles sparked and were gone, signalling as far as eye could follow.

“Rorik and Skuli,” Niall pronounced without doubt.

Further round the point the path forked, and they followed the right-hand branch that dipped steeply towards the shore. It became a perilous scramble which they treated with the respect it deserved, until they came to the last trees clinging grimly to the cliffside above the beach. Scratched and sweating, they stood on the verge.

A pretty little cove opened before their delighted gaze, curving to a lower headland half a mile away. Beyond the jumble of fallen scree stretched an arc of pale sand, striped with tide-lines of weed and refuse, and beyond the last a deeper brown expanse from which the waves had withdrawn that morning. The distant headland was dotted with the snowflakes of nesting gulls.

Niall concentrated his attention on that headland after one glance about him. The tide had left even the furthest of its scattered rocks, rising from the sand that was drying golden and powdery in the sun and wind. It made for easy marching, that flat hard surface, just as the soft sand above high-water mark made for floundering. But the lowest tide-line that divided the two, and the seaweed draping the rocks, told him that by high tide that point would be over two fathoms deep, and he had learned how appallingly high and fast the flood raced up the funnel of the Severn Sea. It was just turning now. Rorik and Skuli were making unexpectedly good time, marching along the beach wherever they could. He thought that they might beat the tide to the point; two hours should see them here.

Eymund moved uneasily, and Niall reached out in compunction. “Eymund, if you would withdraw from this battle, no man will blame you.”

“Rorik dissolved kinship when he agreed to my killing.”

“Blood is blood, and he is your mother’s brother.”

He gazed soberly over the sunny cove, and Niall sensed the misery he hid under his gaiety, remembered how hardly he had come to his own choice, and knew sympathy. “Yes,” Eymund said flatly. “I will not lift hand against Rorik, but I stand by you.”

“Within those limits?” Judith asked grimly. “You cannot serve two loyalties.” He flushed, opened his mouth to speak and shut it helplessly. She made an impatient little gesture. “Yes, you have used life lightly, but now you know it is no sport and you do not like the knowledge. Stand to it and choose.”

The blood left his face as quickly as it had risen; he had no defence against the sharp edge of her truth. “I will go with Niall,” he said, as simply as to another man.

“How far?” she pressed him ruthlessly, and Niall held his tongue behind his teeth; this was between the two of them. “Niall fights for Wessex and Christian faith.”

Her point stabbed him to the vitals. He saw at last what his careless choice entailed. It was no heedless venture, but bitter endeavour and an end to using life lightly. He bent his head and ran a hand through his yellow hair. “I have already asked Niall for Christian baptism.”

“There is more to that than words and water,” she declared sternly. Then, considering his troubled face, she added more gently, “Who am I to judge you? If I have wronged you I am sorry.”

He shook his head. “Lady, you had to learn.”

“No. You had to learn.”

His eyes widened in startled comprehension. “No wrong, lady. Your brother is dead. Yet for Niall’s sake, will you try not to hate me?”

“Hate you? Since we both love Niall we should be friends.” She held out her hand frankly as a boy, and he took it as if she had been one. “Agreed, lady.” Then, because he was still Eymund, his gravity crumbled and broke, his impudent smile flashed bright as ever. “Also I must unlearn what I thought I knew of women. I was sure that would be one more reason to hate me.”

That stung her. She jerked her hand back. “Should I be so base as to try to part Niall from his one dear kinsman? What kind of love is that?”

“Blame the company he has frequented for his views,” Niall recommended dryly, judging that he might now add his mite, “but do not ask what it was.”

They smiled at each other in sudden good fellowship. All would yet be well with them; they shared honesty and humour. Recalling them to their purpose, he studied the cliff, its steep broken slope and the jagged boulders at its foot. The most active man must clamber ape-like on all fours, without a hand to spare for defence, and it would gladden his heart to look down it upon Rorik, sword in hand.

“This is the way they must come,” he said, glancing right at the waves breaking against the point, “and a dozen men can hold it. Another dozen yonder, and the tide coming in—Rorik will need wings or fins to pass.”

Yet uneasiness nagged him, and on the headland he paused to search down-channel for the prowling longships. A sense of men and events converging on Meliscombe filled him with vague foreboding. Two longships’ crews, or even one, would eat them up in one red mouthful. They might reckon it worth while to aid a comrade helplessly adrift, and if they were embroiled with Rorik and a horde of vengeful Danes assailed their backs, the cliffside would make a very tight trap.

They reached the clearing about the stockade to see the company’s last stragglers and its tail of boys and dogs disappearing inside the gateway. Edric and Odda waited for them and came to meet them. Niall instinctively glanced down to the deserted beach and the Firedrake lying helpless and forlorn like a stranded whale, with the incoming waves lapping at her stern. He halted to gaze on her who would give him back the freedom of all the seas her keel could furrow.

Odda gripped his arm. “Put that folly from your mind, lad,” he growled. “Where will you find a sea without Danish sails, or a port they do not moor in? They raid the Middle Sea. The tale of this work will run before you, and you will never be safe afloat from vengeance!”

“What man goes to sea for safety?” Niall retorted, his longing eyes on the craft that was his and yet not his.

“Lad, I will take you into my household, or grant you land in Wessex. I will speak for you with the King—”

“I thank you, but I am a seaman and a trader.”

Odda let be with a grunt and a shrug of heavy shoulders, and Edric spoke to cover his disappointment. “The King has forbidden our cutting any but Danish throats and persuaded Baldred to feed us. Come within.”
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“It will make an end,” said the King, toying absently with his empty horn. He looked up suddenly from the littered board, his thin strong hand stilled, his grey-blue eyes intent on Niall’s. “You know what it is you do?”

“Aye, lord King.”

