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    To my first history teacher, Mrs Garrity, who made history come alive.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "It is always better to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning."
— Beowulf, trans. Seamus Heaney
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Skrep
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The island sat low in the river, a ring of flattened grass, its edges licked by sluggish water and the heat of the sun. They’d chosen it for a reason: no room to run, no room to cheat, no chance for any of the watchers to intervene.

Offa crossed first. He didn’t speak. He was a big man, broad in the chest, thick-armed and long-legged, with a jaw like quarried stone. Silent as always, slow of speech but not of thought. His face was half-shadowed by his nasal helmet, but his eyes scanned the island with calm alertness. He carried only his shield and the sword Skrep the Sharp, heirloom of the Angle kings, worn smooth at the hilt by generations of dead hands.

On the far bank, the Myrgings waited. They watched in silence as Hildebrand stepped down, followed by his champion, Sueno – a tall brute in gilded mail who smirked in his over-confidence: two against one? Easy!

The banks were lined with warriors: Angle thegns and Myrging warriors, keeping their distance, watching. The air was humming with tension. No man spoke. King Wærmund, old and blind, stood among his men, straight-backed despite the years, his hands white-knuckled on his staff. His son was about to fight for right of Angeln to rule all the disputed land as far south as the River Eider. It was a long-running dispute with the Myrgings, and, for many years, Angeln had had the worst of it. This challenge to single combat was the last chance to win back the land and restore the honour of the country and its king. Wærmund had sworn if Offa died, he’d drown himself in the river.
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HILDEBRAND DREW HIS sword and moved to Sueno’s side.

Sueno smirked. “We’ll make it quick,” he said, loud enough for both banks to hear.

Offa didn’t flinch. “You hiding, Hildebrand?” he said finally, voice like gravel. “Or just afraid for your champion?”

Sueno’s grin faltered.

“He’ll play his part,” Hildebrand growled. “Then I’ll claim my right.”

“Some champion,” Offa said, raising Skrep. “If he dies, you’re dishonoured.”

Sueno moved first. He came fast – too fast. His sword hissed through the air and slammed against Offa’s shield, steel biting wood. Hildebrand darted in, aiming for Offa’s throat, but Offa twisted left, and the blade scraped past harmlessly.

Then Sueno struck again – and this time, he connected. The edge of his sword caught Offa’s mail and tore through the byrnie. Rings snapped, and blood welled from Offa’s side. He staggered and caught his breath, pain blooming hot under the ribs – but he didn’t fall. He gathered his strength and swung Skrep.

The old sword howled through the air and seemed to bark as it sliced through byrnie, flesh and bone: Skrep was not known as Skrep the Sharp for nothing: it sheared clean through the champion’s spine. Sueno’s top half flopped forward and hit the ground before his legs even noticed they were dead.

On the bank, King Wærmund leaned forward, trying to see with his sightless eyes.

“I heard Skrep,” he said in a voice tremulous with alarm, “and a man scream. Tell me – how fares my son?”

One of the thegns looked back, awe in his voice. “Sueno has fallen – but your son is bleeding.”

Hildebrand, more out of panic than sword-craft, ran at Offa, swinging his sword like a windmill in a storm. But, his momentum carried him off-balance – just for a second – but it was enough.

Offa stepped in and drove Skrep down like Thunor’s hammer. The blade split Hildebrand’s helmet, crushed his skull, and cut right through to the neck. Blood sprayed like a fountain. Hildebrand’s body swayed for a moment, then slumped forward and hit the ground with an almighty thud.

The Myrgings groaned. The Angles roared. King Wærmund laughed like a man reborn. On the far bank, King Friogar of the Myrgings turned away, his head bowed.

Offa stood in the blood and silence. His byrnie was torn, and the links were red, but he didn’t falter. The sword Skrep dripped with a reminder of the ruin it had just wreaked.
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THUS OFFA, THE FIRST of men, gained his kingdom young. He did more in one fight than most men do in a lifetime. With that single sword, on that island of battle, he drew a line in the river. A boundary of blood, stronger than any wall, or any line on a map.

In every mead-hall throughout Angeln, scops sang of it:


Swa Offa,
se strengest Angle,
worhte mare daed
geong dreng,
than monig othere
on eallum life...



Thus Offa,

the mightiest of Angles,

did greater deeds

as a young dreng

than many others

in a whole lifetime.

With his single sword

he set the boundary

against the Myrgings

at Fifeldore.

and made his cousin

king of their country;

and the Angles held it

for ever after

as Offa had won it.



That story, the story of one man who upheld the honour of his people, would inspire the Angles for generations to come.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Feud Begins
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Hengest rode at the head of the hunters, bow slung, the carcass of a buck tied behind his saddle. His younger brother, Horsa, followed close behind, laughing at some jest – that was his nature – always joking, always laughing. Wihtfrith, their uncle, brought up the rear with four men, all of them spattered with the mud and blood of the day’s hunt and looking forward to a roaring fire and a filling feast.

