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PROLOGUE

4 May 1079

RAIN LASHED DOWN. In the suffocating darkness, the Roman warriors surged into the camp. Full-throated battle-cries drowned out the roar of the wind and the rumble of God’s drums deep in the heavens.

From billowing tents, bleary-eyed fighting men scrambled out to look death in the face. In that moment, they knew that they had been too confident by far.

Axes swept down, blades limned with the ruddy glow from pitch-soaked torches sizzling in the downpour. Swords stabbed, spears jabbed.

One storm had masked another.

On the edge of the camp, Wulfrun of the Varangian Guard slid his axe out of the lookout’s gut. He grunted with contempt at his enemy’s failings. Too slow, too dulled by sleep. The man had seen nothing until the blade had torn into him.

Wulfrun wiped the rain from his eyes with his leather gauntlet and peered through the drifting clouds from the steaming campfires. The night heaved with battle. The thunder of running feet, the screams of the dying. Horses rearing, hooves ripping tents. And everywhere the constant thrumming of the rain on the too-dry ground, and on the trees that had masked the approach of the emperor’s forces.

All was going as planned.

Shaking the droplets of blood from his blade, Wulfrun ploughed into the turmoil. Ahead of him, the men he commanded drove like a spear into the heart of the camp. In their crimson capes, with their circular shields marked with their sigils and their long-hafted Dane-axes in hand, the Varangian Guard showed no mercy. They were terrifying, to friend and foe alike. Wulfrun nodded. Here was why every man and woman in the whole of the empire knew the fearsome reputation of the emperor’s elite force.

As he plunged into the churning mass on the edge of the tents, he drank in the chaos framed by the eye-holes of his helm.

In the wavering glow of a torch, one of the enemy’s mercenaries broke free from the fight and pounded towards him. A Sclavenian by the look of him, from one of the Slav tribes on the edge of the empire, with his long braided hair and the spirals tattooed on the left side of his face. Baring his teeth, he swung his spear up. But Wulfrun could see the glint of fear in the man’s eyes. The shock of the attack had dulled his battle-wits.

Without slowing his step, Wulfrun spun round the spear’s tip. Whisking his axe up, he continued to turn full circle and hacked the blade into the Sclavenian’s neck. He had wrenched his weapon free and was loping on before the other man knew he was dead.

And then the maelstrom swallowed him.

As the roiling sea of warriors swirled, he pushed on towards the centre of the camp where the tent of the traitor Basilakios waited. In his mind’s eye, he fixed the location. The purple canvas, the dragon flag flying above framed against the ruddy sunset glinting off the Vardar river as he lay on his belly spying on the oblivious enemy army just before the storm broke.

Streams of black blood flooded into the swelling puddles. Wulfrun hacked down another warrior. The enemy showed little resistance, but he had expected no less. Not from the Frankish, Sclavenian and Arvanite mercenaries, nor from the faithless Romans who had flocked to the treacherous general’s standard when he had risen up against the emperor.

Steaming in the deluge, one of the tents burned fiercely. In that glare, the night swooped away to reveal the clash of warriors seething through the camp. Axes flashed, hacking and slashing. Helms and hauberks glowed in the flickering light.

When he darted round the conflagration, Wulfrun felt a cold pang of shock at the sight that met his eyes. Painted red in the firelight, a figure from the very depths of hell loomed before him. A beast, it was, eyes white and wide in a face drenched in blood. The commander of the guard jerked back. He had felt no fear since he had taken the oath, yet still his axe froze in his hand.

But then the apparition bared its teeth in a grin. No monster this, but a man, though one yet born of hell. Hereward of Mercia swung up his dripping axe from the bodies littered around his feet and with a nod of recognition bounded away towards the general’s tent.

Wulfrun grimaced. It clawed at his gut that the man he hated most in the world now fought alongside him as a member of this elite force. But as he watched his rival slash a path through the enemy soldiers as if they were boys on their first day with a weapon in hand, he could not deny that he was a skilled and powerful warrior.

Hereward’s English allies followed in their leader’s wake. They had joined the Guard at the same time, the ones he called his spear-brothers. Kraki the Viking. Guthrinc, the giant of a man. Sighard the red-headed youth. Wulfrun narrowed his eyes in suspicion. They were good, all of them. But though each man had sworn the Varangian oath to protect the emperor, they acted like a force within a force, their own tight-knit group serving their own ends.

Shaking off his thoughts, Wulfrun ran on. He would not have that English bastard claim credit for the capture of the treacherous general, or, more likely, the kill.

A moment before he closed on Hereward’s men, they threw themselves aside across the swimming mud. Driving through them came four men on horseback. They leaned across the necks of their mounts, digging their heels in to force the steeds to their limits. Wulfrun threw himself back too, just in time to avoid being crushed under the hooves – these men would stop for naught.

As he reeled back, he locked eyes with the lead rider, taking in the leathery, scarred features of a seasoned warrior. It was Basilakios. No doubt the traitor and his closest aides were saving their own necks. Their destination could only be Thessalonica, a day away, where the rest of Basilakios’ army waited and he could hope to defend the city against the emperor’s forces.

Cursing, Wulfrun watched the four horsemen until they were swallowed by the night. Basilakios had only bought himself a brief respite. After this battle his days were numbered, he must know that.