“They are your kinsmen. I know Christian faith has sundered you, but blood is blood, and you go to spill it.”

“They deserve killing,” Niall said in a very low voice, staring at his own clasped hands on the table. Beyond them the long brown fingers played restlessly with the horn. He heard the King sigh.

“The greater pity, going ignorantly to Hell. But I am saying this to you because you are a man of conscience. If your near kinsman dies by your act or contriving, he will haunt the rest of your days.”

Niall jerked up his head. “Haunt me when he comes to justice?”

“But to your profit.”

A flush burned to Niall’s brow. “Did I do wrong to seize the ship?” he asked bluntly.

“Your lawful spoil?” He smiled and shook his head. “But we do not yet know the outcome, and it will lie on you for your lifetime. That is why I meddle in your concerns, though I am no King of yours.”

“You honour me,” This was yet another problem to chew upon. In life, it seemed, these matters were less simple than in the old tales, where one struck and had done. He had a strong but totally irrational feeling that some power outside himself was thrusting him he knew not where, to a purpose beyond his own. They were all in the hands of God, Who alone used all men to His ends, but it was a discomforting sensation. He jerked his wits together. “I go with you. It was my doing they are brought to your hands.”

“And you are too honest to disown your handiwork.”

Niall looked along the hall for his own people, from whom he had been summoned to the King’s side. Judith was watching him with no attention for any other, and they exchanged love-smiles openly. Eymund was conversing amicably enough with Edric, but as though he felt Niall’s glance light on him like a touch he turned his head. His eyes asked an urgent question, and Niall nodded.

“Lord King, have you a priest with you?” He had already noted, with relief rather than regret, that Father Oswald was not of the company.

“You would lay this problem before a priest? I am sorry, no.” He saw Niall shake his head slightly, followed his gaze along the hall, and uttered a little gasp of scandalized laughter. “By the Mass, you—you heathen pirate, do you think to marry your lady here and now?”

Niall gave him a startled glance and then grinned. “A good thought, but mine were more seemly. My kinsman Eymund seeks baptism.”

The King dropped his horn, and for a moment he was speechless. When surprised or amused, he betrayed that for all his lined and hollowed face he was a young man who had not reached thirty. He drew a long breath, and studied Eymund curiously. “What does he know of Christian faith?”

“The desire is there. Can not teaching follow baptism?”

“You prove I know less than I thought of Danes,” he said with a wry grin, and watched Eymund a little longer as he turned back to answer some word from Cynric. “That one will never make a monk—but then, neither do most men of Wessex. You give me hope. If Danes can make Christians, we may yet live to see peace in England.”

He stood, and with a surge and clatter the throng got to its feet, grabbing up spears and shields. The hall was crammed, so that most had been sitting on the floor to eat. Assembled in the garth in some sort of disorderly array they made a formidable force of some four-score, though nearly half were the farmers and fishermen of Meliscombe and Brockhurst. Three or four of Baldred’s older men were left behind to get the women and children to safety if need arose. A hurried bustle of farewells, and they started round the hill behind Alfred and Odda amid prayers, good wishes and some whimpers.

Niall found himself close behind the King and Odda, with Eymund at his heels and the brothers following closely. A slim hand gripped his.

“I am coming to the point with you,” Judith announced calmly.

“No place for a maid!” Odda growled.

“Why not?” she asked coolly. “I shall have so much longer a start if we come to running.”

Niall hid a grin. He had known that his love had been insufficiently birched in tender youth, but her vigorous indiscipline could still surprise him. Odda, who could have answered anything from a man, grunted in outrage and very prudently let her be. Niall kept glancing over his shoulder at the bay. The tide was fingering along the Firedrake’s hull and reaching a long arm up the muddy inlet, and the channel was empty as far as he could see.

“What troubles you?” the King challenged him.

“There were two longships up-channel earlier this morning.”

“Two? They put their noses inshore, but at sight of us made off for Wales,” Odda told him heartily. “Forget them.”

They climbed on. In a low voice Judith asked, “How many men will those longships carry?”

“With full war-crews, between three and five score each.”

Her hand closed more tightly. After a moment she asked, with apparent irrelevance, “Danes set a high worth on vengeance?”

“Yes.”

“I was sure of it.”

At the track’s fork the King halted to order his forces. “Odda and the warriors of his household will bar the way below, since the hottest fighting will be ours. Baldred and Edric, your men will close the trap. Lie in the woods below until they are past the point and then creep round behind them. Niall, yours was the plan, so you command.” His chilly eye quelled Baldred’s purple outrage to sour acquiescence, and flicked smiling to Niall’s surprised face.

“Lord King, I thank you for the trust,” was all he could say.

“Wessex has use for you. God be with you, Niall.”

“And with all of us, lord King.”

They dropped down the slope, hard men in shabby clothes and good mail, and the woods swallowed them with no sign beyond an agitation of branches. A blurred slithering of rawhide shoes on sodden ground, a muffled threshing and the occasional crack of a dead twig under a hasty foot, faded into silence. The men of Niall’s command looked at their thanes and then at their leader, Baldred’s doubtfully and Edric’s expectantly.

“Here I stay,” said Judith calmly, “and pray for all of you.” But calm though her voice was, her face was colourless but for the freckle-splashes, her lips stiff, and her grey eyes wide with dread as she turned them from Niall to her brothers and back. Love and pity wrenched at Niall’s vitals. It was easier for them to match their bodies against the Danes’, than for her to wait and pray.

“Heart up, lass!” Edric said roughly, and gripped her in a fierce hug. “The Saints have a particular care for madmen!” He passed her quickly to Cynric, and then jerked his head imperatively at his men. “Lead on, Baldred! These are your woods.”

