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CHAPTER ONE

FLEECE

Norway, 793

The girl had no name. She had been snatched from her family when she was a small child and had never known what her father and mother had called her.
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She had been taken by the Viking raiders to be a slave back on their ice-blown, grey-grassed, mud-pathed, stony-field village across the sea. They had thrown her in the bottom of their longboat. She was too shocked to cry. If she died on the cold sea journey, she died, the Vikings said.
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But the girl lived and was kept as a slave by one of the raiders, a Viking farmer. The farmer let her eat scraps from his table. He made her feed the chickens and gather firewood. She slept in the loft of his barn with the warmth of the cows below to keep her warm.
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The farmer’s family hardly ever spoke to her. Sometimes the small, round-faced, spiteful son shouted at her.

“Fetch me some bread and cheese. Understand, English slave? Bread. Cheese. Fast. Or I beat you with my stick.”

His name was Sigurd, and he was about her age.

When the girl grew older, she was sent out into the bleak boulders of the hills to look after the sheep and lambs. She built herself a small hut from rocks for shelter. It was high on the hill, and looked down on the village below and over the sea towards England and the home she had forgotten.
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When an old sheep died, the girl skinned it with a sharp stone and made herself a coat to keep out the winter winds. She wore it with the wool on the inside and was the only person in the village to have such a coat. They called her ‘Fleece-girl’ and then ‘Fleece’. Now the girl had a name. Of sorts.

In the summer, the warriors sailed away in three longboats the villagers had built. Before the autumn gales arrived, they returned with stolen corn, cows and sheep. Sometimes they had golden crosses and silver cups, which they’d taken from the monks, they said.
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That last autumn they had returned with barrels of honey-wine the English monks had made.

Sigurd had sneered at the girl. “We are having a great feast in the hall tonight. I’ll be there. We’ll roast a whole ox and drink the English honey-wine. If you are good, I may save you a bone to chew on. Would you like that, Fleece?”
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“Yes, Master Sigurd,” she said quietly. If she didn’t call him ‘master’ he would kick her until she ached.

“Now go and gather wood from the hills. We’ll be having a huge fire to roast that ox. I will eat and eat until my belly is stuffed,” he smirked.

Fleece turned and went to fetch a sledge. She would load it high with broken branches and drag it over the rocky paths back to the village.

Some warriors wandered through the village and she had to step aside to let them pass. If she didn’t, they’d slap her with their swords. It would hurt her more than Sigurd with his soft-booted feet. They were huge men with arms thicker than any branch she could lift. Their beards were ragged and matted, and their bodies smelled of stale sweat and fish. Their eyes were colder than the North Sea.

Fleece ran to the hills.


CHAPTER TWO

ODIN’S EYE

That night, Fleece was told to serve at the feast.

“I’ll be watching you,” Sigurd hissed, as she passed his table. “Take one crumb from the plates you’re serving and I’ll have you thrown into the sea.”

The girl gave a single nod and carried on running from the tables to where the cooks were carving the meat.

The ox was on a pole over the fire. It took two boys to turn the animal as it sizzled and dropped oozing fat into the fire pit below. Slaves waited with wooden plates ready to be filled with food.

As Fleece hurried to serve Sigurd, a huge hand reached out to grab her wrist. “I’ll have that plate, slave,” the man said.

His fair hair and beard were as greasy as the ox and his pale eyes sparkled in the light of the flickering torches. It was Askold, the warrior chief. Fleece passed him the plate. He tore at a piece of meat with one hand and held a drinking cup in the other.
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Fleece hurried back to the fire to take a new plate to Sigurd. The boy passed her a rib bone. “There you are, slave girl,” he said. “There is your payment.” The boy’s eyes were as damp as the stream that ran through the river. He had been supping at the honey-wine and it was dribbling from the corner of his mouth.


[image: ]



Fleece tucked the rib bone into a small pocket she had made in her coat. There was a great crash from the table behind her. Askold had slammed his sword onto the table and risen to his feet. The other Vikings fell quiet.

“A tale,” the warrior chief demanded. “Let the poet begin!” He sat down heavily, spilling his cup of wine.
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A thin old man walked slowly to the end of the hall as the Vikings cheered. He stood on a small platform and looked around. “What is it to be?” he asked.

“Odin!” someone cried out, and the crowd cheered.

Fleece sat on the earth floor by the platform. No one would be eating while the poet told his tale… which was Fleece’s favourite.

The poet began to chant the story of the great Viking god Odin.

“And the god he came to the Wisdom Well

That stood in the land of the giants.

He was dressed like a traveller, in cloak of blue,

And in his hand a wooden staff.

A giant stood guard at the Wisdom Well

He would not let great Odin drink

Unless he gave a single eye

And let it fall in the water deep.”
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Fleece was warmed by the fire, but she shuddered because she knew what came next.

Odin let the giant pluck out an eye and then he drank the magical water. As he drank, the god saw the past, the present and the future. He saw all the sorrows and troubles that would fall upon both men and gods.
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When the tale was ended, Askold rose to his feet and held his wine cup out to be filled. Slaves hurried around the hall to fill the cups. Fleece carried a jug to Sigurd, but the boy had already fallen asleep.
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“Praise to the great god Odin,” Askold cried, “who gave his eye so he could drink from the well of wisdom and make sure the Vikings would rule the world!”

The Vikings cheered until the reed roof shook. They drank until all the barrels were running dry and one by one they fell asleep in the smoky air.


CHAPTER THREE

THE TRAVELLER

The cockerel crowed next morning. Fleece jumped up from the straw and hurried down the ladder. She gathered a handful of corn and fed the chickens. Then she collected the eggs. There were more than usual this morning. She cracked one and swallowed it whole. Fleece clutched the rib bone in her pocket. She would have that as a special treat when she’d done her morning’s work. Her mouth became wet at the smell and thought of eating meat. She placed the rest of the eggs in a basket inside the empty farmhouse.
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The village was quiet. No smoke rose from the chimneys and no women rushed to milk the cows. Even the dogs were silent, feeling fat and sleepy with the bones from the feast.

The girl hurried past the hall and heard the sound of snoring. Someone coughed, and another man groaned. They would sleep until the sun was high in the sky.

Fleece crossed the bridge over the stream and headed up the hill to a clump of trees too small to be called a wood. As she turned onto the path to gather wood, she saw a leather sheet stretched between two small trees.

A man sat on the ground, striking flints to make a fire. He wore a large hat with a wide brim that shaded his face. “Good morning,” he said in a strange voice.

Fleece knew he wasn’t from this part of the world. “Good morning
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