As news of the disappearance of their leader spread, Wulfrun watched the resistance slow, then still. Heads bowed, shoulders sagged; weapons splashed into the swelling puddles. Triumphant, the soldiers of the empire began to round up the dejected survivors, ready for whatever justice would be meted out upon the emperor’s orders.

Wulfrun stalked back towards the edge of the camp. The rest of the Varangian Guard tramped in his wake. Their work was done here. Let the foot soldiers clean up Basilakios’ mess. He wanted nothing more than to be out of this endless driving rain before it soaked into his bones.

‘Wulfrun. Hold.’

The commander turned to see his aide, Ricbert, weaving among the tents like a riverbank rat. ‘The news is not good,’ the smaller man said when he splashed to a halt. ‘Brynstan is dead, cornered and cut down by five men so that bastard Basilakios could make good his escape.’

Wulfrun grimaced. Brynstan had been a good man, one of the Guard’s best, and Wulfrun had made him second in command the moment he had become commander. ‘Tonight we will mourn. Then I will think on the best man to take his place. The Guard cannot be left leaderless were I to die.’

‘The emperor agrees. He has sent word that he would speak to you. Now.’

‘Nikephoros is here?’

Ricbert pulled off his helm, the more easily to wipe the rainwater sluicing into his eyes. ‘It seems our young general, Alexios Comnenos, arranged for him to oversee our great victory. Or not,’ he said in a sardonic tone.

Wulfrun gritted his teeth. ‘More games. What does Alexios intend in bringing the emperor here?’

‘Who can tell? There are more plots and rumours circling the court than in the lowest pox-ridden brothel.’

‘I cannot read Alexios’ mind, but he circles always like a hawk waiting to fall upon its prey.’

‘Blame his mother. She holds his reins.’ Ricbert walked away, beckoning. ‘I will take you to him.’

Wulfrun strode up to the emperor’s tent on the ridge overlooking the camp. Two torches spat at the entrance. From inside came the glow of a brazier set up to dispel the rain-chill. With a smile etched with irony, Ricbert swept out one hand to usher his commander across the threshold. He waited outside, silently cursing the gusting downpour.

The warmth from the brazier was welcome. Wulfrun eased off his helm and shook the water from his face. He sensed other presences hovering in the gloom at the back of the tent: counsellors and lackeys, he guessed. The emperor would not be here without the ones who wiped his arse.

Nikephoros hunched over the brazier, warming his hands. Once he had been a potent general, with more than one great victory to his name, but many failures and humiliations too. Yet now he looked much older than his seventy-seven years, and frail also. The burden of ruling an empire brought to its knees by a litany of threats, and a daily assault of plots and curses and attempts upon his life, had taken their toll. His hair, what little remained, had turned the colour of hoar-frost, his face sagging and wrinkled, his back hunched. He no longer looked as if he had the strength to lift a loaf of bread, never mind an axe.

‘The bastard has escaped.’ Nikephoros looked up, his eyes glittering with the red glow of the fire.

In that moment, Wulfrun could see how the old man had clawed himself an empire. Weak-willed he might be, spineless, dull-witted, and a temple to poor judgement, but he was as vicious as a wounded wolf. And in his heart the furnace of ambition burned white-hot.

Under the last leader, the pale-faced boy-emperor Michael, Nikephoros had governed Anatolia as the strategos, and had commanded the army in the far east. His rise had been slow, but sure. But the first time he had been truly tested he had failed, and that failure had cost the empire much of its eastern lands. When the Norman adventurer Roussel de Bailleul had risen up, Nikephoros had fled like the coward he was, leaving the Caesar, John Doukas, to be captured and the army humiliated. The Caesar was only saved, and peace restored, with the aid of the Seljuk Turks, who demanded land – and lots of it – as their price.

Yet as was the way with the power-hungry, Nikephoros suffered no shame in his cowardice. One year gone, he had amassed his warriors and marched on the throne. Michael gave up with barely a whimper. How could he not? He had never had the heart to rule, and the empire’s power had been ebbing away by the day under his weak command. If he had not gone, the people would have risen up and hanged him from the Milion mile-post.

‘Basilakios’ days are numbered,’ Wulfrun replied. ‘If it takes a week, a month, or a year, we will batter down the walls of Thessalonica and drag him back to Constantinople for his punishment.’

Nikephoros’ mouth was a cruel slash in his wrinkled face. ‘I have already given thought to that. Basilakios will have his eyes put out. Let my face be the last sight he sees.’

Wulfrun nodded. First a boy-emperor, then a savage old fool. The empire was destroying itself by degrees. His thoughts flew back to the day when Nikephoros was crowned by the Patriarch, Kosmas. Even then, everyone knew nothing would change. The people battled with starvation. Grain was too costly, coins contained so little gold they had the weight of an autumn leaf. The coffers were emptying, power was ebbing, and, unchallenged, the Turks drew ever closer. When he peered into days yet to come, he saw only darkness. But what could a man do?

‘Draw closer,’ Nikephoros said, beckoning with a wavering hand. ‘Warm yourself. Will this fucking rain never end?’

Wulfrun stepped forward, but gave no sign of enjoying the heat. ‘You wished to see me?’