They were briefly alone, and Judith was clinging fast to him, her white face upturned. He stooped to her, his black hair swinging forward to veil it and mingle with hers. Her stiff lips quivered into warmth as he kissed them. Then he steadied her on her feet, smiled down at her, and said with an attempt at lightness, “Trust me, my heart, to take particular pains to stay alive!”

“I love you, and would wed you, and bear tall sons with crow-black hair.”

“And never a red-headed daughter?” he mocked her gently, sliding his hands down from her elbows to grip hers.

“That is as God shall will,” she said, caught his hands to her breast for a moment and then loosed them. He plunged away after his troop, and her voice followed him. “I will watch the channel for you, Niall!”

She would keep faith with her life, and he dared not look on her again lest he shame her with the tears that thickened his throat. He blundered after his company, seized on self-command savagely, overtook the rearmost and lengthened his stride to join Baldred in the lead.

Baldred scowled at him, furiously resentful that the outlander had been preferred to himself, the senior thane and lord of these very woods. He had not even sense enough to know his own limitations—but that was a rare kind of sense indeed. He brought them sullenly to a knoll overlooking the cove, from which they could watch the western headland and the narrowing space of golden sand between rocks and sea, themselves screened by the thickets’ unfolding leaves. They settled to wait. The tide came in, each wave running a little higher up the shining sand. The birds they had scared returned to whistle. A woodpecker hammered steadily nearby. Gulls’ peevish cries came thinly from the headland.

A spark of brightness flashed among the rocks, and at the same moment Eymund touched his arm. A murmur of discovery ran through their company as the flash became a helmet. Heads bobbed beyond the rocks, and the first Vikings tramped round the point. Hands fumbled at hilts or tightened on ashen spear-shafts.

Rorik’s squat bulk was unmistakable in the lead, and behind him tall Skuli and taller Aslak. Their followers straggled after them over the firm sand in a disorderly tail, and even from so far it was plain that the raiders had long out-distanced their enthusiasm. They plodded doggedly across the cove, close to the edge of the incoming sea, and Eymund chuckled softly in Niall’s ear.

“What did I foretell about their legs?”

“The gift of prophecy was doubtless vouchsafed you,” Niall agreed solemnly. He shook his head quickly as one or two of the more impatient men made to start down for the point; their screen of thin leaves would only serve if they stayed still. There would be wary eyes down there scanning the cliffs for any sign of a hostile presence, though fortunately they were out of the sunlight and not likely to be revealed by its reflecting from their arms. He waited until the last man had passed so far that the edge of the cliff hid him from their sight, and then signalled with lifted arm.

They had not gone a score of paces when a breathless voice hailed him by name, and brought him about in his tracks with every man there. Bushes crackled and swayed, violently agitated, and Judith plunged out of them and at him, her hair flying and her skirts shortened almost to her knees above her scratched white legs.

“Niall! Niall! The longships—in the channel—heading for Meliscombe!”

His entrails turned to ice. He had anticipated this blow all along, and all its doom-laden consequences came to his mind in one flash of awareness: the friendly, valiant King and Odda, trapped between two foes and utterly destroyed; Rorik vengefully joined to the newcomers to hunt down him and his comrades; the women and children enslaved, the Firedrake taken. And as he stood frozen, the first yell of alarm rang below, and clearly he heard the cry, “Wessex and Christian faith! Out, out!” If Alfred fell Wessex and Christian faith died too, and all England was lost to blood and fire and heathen darkness.

“Niall!” Judith cried, stumbling white-faced to him. “Niall, what can we do?”

They were all gaping at him in stricken horror, and realization came like a lightning-flash across his eyeballs. “The Firedrake!” he cried, and in that moment knew surely for what purpose she had been lent him, to what end God had used him. “Judith, get down to the King and bid him beat off Rorik and then follow us with all speed!” he bade her urgently, and threw up an arm to summon his bewildered peasants. “Come!” he shouted, and flung himself up the hill.

The followed him like sheep following a bell-wether, but he never glanced behind, and the drumming of the blood in his ears drowned the noise of their toiling at his back. He went up that hill in a direct line, swerving only for obstacles too solid for him to crash through; running, scrambling, hauling himself upwards by branches and sapling trunks, his bare arms and legs raked by thorns he never felt in the fury of effort that possessed him. Gasping for air, streaming sweat, he outdistanced every man to the point and flung up his head to catch his breath, dash an arm across his dripping brow and take one swift look at the bay. A strangled cry of thankfulness escaped him.

The longships were rounding the further headland in the teeth of wind and tide, and in some trouble with the grappling eddies round the reef. The flood was making fast, the waves lapping the Firedrake’s bows, though she still lay on her beam-ends, helpless on the shingle. Behind him Edric gasped, “What will you do, madman?”

“Stop them!” he answered, and hurtled along the hillside, leaping and bounding, slithering and crashing without heed for his neck. He never looked for path nor knew one when his feet blundered into it, but ran like a crazy creature, a brief prayer on his lips to God that he would preserve his legs for him. They followed after with oaths and grunts, uncomprehending but gallant. He did not turn his head; he knew they were there and would be there while they could stand or run for Alfred of Wessex and Christian faith, for their homes and their women and their little ones.

He emerged into the clearing by the deserted stockade, veered left for the shore path, and took the bridge in four thundering leaps that set the planks bounding under his feet and the uprights shuddering at the impact. Then he was over the ridge and racing down across the rough turf and the clogging sand to flounder over the pebbles, sobbing for breath, his eyes darkened and his lungs afire with that effort. Then the little waves were hissing coldly about his ankles, the shingle roaring and rattling under their blows, and his outspread hands came to rest on rough planking that stirred and quivered with every incoming wave. No longer a dead and stranded hulk, the Firedrake was rousing to the work before her. He leaned against her hull, his eyes shut, his hammering heart trying to break from the cage of his ribs, his skull bursting from the beat of his pulses, and a croak of thankful laughter broke from his gasping mouth.