It had been a good day – until they saw the glow. At first it was distant, just a smear of orange against the horizon; low, flickering, too bright for sunset. Wihtfrith narrowed his eyes. “Is that the sun going down?”

“No,” Horsa said, joking as always, “it’s a dragon breathing fire of yellow and red.”

Hengest squinted, studying the colours anew. The blackness that blotted the starlight was no mere cloud – it was smoke. Panic surged within him. “The burh!” he cried, a note of alarm in his voice. “The burh is burning!” Without hesitation, he spurred his horse into a desperate gallop, the others, catching his urgency, following suit.
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BUT, BY THE TIME THEY got there, the flames had already consumed the thatched roofs and timber walls. Bodies lay scattered, battered and bleeding, or charred beyond recognition. Women and children screamed, their voices lost in the inferno’s roar. Hengest’s heart sank as he recognised faces – neighbours, kinfolk, friends – all victims of the merciless fire.

He tried to reach the high hall, where his family might have sought refuge. The door, made of sturdy oak, now glowed like the embers of a hearth fire. Desperation fuelled his strength as he heaved against the searing wood. But it was too late. The flames danced, pushing him back, as they consumed everything he held dear.

Wigheard, his father’s war-chief, grabbed him and pulled him away from the fire. “There’s no one inside,” he said.

“But my father?”

“Your father’s already dead,” Wigheard replied.

“My mother, my sister?”

“Taken.”

“Taken! What do you mean? For Woden’s sake, tell me!”

Wighard’s war-scarred face scrunched into a grim frown. “It was Frisian raiders who did it.”

Hengest grimaced at that hated word, but controlled himself and prepared to hear the worst. “Tell me...” he murmured in a low voice.

“They took us by surprise. We never expected raiders this far down the Eider. Your father, Whitgils, called out his house-troop and I went to round up the fyrd, but the men are scattered over hundreds of farms. I gathered the nearest, but when I got back it was already too late, and the Frisians had the advantage. Their war cries echoed across the marshlands, and their shields formed an unyielding wall. We tightened our ranks, our shields interlocking like the scales of a dragon. But the Frisians were relentless, encircling us like wolves closing in on wounded prey.

“The clash was brutal – a tempest of steel and sinew. Shields splintered and blood-soaked the earth. Uhtric fought with the desperation of a cornered stag, each swing of his sword sending a Frisian to Hel. But they kept coming. Wilfrið fell, and Wulfnoð followed, but still our line held.

“Brythwold, that war-hardened housecarl, veteran of many fights against the Frisian foe, shouted a rallying cry: ‘To die beside Wihtgils is to ascend to Wælheal and Woden!’

“His blade danced, but the odds were insurmountable, and the heaps of our dead grew higher. Then your father, slipped and fell, and was finished by a Frisian spear, betrayed by the very earth he defended.

“Even then, it was not over. Uhtric shouted heroically, ‘I will never retreat!’ and carved a path through the enemy, his sword seeking vengeance for his lord’s death. But even the heroic Uhtric was forced to give ground.

Wigheard, war-weathered, tough, a veteran of many battles, fought back unwarrior-like tears as he described it. “In all my years,” he muttered, “I’ve never seen warriors repay their lord’s mead with such honour.”

His own wounds, bleeding still, were a badge of his courage. He was half-dead with exhaustion, yet he pressed on with his sorry tale: “The last of the thegnmen rallied – a desperate defiance against overwhelming odds. They fought for Wederby’s treasure; the gold that your father heaped up over the years of his reign. But gold matters little compared to our slaughtered kindred.

“As the sun dipped below the horizon, the survivors fought on. Brythwold, bloodied but still unbroken, raised his blade. ‘We fight,’ he roared, ‘not for gold or glory, but for kin and honour!’

“Uhtric agreed, tears mingling with blood. ‘Aye,’ he whispered, ‘and for Wihtgils, our lord and ring-giver!’

I screamed at them, begging them to run for their lives. ‘Save yourselves!” I screamed. “There’s nothing left to do here!’

‘We will die beside our lord!’ replied Brythwold.

‘Live! – then you can avenge him!’

“But a Frisian onslaught resolved the issue and the last of Wihtgils’ shield-fort was swept away.”
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WIGHEARD, EXHAUSTED by his harrowing recitation, staggered and nearly fainted. Just listening was bad enough. Hengest felt a blackness pass over him. Horsa – not joking for once – put his arm around him to stop him from falling, and promised him that they would get revenge if it was the last thing they ever did.

The wind howled across the burning village, fanning the flames, as though it was in league with the Frisian foe. Hengest’s eyes blazed with fury, and his fists clenched, knuckles white against the storm. Beside him stood Wihtfrith, who was reporting what he had found in the burh – his face white with the horror of it.

“My mother!” Hengest’s voice cracked. “My sister!”

“At least they live,” Wihtfrith replied, controlling his emotions as best he could, “but in slavery.”

“Slavery!” Hengest’s rage surged. “By the gods, I’ll free them! I’ll avenge my father’s death, even if it costs me my last breath! Who led
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