‘Aye. I am heartily sick of these rebellions against my rule. First Bryennios, now Basilakios. I am here by the will of God. Can no one see that?’ He clenched fists that barely looked to have the strength to crush a sparrow. ‘The battles . . . the constant battles, they weary me. But while we tear chunks out of each other, the enemies beyond the walls creep nearer. The empire must not fall, Wulfrun. That is why I seized the throne from that weak cur Michael: to save it.’ Beatific, he pressed his palms together as if he were praying. ‘Not for my own glory, whatever folk say. I will be the empire’s saviour.’

Though he showed a cold face, Wulfrun made a silent plea to be saved from would-be saviours. Did Nikephoros truly believe the easy lies that fell from his lips?

‘There must be changes if I am to carry on with God’s plan,’ the emperor continued. ‘This opposition to my rule must end. We must show strength against our enemies, both within and without the walls. To that end, Karas Verinus will now advise me on our strategies to fight the Turks and the Normans. He is a seasoned general with a mind as keen as a knife’s edge. Some would say cruel . . .’ Nikephoros shrugged. ‘But he is a man I would want at my side.’

Wulfrun winced. Karas was despised by all who knew him. A snake that could be trusted by none, like all his kin. This decision would come back to bite Nikephoros on the arse.

‘A good choice,’ he said.

‘I have plans, too, for Falkon Cephalas . . .’

This time Wulfrun could not hide the tremor in his face.

‘You do not value him?’

‘I would not question your wisdom.’ Wulfrun paused, steadying his voice. ‘It is hard to find a space in my heart for a man who would have had me executed for treason.’

Nikephoros fluttered a dismissive hand. ‘Days gone by, Wulfrun. Days gone by. Falkon is a bastard, but bastards are what is needed. And to lead our armies into battle . . .’ The emperor raised his arm and snapped his hand forward.

From the shadows at the rear of the tent where the counsellors waited, a figure emerged. The face was spattered with blood, and the hauberk too, the long black hair rain-sodden. But the eyes burned with a sharp intelligence. Even covered with the filth of battle, Wulfrun thought how young Alexios Comnenos looked. And yet for all his youth there was no doubt that he was the finest war-leader in the empire, a worthy man to hold the title of commander-in-chief of the western armies. He had been born with a sword in his hand, Ricbert said.

‘From this day on, Alexios will command all our warriors, and he will answer only to Karas,’ the emperor said. ‘This is how we will bring honour back to Constantinople, Wulfrun, through men like this.’

Alexios gave the faintest bow, seemingly at ease with his elevation to the highest military role. ‘I serve at the pleasure of the emperor.’

Wulfrun felt a wash of relief. He could not fault Alexios Comnenos. His military leadership would take some of the sting out of the influence of Karas Verinus and Falkon Cephalas. Another appointment in that vein could have meant disaster.

‘And through men like you, Wulfrun,’ Nikephoros continued, wagging his finger. ‘The Varangian Guard is my right hand, as always. No emperor could wish for better protection.’

‘Our lives are yours.’ Wulfrun bowed his head.

‘I have heard the sad news that Brynstan died this day.’

‘Worry not. I will find a good man to take his place in no time.’

‘No need. I have already made that decision . . . with Alexios’ guidance.’ Nikephoros swept out a hand to the young warrior.

Wulfrun saw that Alexios was smiling. So soon? The young Roman must have raced from the battlefield to offer the emperor his advice.

Alexios stepped aside so that another figure lurking at the rear of the tent could step forward. Wulfrun stiffened when he saw Hereward. This was the worst blow of all. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This cannot—’

‘The emperor agreed there is no better man for the job,’ Alexios interjected.

Wulfrun tasted acid. Hereward and Alexios had been in deep for many a moon, and he could see that this had been planned for some time. Even had Brynstan not been killed no doubt Hereward would have been rushed here to take the credit for Basilakios’ fall.

‘Hereward the Bloody,’ Nikephoros said with an approving nod. ‘That is what they are calling you these days, is it not?’

‘It is better than some of the names that have followed me.’

Nikephoros chuckled, clearly in awe of this warrior. He turned back to Wulfrun. ‘You are old friends, are you not? From your days in England?’

Wulfrun fought to steady himself. Friends. He held the Mercian responsible for the death of his father. Though he had done his best to make peace with that, he would never forget it. ‘We ran together as boys,’ he replied in a wintry voice.

If the emperor heard the chill in those words, he did not show it. ‘Good, good. Then the Varangian Guard will only be stronger with two such great warriors at its head.’

Soaked in gore, Hereward still looked like some apparition from the depths of the night. Aye, Hereward the Bloody, Wulfrun thought. Since that bastard English exile had joined the Varangian Guard, it was as if he had set free the devil that lurked inside him. No other warrior could match him for slaughter in battle, nor, Wulfrun had to accept, for courage. Hereward, the man he had hated since they were both boys in Barholme, had become a hero, even among the ferocious ranks of the Guard.

Wulfrun sensed plots forming around him, though he could not see the weave of them. But there was no doubt that they were bad business.

Hereward strode over and held out his hand. Under the watchful gaze of the emperor, Wulfrun could do naught but take it.

‘You cannot forgive me for the poison that was spread in days long gone,’ the Mercian said in a low voice, so that the emperor could not hear. ‘But I will be a loyal ally, you have my word on that. And you will need me, be in no doubt.’ His voice became little more than a whisper as he added, ‘There are worse days yet to come.’