His comrades came panting and reeling to join him, stumbling purple-faced by twos and threes over the smooth-ground speckled pebbles, and looking helplessly to him for orders and explanations. He straightened. The longships were still out by the further point, making little headway against sharp wind and racing tide. He drew a deep breath of relief, and slapped the Firedrake’s, heeling stempost.

“Run her out! We are going to meet them!”

They set their shoulders to her planking, and Eymund gave them the oar-bank count to time their efforts. The sea was with them, or without rollers they could never have done it; lifting at her stern and washing along her sides. They heaved and grunted, their feet scrabbling for purchase on the stones, and she grated, stuck, rolled and floated free. Wading thigh-deep, waist-deep, they thrust her head round and swung aboard. Seamen of a sort they were, and with Niall and Eymund to order them they swayed up the tall mast, made fast the stays, and hoisted the great yard and its striped sail.

“What will you do? Will you slay us all?” Baldred demanded, catching at Niall’s arm with his broad paw. Niall shook him off with scant courtesy.

“Get you ashore to the women if you have no stomach for war!” he snarled, and as Baldred continued protesting, threw him down. “Take the sheet, Eymund!” he shouted, his own hands now ready on the tiller. The sail swung round as Eymund barked commands and eager hands hauled on the braces, the wind swooped to fill it, and as the great stripes bellied into a taut bow the Firedrake came to life under him, lovely and splendid, shuddering through the curling breakers in a glitter of silver spray as they struck at her flank, riding the blue-green crests beyond, steadying to her way on the broad channel at his will. His hair whipped past his face, his great body braced itself to the tiller’s tug and the ship’s lift and dip, and he looked forward at the proud painted dragon-head snarling defiance through its glittering shroud of spray and quoted aloud, “ ’Fair as the moon, clear as the sun, and terrible as an army with banners!’ ” For the first and last time she was truly his, and his heart exulted.

Eymund, at the sheet, grinned at him with a flash of fine teeth under the raw wound blackening along his cheekbone. Eymund of course, alone of all his companions, could guess at his intentions. Baldred sullenly picked himself up and was quietly hustled away from the mad Dane who ventured their lives on the sea. The others lined the bulwarks still mazed with unprecedented happenings, staring from him to the enemies’ flashing yellow oars, rising and falling like birds’ wings. The Firedrake leaped across the white-tipped rollers, closing the blue gap at speed, while for all their straining the longships’ crews could only crawl against wind and tide.

“If any man cannot swim,” Niall called forward, “he will have to learn before he reaches shore!”

“In God’s Name madman, what will you do?” demanded Edric, staring appalled at the nearer craft. It was now so close that they could distinguish the helmed heads along her gunwale, peering above the row of painted shields, and see the three men on her foredeck wave in greeting. Her figurehead was a crested serpent, her consort’s a beaked bird. A tall man in a scarlet cloak blowing like a banner lifted an arm and hailed them, taking them for fellow-raiders; it was beyond the bounds of possibility as Danes reckoned it that a longship could be manned by any other. Niall hailed back to maintain the error as long as he might, and issued curt orders.

Cynric went up the mast like a squirrel as though to release the yard. Niall, his eyes narrowed and lips pressed tight, watched the shrinking space between them. This demanded exact and expert judgement, and he had not his old tried crew to work his will. Eymund watched him keenly, still grinning. This, the nearer ship, was also the further out upon the channel; her consort was coming up more slowly upon their starboard bow.

“What luck, friend?” shouted the tall man in scarlet, waving his axe in greeting. Niall could see his open mouth, a wide gash in a brown beard, but the wind snatched the words from his lips so that they came but thinly to their ears. He nodded to Eymund and put the tiller over a little. Eymund loosed the sheet, spilling the wind from the sail, and as it hung slack Cynric freed the yard for lowering. The Danes eased their labours until they merely held their position against the tide, hailing them cheerfully. Their spare men crowded to the bulwarks. The Firedrake  glided forward, losing way, as though they would round to for talk.

“What pickings, friend?” bellowed the brown captain. “Any meat left on the bones?”

“Naught but a bellyache!” Niall shouted, tense and ready, assessing speed and drift and the strength of the gusty wind.

“Will you ram?” Eymund asked in a low voice.

He did not answer. “Now!” he yelled. The yard rose again, Cynric made fast, Eymund hauled in the sheet and the sail filled taut. The Firedrake bounded like a spurred horse, straight for the other ship’s bows. The brown man waved arms and axe wildly as if he would push them off with his hands, roaring a protest that broke off short as he realized that this was no clumsy mishandling but deliberate intent. The rowers tugged frantically at the great oars as the Firedrake hurtled down upon them. The captain was howling at them to backwater that she might cross their bows, but the mingled screech of protest and rage filled too many ears; a partial attempt to obey tangled oars in confusion, and she spun across their course.

At the last moment Niall put the helm over, jerked his head to Eymund at the sheet, and shouted aloud as the great ship answered like a well-schooled horse. A spear thwacked into the foredeck planking so close that its quivering shaft brushed him. The Firedrake, almost within arm’s reach of ramming the serpent bows-on, turned slightly and ran down her full length, splintering the whole oar-bank in one rending, rattling turmoil. Men were hurled headlong from the benches, skulls crunched and ribs staved by the kicking oar-looms. The unopposed starboard oars spun her about broadside to the waves, and as the Firedrake  cleared her quarter in a momentary shocking silence before the screams and groans began, the tide gripped her and whirled her away up-channel towards the headland’s fangs. A scatter of ill-aimed spears was all they could offer in reprisal, and none found lodgement in any man’s body. Niall coolly put the Firedrake  about for the second longship.

