
[image: cover]


[image: ]



Contents

Chapter One Candle Wax

Chapter Two Hands

Chapter Three Wrestling

Chapter Four Running

Chapter Five Knucklebones

Chapter Six Slaves

Chapter Seven Prayer Book

Chapter Eight Viking Iron

Epilogue

You Try

Terry Deary Saxon Tales



CHAPTER ONE

CANDLE WAX

Whitby, England, 867

“Pass me the candle, Luke,” Edwin whispered.

The candle spluttered and sparked. It was made from mutton fat, so it smelled of burnt sheep.
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Luke handed the candle holder to his friend. “You wouldn’t dare!” he squeaked.

“Watch me,” Edwin said.
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The boys wore the long, brown robes of monks, which were tied at the waist with rough rope. Edwin pulled up his robe so he could reach forward. The boys were sitting on the balcony in a small church. The monks below were sitting on benches, praying silently.

Edwin looked down on the bald heads; heads that had been scrubbed clear of hair with stones. One day the boys would have their heads scrubbed that way.

Edwin moved along so that the candle was on the edge of the wooden rail in front of him. “That’s Brother James below me now,” he said.

“You wouldn’t dare!” Luke squeaked again.

Edwin tilted the candle. A fat blob of wax dropped off the end. It hit the bench below and cooled to a hard yellow ball in the chilly air.
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The young monk moved the candle along. He let the flame melt a little more wax, and then tilted it forward again. This time, the hot wax fell straight towards the bald patch on the head of Brother James, and struck him, still warm and soft.

The old monk didn’t move. His eyes stayed closed. His lips still moved in prayer.

Edwin choked back a giggle and Luke dragged him out of his seat. He pulled his friend down the stairs and out onto the path by the church.

“You’re mad,” Luke moaned. “He’ll beat you.”

“No, he won’t,” Edwin said.

“He will.”

“I’ll tell him it was you that did it,” Edwin laughed, and ran off to the refectory to eat.
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The boys found some lamb knucklebones in the kitchen. They were neat cubes and perfect for a game of chuck-stones. The young monks played for a while.

Slowly, the refectory filled with the monks returning from the church. The cook brought out pots of fish and oatmeal porridge. The abbot was first to be served, and then the monks. Finally, the novices – the boys – held out their plates.

The monks ate in silence. But when Edwin held out his plate, a harsh voice said, “No, Edwin does not want to eat today.”

The boys looked up to see Brother James standing at the end of the table. He was a tall, thin man with a face as hard as the cliffs at the edge of the abbey.
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“Novice Edwin is at the monastery so he can pray. The fishermen and farmers in Whitby town work hard so they can eat. Our work is praying. Edwin did not pray today, so Edwin will not eat,” the old monk said.

“I did!” Edwin cried.

“I said pray not play. You chose to play at dripping candle wax onto the heads of the monks. Your first punishment is to have no food today. Your second punishment is to sit at the table and watch the others eat. And your third punishment is to spend the afternoon in the new field at the top of the cliffs. You will start clearing away the stones. You will fill ten sacks with stones before you eat again.”

Luke clutched at his mouth to smother a giggle.

Brother James glared at him. “Did I say something funny, Novice Luke?”

“No, Brother James.”

“No. If I see you laughing at your friend’s punishment, then you will join him. There are many, many stones waiting to be cleared before we can plant cabbages there. Now eat.”

“Yes, Brother James.”


CHAPTER TWO

HANDS

As the sun set in the west, Edwin filled his last sack. He dragged it to the walls of the monastery and sank to the ground. A bell rang in the church tower. It was calling the monks to evening prayers – vespers. Edwin was too tired and weak to rise.
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A shadow fell over him, and he looked up to see Brother James.

“Are you ready to eat now, Edwin?”

“What about vespers?”

“I said that praying is our work. Stone picking has been your work today, so you do not need to pray this evening. Let me help you up.” The old monk reached down and took Edwin’s hand.
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The boy gave a sharp cry.

“What is wrong?” the monk asked. He turned the boy’s hands so the palms faced upwards. They were scratched and bruised from the stones. “Let’s go to the infirmary and bandage those hands,” the old man said. His voice was now as soft as the sand on Whitby beach.
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As he rubbed ointment into Edwin’s palms, he said, “One day, your hands will be hard as mine.”

“Did you get hard hands from picking stones?” Edwin asked.

“No, I got them from handling swords and shields,” the monk explained, as he wrapped clean linen around the wounds.

“You were a soldier?”

“I was a soldier,” Brother James nodded. “But in the end you grow tired of the killing, the fighting, the anger and the fury. In the end, you want peace.”
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“Did you kill many men?” Edwin whispered.

“I tried not to,” Brother James said and the candle-shadow lines on his face were as deep as furrows on a ploughed field. “When the Vikings came, we had to fight to save our villages.”

“But you gave up in the end?” Edwin said.

“The Vikings tell tales. They love stories about their gods. Of course it is nonsense. There is only one god – our god. But some of their stories are wise.”

“You know Viking stories?” Edwin asked.

“I remember one story that a very old Viking told me. I beat him in battle, but he laughed as I held my sword to his neck. He said there was one enemy none of us could beat.”

“A monster? One of their trolls? A giant?”

“The Viking told me the tale of the god they call Thor. They say he is the god of Thunder. Thor was the greatest warrior the world had ever seen.”

“But he met a greater warrior?”

“Wait, young Edwin. You cannot hurry a good story.”

“Sorry,” the boy mumbled.
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“One day, Thor met an old woman in a Viking hall. Her name was Elli. She said Thor must wrestle with her if he wanted to leave. Thor laughed. He walked to the door. He didn’t want to wrestle with an old woman.”

“Brave men don’t fight against the old and the weak,” Edwin nodded.
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“But Elli wouldn’t let him leave the hall. When he tried to push past her, she grabbed hold of him and started to wrestle. Of course he had to wrestle himself free.”

“And he beat her.”

“Oh no,” Brother James said. “Oh no, he didn’t.”


CHAPTER THREE

WRESTLING

Brother James went on with his story. “Old Elli looked as twisted as an ancient tree. But old trees can be tougher than iron. The more Thor struggled, the stronger the old woman became.”
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“She was a witch,” Edwin guessed.

“Let me finish the tale,” Brother James said. “Thor gathered all his strength. He locked hands with Elli and twisted until she went down on one knee. The crowd in the hall cheered.”
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“Why? Because he was beating an old woman?”

“Wait and see... Thor struggled on, but he couldn’t throw her to the floor. Slowly, his strength went and Elli pulled Thor to one knee, too. And there they stayed. Neither able to overthrow the other. In the end, they agreed it was a draw.”

“Thor isn’t much of a god if he couldn’t wrestle an old woman,” Edwin said with a sniff.

“Ah, but after the fight was over, the men in the hall told Thor the truth. No one had ever beaten Elli. Not since time began. For Elli was Old Age itself. And none of us can ever beat old age.”

Edwin sat silent for a while. “I see what you mean. It’s a wise tale. And old age made you a monk?”

Brother James smiled a wintry smile. “Old age and good sense. There is only one way to beat the Vikings – with a prayer book in our hand, not a sword. When they give up their cruel
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