CHAPTER ONE

East of Constantinople, Christmas 1080

THE AIR REEKED of death.

Droplets of blood spattered the face of the running man. Squinting through the sea of dark swelling among the trees, he tried without luck to see where the wind had caught that black rain. But he could not afford to pause to wipe the stains away.

At his back, the howls of the hunting band rang to even greater heights. They smelled blood too: his blood. Glancing into the gulf behind him, Hereward could see a constellation of tiny flames dancing nearer, always nearer.

Death was coming, and coming fast.

Branches tore at his face and snagged in his hair. Snarling roots clutched for his feet. Beneath the forest canopy, the night was so deep he knew it was only a matter of time until he fell. Then the pack would be upon him.

Skidding down a bank, he winced as thorns ripped the bare flesh of his arm. He was travelling light. The crimson cloak of the Varangian Guard had been left behind in the city when he had set off into the east five days gone. He wore but an oiled leather breastplate, grey woollen leggings and leather shoes. His Dane-axe was still under his bed in Constantinople. He carried only his gold-hilted sword, Brainbiter, his constant companion since he had been a boy, and a long-bladed knife. And on his left forearm, his round wooden shield painted red with his raven sigil in black.

The slope ended at a patch of marshy ground. He squelched through it and splashed into the chill water of a babbling stream. Keeping low, he darted along the course, hoping that he might buy himself some time.

Fifty Turks lay at his back, he guessed, all of them dressed in their felt boerk bowl hats and thick woollen yalmas fastened tightly across their chests. Some carried single-edged swords. Others were armed with bows, and those archers were so skilled they could take the life of a bird in flight. He could not afford to give them a clear shot. And there would be reinforcements nearby. Blood-crazed and hungry for vengeance, they roamed the lands even here, close to Constantinople.

As the banks on either side flattened out, he glimpsed more torches flickering on either side. Gritting his teeth, he lunged to his left, across the boggy ground and back on to the dry leaf-mould of the forest floor. Within moments, he had closed on the nearest torch. His enemies had formed a crescent around him, and this Seljuk warrior was ahead of the left flank.

Slowing his step, Hereward padded from tree to tree, never taking his eyes off that wavering light.

When the Turk wandered near to his hiding place, Hereward drew his long-bladed knife and ghosted out behind him. His arm flexed as fast as a striking viper, hooking the crook of his elbow under the warrior’s chin and yanking his head back. With one fluid movement, he ripped the blade across the bared throat. So quick was the attack, the man could only let out a dying sigh.

As his victim slumped to the ground, Hereward sheathed the knife and snatched the falling torch. His enemies would be peering deep into the dark for their prey, not following the path of another light.

Before he could take another step, footsteps pounded near. Whirling, he glimpsed a contorted face in the torchlight. A glint of steel whirled towards him. Somehow he thrust himself aside. The sword whisked by a finger’s breadth away from slicing open his skull.

Brainbiter leapt into his hand. As the Turk swung round for another strike, Hereward felt his chest tighten. If he allowed this foe to cry out even once, the entire hunting band would be upon him.

The Mercian thrust the brand towards the other man’s face. Shocked, his assailant reeled away from the trail of flames. That was all Hereward needed. Lunging forward, he rammed his sword deep into the warrior’s gut.

As he raced away, Hereward felt the weariness in his legs start to burn. He had been running from this hunting band since dawn, when they had spotted him on the edge of one of their burned-out villages. Their teeth had gleamed white among the black bristles of their beards as they wailed and beat their chests at the loss of their women and children, friends and neighbours. They would never have cared that he could not be blamed for this slaughter. To them, he was just another bloodthirsty Roman bastard.

Kraki had been right, he thought grimly. The Viking had mocked him for being so foolish as to venture alone into land the Turks had occupied. But the need had been great.

His nostrils wrinkled at the reek of smoke on the wind and he tasted bitter ashes on his tongue. As he crested a ridge, he looked down upon several fires flickering in the blackness below him. The dying remains of another Turkish settlement, perhaps the newest, and the one closest to Constantinople. How could they have advanced so far, so quickly? Why had the Romans not fought back sooner?

Hereward beat the torch upon the dry ground until it was extinguished. There would be light enough here. And perhaps, too, he would finally find the object of his quest.

Skidding down the bank, he prowled into the village. Clouds of smoke drifted before him, obscuring then revealing the massacre. Bodies sprawled everywhere, farmers mostly, but women too, and children. The attack had moved from hut to hut, he guessed, with stealth at first, until it had been impossible to muffle the screams. Hereward felt his stomach knot at the slaughter of so many innocents. This was murder, not war.

For a moment, his thoughts flashed back to another burning village in the frozen forest of Northumbria when he had been little more than a murderous youth. That was the moment when his life had changed, for the better, he hoped, and he had been led away from the road to hell.

But then his eyes watered and he jolted back into the present. Pressing on through the billowing smoke, he focused on the carnage around him. The embers of the houses still glowed red. This destruction had not been long in the making. Cocking his head, he listened for any sign that he was not alone, but the crackle of the lingering fires and the snap of the wood were too loud.