“By Thor’s Hammer,” exclaimed Eymund, forgetting under action’s pressure that he was a postulant for baptism, “I never guessed that could be done!”

“Merciful God!” Edric gasped, loosing his hold on the gunwale and gulping like a fish, “I thought you would ram her!”


	“Content you, this time we do,” Niall growled. He spared a glance for the crippled galley falling away down-wind; she need not be reckoned with while they attended to her consort. He lifted his voice to shout at his incredulous, awe-struck crew, too dazed yet even to raise a cheer. “Lie down between the benches before we strike!”

Aboard the second longship was tumult and alarm, the bark of commands, curses and questions flying, a hurried assembly of defence along bulwarks and upon her tiny decks at sight of the Firedrake charging with wind and tide, the spray bursting about her stem and her dragon’s jaws agape. The starboard rowers hoisted in their oars and held them skyward as she tore at them, exactly as Niall had anticipated they would. His lips curled from his teeth in a contemptuous snarl; the Danes had small experience of ship-duels, to expect him to try that trick again, but these were mere raiders of peaceful lands who had never defended their own in the Middle Sea. He held her straight for the mark offered him. Thrown spears sang past or thudded into timber, but his men were already down among the benches and waiting breathlessly, gaping at their insane captain.

Eymund, holding to the bulwark with one hand and the sheet with the other, laughed in delight. “Show them how trading goes in the Middle Sea, Niall!”

“God have mercy on us!” choked Baldred, clutching at the bench that sheltered him and lifting his nose over it to goggle at Niall. “What will you do now, madman?”

“Ram her!” answered Niall savagely, his eyes filled with her wallowing bulk, the uplifted hedge of oars, the painted shields and screeching faces. He tightened his grip on the tiller for the impact. She heaved up on a crest, and the Firedrake leaped across the last few feet and rammed her at a slight angle just abaft the forecabin.

The tearing, splitting shock filled the bay and the sky. Every man aboard the longship was hurled off his feet or bench. The Firedrake’s mast snapped off short with a rending crash above all other sounds and fell as a tree falls, smashing a gap in her starboard bow to drop across the other’s foredeck, yard, sail and cordage in a smothering tangle. The Firedrake thrust on with the way still left her, grinding deeper into sundered timber that cried and groaned in torment, treading her enemy under her forefoot. Locked together, the two longships drifted helplessly before wind and tide.

Niall let go his fierce grip on the tiller and ran forward, snatching out his sword. Eymund was before him, hacking with his axe at the stays still holding the mast and sail to the Firedrake’s hull. Others were up and running too, but Niall made for the narrow foredeck, seeing the tangle of sail heave and surge and split as maddened men caught beneath its folds fought their way free. The first were already clambering over the Firedrake’s bows, wedged fast into her victim’s side, quick to realize where lay their only chance of escaping alive, and the foremost swung an axe at his head and leaped down at him as he reached the deck.

He ducked and slashed at the bellowing face, conscious of feet at his back and Vikings scrambling headlong over the bulwarks, of the other vessel dragging at the Firedrake's head, of the rush and swirl of water into her breached hull and the shuddering of the timbers beneath his feet. More Danes were thumping down from the foredeck, which was crammed with men. The axe swept again, but his arm was the longer and in mid-stroke it fell from a dead hand. He wrenched his blade free and swung back-handed at an upraised arm. A spear leaped past his head, and a man above spun round and fell against the bulwarks, that caught him behind the thighs and tipped him overside. Grunting men packed all about him, barking like dog-foxes, “Out! Out!” From his eye-corner he saw a yellow head and a red one side by side, Eymund and Edric fighting as comrades. Baldred, blaring like an enraged bull, hewed fiercely on his other side; whatever his failings as a leader, when it came to handstrokes he dealt his share mightily.

The Firedrake writhed and groaned like a living creature in the death-grapple on her bows. Timber shrieked and cracked. Then with a heave and a lurch she wrenched free, jerking her dragon-head high so that half the fighters fell. Niall staggered, recovered, slammed a blow against a staggering Dane that took him upon the nape and flung him among his comrades’ feet. He sprang forward, winning a yard of fighting-room that his long arms could put to use. The doomed ship drifted away, the gap already too wide to be jumped. Now the Firedrake’s bows no longer plugged the breach she was settling fast, heeling as she filled, and the last of her crew were leaping overside and striking out for their enemy. Heads bobbed about her bows, hands clawed at the planking.

The Englishmen roared and surged forward. Over a dozen Vikings jostled on the foredeck, trying to jump down into the tight-packed scuffle below, or reaching to haul swimmers aboard. If they were augmented sufficiently to break aft the ship was lost; farmers and fishermen were no match for berserks. But the Englishmen knew that as well as Niall did, and penned them in the narrow space of the bows so that they had no room to fight. Javelins, spears and ballast-stones cleared the foredeck of those exposed upon it; those who leaped down were trapped against the cabin, pressed by enclosing shields and worried down to die in ankle-deep water. The Firedrake too was mortally hurt, her bow-planks staved and her seams agape, but her end filled Niall with savage exultation as he hewed and slashed with icy water deepening round his calves.

Heads bobbed all about her; few Danes could not swim, and they converged on her from all sides. While some finished the scrimmage in the bows others jabbed them off as they reached her sides, hacked at clutching hands, battered at heads with oars and thrust them savagely under as they grabbed at the blades. The ship wallowed more and more soddenly. Her kill had already vanished; soon she would join her on the bottom of the Severn Sea, with dead Danes and Englishmen commingled for the indifferent fishes. A strong current had her by the keel and was bearing her inshore, but she would never live to reach it. Niall saw the last Dane aboard go down kicking and clutching at his belly, shoved his red sword into its sheath and set his hands to the stained planking. He heaved himself onto the foredeck, shook his hair back and glanced quickly about him, feeling the rush of water through the riven timbers beneath him.