With his skin blooming from the heat, he reached the other side of the small settlement. The smoke folded back, and for a moment he was in a place of silence and stillness. Ahead of him, a pale shape glowed in the gloom, hovering just above the height of his head. He stiffened as he tried to understand what he was seeing. His sword slowly fell to his side.

As he stepped forward, the pale shape took on the form of a man, but something more than a man. Wings reached out on either side.

An angel.


CHAPTER TWO

‘DO YOU LIKE my handiwork?’

The wintry voice rolled out. Hereward whirled, but whoever had spoken was lost to the swirling smoke. Yet for all his wariness that vision hovering in the dark burned too brightly in his mind, and he could not stop himself from looking back. His neck prickling, he took a step towards the angel. As it gained definition in the gloom, the true nature of the thing revealed itself to him.

It was not one of God’s messengers.

Here was what had driven the Turks to such fury. Here was the horror that had fomented a tide of blood, one that could drown all Constantinople if left unchecked.

On a great blackthorn, a dead man had been suspended. Stripped naked, his arms stretched out, his legs crossed at the ankle, his head lolling to one side. Hereward narrowed his eyes. This body had been arranged by careful hands, a warning, aye, and mockery too, that spoke to both Turk and Roman in its echo of the Saviour upon the cross.

Hereward found his gaze drawn inexorably to those wings. While his victim was still alive, the killer had plunged his sword into the back and severed the ribs down to the loin. Then those narrow bones had been cracked back and the lungs jerked out and exposed in fans of pink flesh.

The Blood Eagle.

Hereward had always thought it naught but a story told by Christians to damn the heathen Vikings who were supposed to inflict this torture upon the defeated. He had never witnessed it on the field of battle, never heard of its being enacted, until rumours had surfaced of one who had indeed committed this torture, and had been named after it.

A shuffling echoed at his back and Hereward turned. Surrounded by the orange glow of the fires, a towering figure began to emerge from the cloud of smoke.

‘You have hunted me for days. Now you have found me,’ the Blood Eagle growled.

His true name was Varin. Hereward had heard the older members of the Varangian Guard talk of him in whispers. One of their own, who had been consumed by such a blood-lust he had been driven mad, and disappeared from their ranks into the wilder reaches of the empire.

The Mercian drank in the disturbing sight. A head taller than Hereward, Varin still wore his crimson cloak, its colour dulled by the filth of the road and the cloth ripped into tatters so that when he walked it fluttered behind him like feathers. A mail-shirt, tarnished by age and beaten from battle, covered a leather breastplate. In his right hand he gripped his Dane-axe, the blade nicked and smeared with blood, and on his left arm he wore a blistered, faded shield marked with his sigil, the black silhouette of an eagle. Both his hands were stained red.

Hereward looked up into the orbs glowing within the shadowed eye-holes of his helm. ‘Your reign of terror is over. You will return with me to Constantinople and face justice for your crimes.’

Varin’s stare did not waver as he took the measure of the man standing in front of him. ‘I have run with the wolves in the frozen wastes of the north. I have fought the Rus on lakes of ice and slaughtered Normans under a sun so hot their spilled blood boiled. I have walked with death all my life. And you would command me?’

‘I too have walked with death.’ Hereward held the Viking’s unblinking gaze.

‘Who sent you to claim me?’

‘No one. I am here of my own will. The Romans had problem enough with the Turks before you began to whip them into a frenzy with your slaughter. The emperor and his greybeards could not let you kill and kill until the Seljuks laid siege to the city itself in their anger. But their plan to stop you was not good.’ The Mercian remembered his frustration when the strategy had been described to him. ‘Fifty men or more to ride into this newly lost land to bring you home, axes-for-hire captained by a handful of the Varangian Guard. The Turks would never have let such a force drive into their heart, not after you had cut a swathe through them. Many lives would have been lost. I could not allow that to happen.’

Varin laughed, so low it was barely more than an exhalation. ‘So, you disobeyed the orders of your betters.’

‘One man working alone stood the best chance of capturing you. One man who could track you through these forests without drawing too many eyes. And I was the best man for that work.’ He stiffened, hearing the cries of the hunting band as the warriors crested the ridge. Time was short.

Showing his jagged teeth, the Blood Eagle said, ‘One man.’

‘And if you will not come with me, I will kill you here.’ Hereward drew his sword.

Unmoved by the threat, Varin cocked his head, listening to the horde sweeping down towards them. ‘If my days are to end, so be it. I have done good work. But should we fight each other while all hell breaks loose around us? You may take my life, but the Turks will have yours.’

Hereward peered through the drifting smoke. ‘I am sick of running.’

Varin shook his axe over his head. Droplets of blood flew from the blade. ‘Then let us make a stand here. Odin will decide if we still walk this earth at dawn, or if we travel to Valhalla.’

‘You and I against an army?’

‘I like those odds,’ the Blood Eagle roared. ‘How many are coming for us? Thirty?’

‘Aye, about that.’

The Viking’s eyes glinted in the firelight. ‘I have met these Turks. One on one and one on ten. Most are not seasoned warriors. They are farmers . . . wandering tribesmen who have scraped together enough gold to buy a sword or an axe. Many have never been on the field of battle and seen their brothers cut down around them. They do not fight to the last. They fight until they are afrit and then they run like frightened rabbits. And if there is one thing I know, it is how to make men afrit.’

‘I am no novice at that myself.’

Varin narrowed his eyes. ‘Good. Then we are in agreement. We leave our fight until our business here is done.’

Hereward nodded, pleased to accept the terms. With a man like Varin at his side, there was some hope. He raised his head to face the smouldering village. The howls of the Turks broke through the sounds of destruction. The hunting band was about to move among what remained of the houses. He glanced over to signal to Varin that it was time to begin their attack, but the Blood Eagle was already gone.

Sucking in a deep breath, Hereward let peace settle upon him. He was ready. Deep inside, he felt his devil stir, the part of him that lived for blood, for battle, for death. For a long time, he had thought it his curse: the thing that had made him hated by all he met, that had allowed anger to consume his wits and driven him to slaughter when a good man would have walked away.

But now he had made an accommodation with it. In battle, he fed that devil well and it kept him alive. In peace, it left him alone.

When he raised Brainbiter, the blade shimmered orange with the reflected light of the fires. His stomach prickling with anticipation, he bounded into the deep bank of smoke.

In that dense grey wall, muffled sounds came and went. A call and response rang out. The Turks sensed some threat. They were entering the village with caution.

When the sound of pounding hooves rumbled near, Hereward stepped close to a burning barn. He felt his skin scorch in the heat. Crouching down, he waited for the horseman. Instead it was a riderless steed that careered out of the smoke, its eyes wide and white with terror as it raced through its former home. As it thundered by, he glimpsed two Turks moving slowly in his direction. They looked right and left, their swords levelled.

Hereward stooped to pick up a stone and hurled it against the remnants of a timber wall afire across the street. The crack rang out even above the crackling of the flames, and the two men jerked towards the source.

The Mercian was moving the moment they turned away.

Darting across the baked earth, he rammed his blade into the back of the nearest man. Convulsing, his enemy pitched forward as the sword came free. The other warrior whirled at the death-cry, just in time for Brainbiter to rip across his bared throat. He fell back in a shower of blood, clutching for his neck.

Hereward was already moving past him, alongside a burning cottage.

Two more Turks fell in rapid measure.

In the glowing embers of another house sprawled the blackened remains of the innocents Varin had slaughtered when he had put this village to the torch. Hereward felt a jolt of disgust. For all that they were both warriors and members of the Varangian Guard, he must never forget that they were not alike.

As he rounded the corner, he glimpsed a band of ten men stalking towards him through the smoke. They cried out when they saw him and launched into a run. They thought him alone, a running dog waiting to be cornered.

Choking on the smoke, Hereward darted back the way he had come. More cries echoed when the hunting band came across his victims. That would only whip them into more of a frenzy. They would throw caution to the wind now, and that was what he wanted.

A house collapsed with a sound like thunder. An eruption of sparks whirled on the breeze towards the stars. Weaving around it, Hereward caught sight of three headless warriors – more of Varin’s handiwork – but he did not slow his step.

Finally, the smoke cleared enough for him to see the angel suspended in the blackthorn. He had come full circle. Dashing behind the tree, he dropped low and pressed his back against the trunk, waiting out of sight.

The baying of the hunters grew louder and then ebbed away. The beat of footsteps slowed, then stopped.

Glancing around the tree, Hereward saw the group of Turks, rooted as they stared up at the Blood Eagle. He watched their faces lit by the fire, their eyes widening, the features growing taut. A familiar sight – fear. He didn’t understand the Turkish tongue, but he knew they must be asking themselves what devil could do such a thing. And they were right: it was the work of a devil.

As a superstitious dread descended on them, they began to shift uneasily. And that was when Varin burst out of the swirling smoke. For all his size, he was as silent as a ghost. His axe swung. Blood sprayed. A head flew, bouncing across the dirt.

The Turks spun round, but they were caught by the speed of the attack. A collarbone cracked open, a chest peeled back. Varin was more skilled with his weapon than any man Hereward had seen. The Viking hooked the blade around the legs of another and ripped out the hamstrings. The Blood Eagle left his victims alive, to scream in agony and terror of the end that was coming. So throat-rending were those cries, they would roll out across the village, through the muffling smoke to the ears of the remaining warriors of the hunting band.

Varin knew how to create fear well enough.

As the surviving Turks milled, they finally found their courage and their swords. Dancing out of the reach of that swinging axe, the men circled, waiting for an opening.

Hereward darted out from his hiding place. Where Varin was like a great oak, the Mercian was light on his feet. When his blade punched through the back of the nearest Turk, the other warriors jerked round, shocked. Hereward watched the calculations play out on their faces. Though they outnumbered their foes two to one, the Seljuks saw that they would not survive this encounter. As one, they spun on their heels and fled away into the smoke.

Varin watched them go with contempt. ‘I told you. Frit.’

‘There are near twenty more. If they attack as one, we are done for.’

The Blood Eagle wrinkled his nose. ‘I would wager we will not see another Turk this night.’

Hereward cocked his head, listening. No war-cries, no call and response of hunting warriors. Only the crackle of the dying fires.

On the edge of his vision he glimpsed sudden movement. He turned, too late. Varin had rounded on him, flames flickering in the dark eyelets of his helm. The haft of his axe rammed up. Hereward’s ears rang as he caught a glancing blow on the side of his head, and he spun back. Pain lanced through his skull. For a moment his wits flew away.