Men were running along the shore, less than half a mile away; Alfred and Odda and the rest. Many Danes had already given up trying to board a doomed vessel and were swimming for the first longship, which had clawed clear of the point, transferred half her starboard oars to larboard and got under way again. A few still stubbornly swam about her, out of reach of the oarblades. Water ran knee-deep, thigh-deep amidships; it was now pouring in through the breach smashed in her side by the falling mast and racing aft. She was settling by the head, and listing so that he had to steady himself by the stempost. Eymund, just below him, looked up into his face with blue eyes afire and slapped the shuddering planks.

“What better death could she die?” he exclaimed.

Niall nodded, his heart content. She was not his; she had never been his. She was a weapon in the hand of God, her blow struck and her force spent. His dream of the old life had been no more than a dream. Alfred, Odda, Edric and Eymund all had known it as that and warned him. Judith, who had said nothing, had known it best of all and let him learn it from the Firedrake, without grief or bitterness. And here her brothers who would be his brothers came splashing to him through the yeasty water, staggering as she listed more and more to starboard. A swimmer cursed him by all the gods as her gunwale leaned to the reaching waves, and his feet fought for purchase on the tilted planks.

“If you cannot swim, hold fast to your oar and kick!” Niall yelled, and then she rolled from under him. The icy water closed over his head.

He struck for the sunlight, heaved up on a crest, dashed water from his eyes and glanced about. Heads were surfacing and blowing all about him, turning shoreward between threshing arms. His fishermen could swim. He trod water and waited for another comber and yet another to hoist him high, in case any weak swimmer or wounded man should need help. More distant heads receded towards the Viking ship, where men reached down to drag comrades from the sea. He struck for the shore, well content.

The men of Wessex were laughing and shouting thigh-deep in the surf, jostling to grip his hands with needless solicitude and help him up as he let his feet sink. He shook water from his face, flushing hotly as he saw that it was the King’s hand grasping his, Odda’s arm about his shoulders. Then Judith, her sodden skirts clinging to her legs, threw herself upon him, and before them all he snatched her off her feet and kissed her, to a great roar of approval from the whole assembly.

The men who had ventured with him were all about him, grinning and dripping and wringing water out of hair and garments. Unbelievingly he numbered them; Eymund, Edric and Cynric, Baldred with rancour laid aside, Eglaf and the lad Alfgar. A handful of wounded were being tended, and one dead man lay on the shingle with his arms folded on his breast. “Is he the only one?” he asked incredulously.

“Wounded and died as we got him to shore,” Baldred answered through chattering teeth. “And Osfrith, Coelnoth and Wulfric died in the fight. God was with us.”

“To Him be the praise,” Niall muttered, crossing himself.

“And to you who were His sword-hand!” exclaimed the King. “If they had landed at our backs we should all be dead men! And you sacrificed your ship, that was all the world to you!”

Niall shook his head. “She was never mine. For this she was lent to me.” He smiled down into Alfred’s friendly eyes. “But I think I am beached for ever in Wessex, lord King. Is she worth a measure of English ground, that my wife may teach me to be a farmer?”

The King looked at Odda, and Odda tugged at his beard and looked at the King. They both began to grin. “It seems little enough to ask,” declared Odda, “if Guthrum lets us live to grant more than room for our burying. Grant it in Devon, lord. I want Niall at my side in warfare.”

“I want him at mine in peace or war,” the King retorted. Eymund moved closer and gripped Niall’s elbow, lifting his other hand to point up the hill. “Rorik and Skuli,” he announced quietly.
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The Vikings clustered on a rocky shoulder beyond the farmstead, a mass of dull colour and bright metal picked out here and there with a gay cloak, but as though Eymund’s pointing had been a signal they started down through the woods, moving soberly and without haste. Steel glanced and was gone among the new leaves. The need for haste was over. There was nothing left them but to die fittingly on heaps of dead foes, and leave a name that should stand for generations to their honour.

Niall gave a sigh of weary disgust. They would have to be killed, and he had had a bellyful of killing. Thirst for vengeance was dead in him. It did but sour one’s grief. Also Danes took a deal of killing, and seldom died alone. He looked to the King, who lifted his spear and strode along the beach as fast as the shingle would permit, his gaunt face harshly set.

“Has bloodshed no end?” he muttered bitterly, and Niall realized that they were of one mind. So was Odda, and so were the others. They were workmen tackling an ugly task, grimly determined to have it done and cleanse Wessex of this evil plague. Only Edric and Cynric might be eagerly vengeful, with burning memories of Leofric to drive them at Danish throats.

“We thinned them somewhat on the cliff,” grunted Odda, lumbering into a trot as the shingle gave place to sand and that in its turn to turf. The exercise was warmly welcome to all who had been swimming in the icy sea. Niall was thankful to feel the chill thawing out of his muscles as he loped along with Odda and the King.

“We can hold them by the creek,” Alfred decided. “They will fire your homestead, Baldred.”

“All the better,” Baldred stoutly panted. “It has needed—rebuilding—these ten years and more.” Battle seemed to have emboldened him.

“Take your folk and cross higher up, beyond your stockade. Close in behind them and wait for my signal.”

Baldred yelped to his men of Meliscombe like a sheepdog rounding up a flock, and led them slantwise over the turf towards the pasture and woods up-stream, while the main force trotted round the curve of the bay and up the ridge towards the inlet and the plank bridge that spanned it.

“Let me hold the bridge, lord King?” suggested Niall.

“Without mail or shield or helmet?” snorted Odda. He cast an expert eye over the half-full creek and its steep banks. “We have the numbers and the ground to favour us, if they come at us here. And the bridge is more of a snare than a way. Let them come and stone them off it into the tide.”