When his vision returned, he was lying on his back, staring up at Varin. The orange glow of the fires limned the Blood Eagle.

‘I will mount you on a tree so all can see the beauty of your flight to Valhalla.’

The Mercian stared at the axe hanging over his head.

With a grunt, the Blood Eagle swung his blade down.

Hereward rolled aside with barely an instant to spare. He felt the rush of air from the blade, and the jolt when it slammed into the ground where his head had been. A cloud of dust swirled up as Varin wrenched the axe free.

Rolling on to his belly, the Mercian closed his fingers around the hilt of his sword and thrust himself to his feet. Though his instinct had been lightning-fast, he was still too slow. The Blood Eagle was bounding away into the trees with long, powerful strides.

Hereward cursed himself. He had let his guard down like a boy on his first day on the field of battle. His muscles burned from exhaustion and his head still rang, but he would not see his struggles amount to naught. With a snarl, he raced in pursuit.


CHAPTER THREE

SPECTRAL HAZEL TREES were beginning to loom out of the previously utter gloom. A glow of silvery dawn light seeped through the forest canopy as Hereward loped among the thick tangle of brush. His chest was burning and his legs were numb, but he did not slow even for a moment.

Ahead of him, Varin pounded on, seemingly tireless.

The night had passed in a blur of clutching branches, steep-sided valleys and sudden drops where the land had slid away. But Varin had spent long months in that trackless waste and he knew well the paths the forest creatures made, tracks that Hereward would never have seen. At times, the Viking appeared more beast than man. He wove through undergrowth without hindrance, as if he could sense obstacles before he saw them.

Yet still Hereward had kept pace with him, just close enough to hear the beat of his quarry’s feet but far enough away to be lost in the dark. If Varin realized he had an enemy upon his trail, he showed no sign of it.

Finally the beat of footsteps slowed. The Mercian slowed too, dropping low to creep forward until he could see his prey. Varin was hunched over a babbling stream, cupping a handful of the cool water to his lips. As he slaked his thirst, his eyes darted around, like an animal’s.

Crouching beside a blackthorn, Hereward waited and watched. Ahead, the trees thinned and the light of daybreak was brighter. A still lake stretched out beyond, the waters dark. There was only the birdsong for company.

For a moment, Hereward scanned the landscape. After the fall of Ely, the remaining English rebels had hunted deer in the vast, dark forest that stretched from the fenlands deep into Mercia. The bucks were fast and powerful, and he soon learned that he always needed an advantage to bring one down.

Keeping low, he crept among the trees. The Blood Eagle was stalking along the edge of the stream. Even there, Varin did not let his guard down. His axe swayed in his grip, ready to strike out at any moment. His head was half-cocked, listening for even the faintest crack of a twig.

The Mercian kept his breath tight in his chest, waiting for his moment.

When Varin stepped out from under the shade of the trees and looked out across the lake, Hereward knew he had him where he wanted him. Gathering speed as he padded forward, he rose up and then threw himself off the higher ground. Varin must have heard something, for he half turned, but it was too late. The Mercian slammed into the bigger man’s back, pitching him forward. Crashing on to the ground, the two warriors rolled in a tangle to the water’s edge.

Finding his balance, Varin pushed himself upright with a roar. But Hereward was ready. He thrust both hands into the Viking’s chest, hurling him even further back. An instant later, Varin’s eyes widened as he realized his opponent’s plan, but by then it was too late. Deep into the sucking mud at the lakeside he sank, until it came high above his knees. The weight of his armour and his own large frame dragged him down.

Snarling with frustration, Varin strained to pull himself free, but the mud held him fast. Given time, he would drag himself out, Hereward could see, but that opportunity would be denied him.

The Mercian snatched the Dane-axe from where it had fallen.

‘Fight me like a man,’ Varin growled, seeing he was now at a disadvantage. His eyes darted to the swinging blade. Hereward could see from the Viking’s eyes that he thought his time had come, but he showed not a flicker of fear.

In the instant that the Blood Eagle raised his shield and braced himself for the hacking blow that he expected to take his life, Hereward spun the axe round and thundered the haft into Varin’s forehead. Stunned, the warrior crumpled into the black mud.

For long moments, Hereward grunted and cursed as he dragged the unconscious man back on to solid ground. Varin weighed as much as a mule, it seemed. Once his foe was free of the mud, the Mercian pulled his arms back and slid the long-handled Dane-axe beneath them to pin them before binding Varin’s cloak tightly round the wrists and to the haft. The Viking was held fast. He could walk, but he could not fight. Only then did Hereward slump back on to the grass and breathe deeply of the cool dawn air.


CHAPTER FOUR

BARBS OF SUNLIGHT glinted off the chopping waves. The shrieking gulls wheeled overhead and the wind moaned as the small boat strained against the furious currents.

‘You owe me your life,’ Varin said, the heat from his stare at odds with the chill of his whispery voice. ‘Without me, the Turks would have long since hanged you from a tree, lopped off your legs and dragged out your guts for the ravens to feast on. Is this how you repay me?’

Blinking the sweat from his eyes, Hereward heaved at the oars. ‘I take you away from your hard labours for a goblet of wine in Constantinople. Is that not payment enough?’