The Englishmen were already spreading along the crest, standing just behind it for safe footing; the damp grass would crush to a surface slippery as ice once many feet had trampled it in battle. The gulls swooped and wheeled overhead, protesting indignantly at this invasion. Niall glanced down the steep descent at the racing tide, lapping higher over the brown rocks, at the seaweed and mussel-beds and grinding stones.

The Danes emerged from the woods. They did not turn aside to fire the deserted homestead, a petty and futile gesture. Rorik’s was not an empty malevolence; he knew where he owed his misfortunes. They came steadily across the open space towards the bridge.

“We have them!” muttered Odda. “They know this is their end.”

“It will be the end for many of us,” the King said soberly. “But it must be finished.”

“Blood will have blood,” said Eymund flatly. He was pale and grim as Niall had never seen him, his laughing mouth a tight line of resolution. These were his kinsmen and comrades. Niall felt the hairs stir on the nape of his neck; blood would have blood, and Rorik was his father’s nearest kinsman. The stimulus of violent wrath no longer drove him to outrage that kinship; it had been quenched in blood. Judith was beside him as she had been all along, caught up in that throng and the only woman there. She was controlling herself rigidly, but her eyes betrayed her. For all the shortened skirts and warlike javelin, she was but a frightened girl troubled for her dear menfolk. He smiled at her, and let his impulse master him.

“Lord King, let me have speech with my kinsman?”

Before Alfred could answer he was out upon the flimsy bridge, and other soft shoes padded after him. Without turning his head he knew that Eymund was at his back. He leaned to the slope, that rose steeply for a few yards above the creek, and stood where it tilted more gently to the open space about the stockade. The Danes came on steadily, perhaps half a bowshot away. He sent his trained bellow ringing across the clearing.

“Rorik! Skuli! A truce for speech with you!”

The Vikings halted. They had nothing to lose by accepting, a little longer life to gain. The leaders briefly brought their helmets together, and then Skuli’s voice, higher and clearer than Rorik’s blare, answered. “Agreed. Will you come up?”

“Bid your men stand, and come down to us!”

They conferred again, and then started down the slope, weary men moving slowly and heavily. Rorik, limping grievously, supported himself with a spear; Skuli, his right arm in a rough sling, still wore his sword on his left hip, where it was useless to him. As they came nearer Niall saw that he moved like a sleep-walker, and his dangerous bony face was grey and blank as if he went bound to his death. His eyes went past Niall to the shining bay where the Firedrake had gone down, and in that moment Niall knew a great sympathy for him, whose life she had been.

There was no such stricken grief in Rorik’s face; he was incarnate fury. His bearded lips writhed soundlessly as he stared at Niall, but for the moment he was beyond speech. Flecks of spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth as Eymund came to stand at Niall’s left side, so close that his sleeve brushed Niall's bare arm, and Niall could hear his hard breathing. Rorik’s bloodshot eyes shifted to glare at him. He swallowed. “You too?” he croaked. “My own sister’s son—my kin?”

“I am Naill’s,” Eymund answered quietly, and put his hand on Niall’s arm. It was cold, and trembled a little.

“What use is speech?” Skuli asked wearily. “We are all dead men.”

“You need not die.”

“You offer us our lives?” Rorik demanded, his voice a throttled gasp. “You dare?”

“If you will—”

The spear lifted and leaped at him in a silver streak, and he threw himself aside knowing even as he fell that he was too late, that the point would be in his vitals before he struck the ground. He heard it thud into flesh and bone, and as the rough tussocks swung up and struck his right side he wondered whether he were already dead that he did not feel it. A heavy weight sprawled over him, pinning him down. He twisted under it, and saw Rorik standing with empty hands held out, his face frozen into a mask of appalled, incredulous anguish. The heavy weight shuddered a little and slipped against his breast, and a yellow head tumbled from his shoulder to the grass. As realization held him rigid a screech rang in his ears, a javelin streaked over his head and thwacked into Rorik’s broad chest, and he sprawled backwards and was gone.

Niall sat up under Eymund’s entangling weight, set his arms about him and eased him up to lie across his knees. Vaguely he was aware of running feet and angry, anxious voices; of Skuli shouting to his men to stand where they were, but all his mind and heart were set on Eymund. His bright head stirred a little in the crook of his arm, and he opened his eyes and grinned faintly up at Niall.

“Botched it—for him,” he murmured in satisfaction.

“Eymund!” Niall whispered, struggling against breakdown.

“Why do we not kill every one of the treacherous wolves?” cried Edric, menacing the silent Skuli. Then he stooped over Niall and laid a hand on his shaking shoulder.

“No more killing,” Eymund said firmly, and set his lips tightly.

The King was on one knee at his other side. He looked at the spear between his ribs, quivering a little to his faint breathing, and then up at Odda beside him, shaking his head. They both looked down at the agonized frown contorting his grey face, and Odda put out a hand to the ash shaft without actually touching it. “Shall I draw out the blade?” he asked in harsh mercy.

“Wait. My soul goes with it. Niall!”

Niall bent his head. “What is it, kinsman?”

“Give me—Christian baptism.”


“Myself? But—” He stopped, and drew breath sharply.


There was no time to find a priest. There was very little time at all.

“At your hands, Niall.”

“It is permitted,” the King said hoarsely, and Niall grasped self-control, swallowed the choking sensation in his throat, and nodded. Odda was already plunging away with his helmet in his hand. It was the last and greatest service he could do Eymund, who died for his sake. He took his limp brown hand, that tried to close on his. A grey-blue shadow was creeping over his face, the frown easing.