‘You have worked hard to bring me to judgement,’ the Blood Eagle continued with a wry smile. He was sitting in the prow, leaning back as if he did not have a care in the world. ‘I hope you are well rewarded for your efforts.’

‘Duty drives me, not lust for gold.’ Squinting, the Mercian tried to see Constantinople on the horizon, but a shimmering heat haze hid the way ahead.

Varin snorted with derision. ‘Duty? Then you now have masters who command respect, who command your sacrifice?’

‘I took an oath.’

The Blood Eagle nodded thoughtfully. ‘You are an honourable man. A rare find in Constantinople.’

Hereward’s back was burning from the midday sun, but he could not afford to relax for even a moment. The currents in the turbulent Bosphorus were treacherous and claimed even seasoned sailors. He would be glad when he had come to the end of his journey. Some wine, some meat in his aching belly and a good night’s sleep still seemed as elusive as a dream.

After he had captured Varin, they had trudged for a day and a half through the woods until they had reached the salt marshes. With what little gold he had in the pouch at his waist he had bought the use of a creaking boat that looked as though it might sink at the first wave. And then the hardest part of the journey had begun. He had been rowing so long now that even his strong arms had grown numb, and there was still the better part of a day to go.

‘The empire has been cursed with weak emperors for too long now.’ Varin settled back against the prow. ‘Too much gold, too much wine, too many women, too little care. Too few wits. This empire reached from horizon to horizon and they have sold it cheaply like a poor merchant at the market.’

‘What care you? You were well paid.’

Varin nodded. ‘Aye. True.’ His heavy-lidded eyes seemed to stare at distant things beyond Hereward’s ken. The Mercian had seen that look before, on men who had spent too long at battle. ‘But gold is not enough to feed a man’s soul. The gods have plans for all of us.’

‘And what did the gods plan for you?’

‘I was born to kill. That is the only skill that great Odin granted me. What use my sitting in the dark beneath the Boukoleon palace while Emperor Michael, that callow youth, gives away his empire to the Turks, piece by piece? The old man who followed him, Nikephoros, is little better. He fights to keep his grip upon the throne, but he shies away from taking a stand against the enemies outside the walls. No, Odin called to me. I answered.’

Pausing in his rowing, Hereward leaned down to scoop out the seawater that was starting to sluice around his feet. It seemed to be coming in faster now. What hope this vessel would keep them afloat until they reached dry land? ‘And Odin filled you with enough hate for the Turks to make you slaughter them like a butcher’s stock.’

Varin frowned. ‘Hate? Not I. They were enemies. I felt no more or less for them than for any man who looks down a length of steel at me.’

‘I saw the women and children lying dead in that village.’

‘You would know my heart? You think what I do is easily explained? Is murder, nothing more?’

‘It has been said that you hunt the Turks because of a blood-feud.’

‘Aye. It has been said.’

Hereward could see he would get no more out of Varin on this front. Instead, he went on, ‘You torture them. You sever their ribs and rip out their lungs while they are still alive. They die in agonies, choking. That is not how a good warrior treats his enemies. All deserve an honourable death.’

‘You think the blood eagle is torture? It is an honour, reserved for the greatest of foes.’ The Viking’s voice rang with sincerity.

Hereward studied the face before him, trying to get the measure of his prisoner. Enough madness lay there to cast doubt on any words he uttered. But then all warriors were mad, to a degree. Yet there were no shifting eyes, no tics around the mouth, nothing to indicate cunning or deceit. He seemed a plain man, who said what he believed.

Varin leaned forward, grunting as he rested the Dane-axe that pinned his arms back upon the sides of the boat. ‘The blood eagle gives wings to the soul and carries it on to the world beyond. In days long gone, we gifted it to our greatest enemies. The mark of the northmen for those who fought with valour, whose names would for ever be told around the fires. We know this from our old songs, from the verse.’ He closed his eyes and murmured, ‘Ok Ellu bak, At let hinn’s sat, Ivar, ara, Iorvi, skorit.’

‘Then it is not a story told by Christian priests to make the English afrit of all northmen?’

Varin spat over the side. ‘I heard this at my father’s knee when I was a boy, and he heard it from his father afore him. Christians! Their churches may have spread across the northlands like a plague, and my brothers and sisters bow their heads to the cross, but in the villages, away from eyes of judgement, they hold tight to the hammer-tokens hanging round their necks. Some of us still keep the old ways alive. It is who we are, fire and ice and blood, the path of the All-father. We will never let those ways die.’

‘I have heard that from other northmen,’ Hereward said with a nod. ‘Warriors, most of them.’

‘They say we are a Christian land now, as they say England is too. But you know well the beliefs of kings and earls and thegns are not always echoed in the halls of ceorls. Good men do not easily forget the ways of their forefathers.’

Hereward baled out the seawater as he weighed these words. When he looked up, he caught a glint in Varin’s eye and knew, a moment too late. Thrusting forward on the balls of his feet, the warrior half lifted himself from his bench. At the same time, he swung his torso to the left. The axe-head followed, slashing towards Hereward’s face.

The Mercian jerked back. He felt the boat rock wildly beneath him. The blade whisked by a hair’s breadth from his cheek. Throwing his weight forward, Varin rose completely from the bench and crashed his full weight down upon Hereward. Pinned in the bottom of the boat, the Mercian felt cold
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