“Hold fast a little longer, Eymund,” he said, as Odda came back up the slope with his dripping helmet between his hands. Judith was kneeling beside him, and as Niall relinquished his hand she took it between her own.

“I thank you,” she said gently.

“I stand sponsor for him,” the King declared, “and name him Edmund.”

All hushed, and Niall dipped water and spoke the sacramental words clearly and firmly for dulling ears.

Eymund blinked as the water ran over his face, and a little grin of triumph tugged at his relaxing mouth. Niall kissed him. The seawater was bitter as tears. “Rest safe in God’s keeping, Eymund.”

The little grin widened, and laughter gleamed in his blue eyes. “No time left—to backslide,” he whispered with failing breath. “My good—luck—Niall—”

The last word ended in a rattling gasp. His eyes shut and then opened. Odda put forth his hand to the spear-shaft, but he was gone before he touched it, the grin of his final jest slackening to a faintly-surprised smile. Niall crouched numbly over him, shivering and wordless, until someone eased his kinsman’s body from his arms and laid it on the rough grass. Hands tugged imperatively at his; Judith’s voice spoke his name, and he stumbled to his feet and into the grasp of her arms. For a moment they clung to each other, his face buried in her hair. She was life and love and warmth, his hope and his future and his reality. He gripped her fast, and his senses functioned again. He lifted his head, looked into her steady eyes, and then gently put her aside. He owed Eymund one last duty.

Skuli had not budged from where he had stood when Rorik cast the spear, his pale eyes watchful and his bony face unmoved. His sword hung at his side, and his sound hand was empty. Ferocious faces menaced him, and the warriors of Odda’s household were beginning to inch forward, weapons lifting. He did not flinch or stir. Niall raised a hand to halt the advance.

“Lord King, Skuli did not break truce.”

“Then for him it still holds.”

For a heartbeat Skuli stared in astonished curiosity at the King of Wessex, and then turned a grimly measuring eye on Niall. “If I had a sword-arm,” he said slowly, “you and I would go to holmgang, and only one come from it alive.”

“I did what was given me to do,” Niall told him soberly. “Yours was a noble ship, and died greatly.” There was no triumph in his voice or bearing, only regret and fellow-feeling.

A light kindled in Skuli’s bleak face. “By all the gods, her master matched her! She was never more bravely handled. Aye, she died greatly. And now there is nothing for us but to die as well.”

“Are you captain alone, Skuli?”

“Aye. Aslak is dead, and many more. We will take the price of their blood from you before you slay us.”

“This is the price of blood!” Niall declared bitterly, gesturing to Eymund’s body that lay almost at his feet, composed and straightened by English hands. “Look well on it!”

“I have done.”

“I offer you wergild instead.”

“What price have you to offer us?” Skuli demanded scornfully.

“Your lives.”

“We are warriors, not slaves! We will die, every man, before we live dishonoured!” But hope flickered in his quick glance up the slope at his waiting Danes, and back to Niall's stern face.

“Lord King, if Wessex can be rid of these foes without shedding blood, is it your will?”

“There has been blood shed enough,” Alfred declared. “Have your way.”

Niall turned back to Skuli. “Choose vengeance, and you die like trapped wolves. There are more men of Wessex behind you in the woods.” He saw understanding of their hopeless state in Skuli’s face, and pointed to the crippled longship out beyond the headland, creeping down-channel against the flood. “Swear to go for ever from this land, and my friends will take you out in a boat to hail her, and she may take you all off.”

Skuli gazed at the ship on the sunny bay for what seemed a long time, his face unreadable. The Englishmen murmured and shuffled a little.

“Well? Will you accept your lives from us?” Niall asked sharply.

“Unlucky was the day when I sailed for Wessex. And if ever we meet again one of us must kill the other, which would be a pity. I accept.” He cast a challenging look round the cheated Englishmen, moved closer to look down on Eymund’s dead face, nodded coolly to the King and started up the slope to his men.

“We could have made an end,” Odda growled longingly, fondling his sword-hilt.

“Let them go in peace,” said Alfred quietly. “Mercy is more acceptable to God.”

“No more killing. It was Eymund’s desire,” Niall said in deep thankfulness. “Lord King, I am your man now and for ever.”

They all watched Skuli striding over the rough ground, until the Danes broke ranks and surrounded him. Judith pressed close to Niall’s side and he slid his arm round her waist. His kinsmen of the new life stood together at his other hand.


GLOSSARY

  
    
      	
        Berm

      

      	
        The level space between a ditch and a rampart.

      
    


    
      	
        Berserk

      

      	
        A warrior who worked himself into a frenzy before battle and fought with irresistible fury.

      
    


    
      	
        Braies

      

      	
        Loose drawers worn by men.

      
    


    
      	
        Byrnie

      

      	
        Short-sleeved, hip-length body-armour, usually of leather sewn with horn plates or iron rings.

      
    


    
      	
        Ealdorman

      

      	
        The governor of a shire, appointed by the King.

      
    


    
      	
        Folkmoot

      

      	
        The assembly of free men to decide the affairs of the settlement.

      
    


    
      	
        Fyrd

      

      	
        All males capable of bearing arms, sum­moned to defend their country.

      
    


    
      	
        Holmgang

      

      	
        A formal duel between Norsemen, held on an island if one was available, or in a marked fighting-ring.

      
    


    
      	
        Quern

      

      	
        A stone handmill for grinding grain.

      
    


    
      	
        Rana

      

      	
        The Norse goddess of the sea.

      
    


    
      	
        Seax

      

      	
        A long, heavy Saxon dagger.

      
    


    
      	
        Skald

      

      	
        A Norse poet.

      
    


    
      	
        Wergild

      

      	
        Man-price; compensation paid to the kind­red of a killer’s victim, as an alternative to their avenging his death by a blood- feud.
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