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  Chapter 1
The spectre of Thurgest


Cathal slammed his foot against the wooden door of the house. It shook on its hinges, creaking beneath the violence. Dust and bugs fell from its crevices, but it did not break. A surge of rage rose behind his eyes. He wiped his brow for his face was covered in the ash of the burning village, and beads of sweat meandered down creating rivers of white on his blackened cheeks. He shoulder-charged the door. It repelled him in another cloud of dust. 
“Break it down,” he ordered the men behind him.
He stepped back to give his men the space to swing their axes. Cathal rotated his arm in a slow circle to ease the pain in his shoulder. Splinters flew as the axes rhythmically reduced the door to chunks of wood as it collapsed between the hinges and lock. With the collapse of the door came the shriek of a woman and the sobs of children.
“Bring them all out to me.”
A man, his wife, daughter and son were dragged out and made to kneel before Cathal. They all bowed their heads hoping an act of submission would spare their lives. But Cathal loomed before them, the darkest shadow in the swirls of smoke tinged with the smell of burning flesh. The seax in Cathal’s hand shook, as he was unable to suppress the flame of resentment he felt ever since he had been abandoned and left in the hands of Thurgest. He gripped the ring on his finger and twisted it until the friction burned. But the pain was only fuel for his anger. He lifted the man’s head with the tip of his seax.
“You know who I am, Macdara? Tell me.”
Macdara was caught in Cathal’s gaze and could not look away. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he gulped.
“Of course, we served the king together. We were once friends along with Aodh and Babo, but that seems a lifetime ago now. We knew you as Cathal the wide-eyed, but I’m sure you go by a different name now you have a different master.”
“Cathal will do. Now, look around you.” Cathal swept his arm to show the remains of the village.
The heat of the flames that consumed his home seared upon Macdara’s cheek and he could not block out the screams of his neighbours as they fell to Norse blades.
“You caused this.”
Macdara raised his eyebrows for they were the only part of his face he could freely move.
“I am but a poor farmer with many mouths to feed. I put down my sword years ago. I have caused no harm to your master.”
Cathal jerked his head forward. The veins in his neck burned like the flames that were consuming the village and he pressed the blade into Macdara’s neck so hard he drew blood.
“You abandoned me. Along with Aodh, Babo, and Tigernach.” Cathal squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his teeth as the tears in his eyes tried to drown out a flood of memories. The incessant scraping of the claws down his back. The unrelenting pain no matter how much he screamed. He wrenched his eyes open again, the blaze more fierce than before. “Cowards, the lot of you,” Cathal spat.
“I did no such thing,” Macdara mumbled trying not to provoke him.
“I remember your face,” Cathal hissed. “Before the blackness came and the devil Thurgest swooped down and dragged me back to his hell, you were there. You could have defended me. Dragged me back to safety. Let me live as a farmer with my family. But you did not.” Cathal thrust his finger towards Macdara’s sobbing wife and children. “They only stay with you because they don't know who you really are. But now I’m here, they’ll truly know you. As you abandoned me, you shall abandon them. I will take your family away to be enslaved in Dyflin just as Thurgest took me. However, I’m not as cruel as you as I will give you a chance at redemption.”
Macdara tried to move his head to look at his family but Cathal by now was holding the blade too close to his throat for him to move.
“Look at my finger,” and Cathal shook the oath ring in Macdara’s face as the blade slid up and down his neck in unison. “This is the oath ring of Thurgest, but it is the ring my son Finn should wear. But he has abandoned his oath and taken up with the witches of the mountains. Bring him to me in Dyflin and I will give you back your family. If you cannot bring him back alive I’ll accept his head.”
Macdara tried to look away from the ring, but the cold steel of the blade on his throat followed and bit all the deeper.
“I do not know Finn, I have only heard of him. I know his mother of course. But what if I cannot get them to trust a shadow from the past?”
“Then all I can say is Dyflin is the biggest slave port in Hibernia and see you on the battlefield. Now go, before I change my mind.”
Cathal pulled the blade away from Macdara’s throat.
“May I kiss my family goodbye?”
“Do whatever inspires you to complete your mission.”
Macdara leant over and kissed his wife on the cheek and whispered, “I’ll be back for you.”






  
  Chapter 2
Blood and memory


Gormlaith looked around her at what she now called home. The ancient oak trees that surrounded her stood at the forest’s edge where the Wicklow mountains met the lowlands. Their weathered trunks bore the scars of more winters than men could count, and the symbols of forgotten meaning carved by the long-dead druids who used to protect these lands. Roots thick as a longship’s keel gripped soil soaked in blood and memory, and the wind whispered between the branches the secrets of ancient gods for any person seeking wisdom, if they knew how to read the signs. She stroked the bark of the nearest tree almost with affection, as if it were a dear friend. She paused as the sounds of the animals of the woods called her in a certain direction. The animals knew where the Norse were and avoided them too. 
“This way,” she said and all followed behind her.
Gormlaith stood on top of the hill before the forest with a line of women behind her. A mixture of wrinkled and smooth foreheads, but united by two lines of Wicklow mud streaked across each cheek. Her son Finn followed up behind with Babo and an old warrior she once knew. She gulped at the  thought of having the fate of all these women in her hands, relying on her judgment. She remembered all the women who had looked up to her when they were camped outside Tigernach’s fort and how they were cruelly slaughtered. They all also relied on her judgment. Gormlaith bit her lip until it split. The blood in her saliva hardened her heart. She would not make the same mistakes again. This day she would keep her plan to herself until it was to be executed. Gormlaith raised her head and pulled back her shoulders. She paused momentarily so that she caught everyone’s attention. Gormlaith extended her finger and pointed northward. 
“We go to begin our vengeance on the Norse for burning our towns and villages. Follow me closely in stealth, sisters and brothers, for the Norse may patrol these woods.”
The women nodded solemnly, stout of heart but poor in arms, most having merely knives. A knife trembled in one woman’s hand, and the wide white-rimmed eyes on the face of another brimmed with tears. But some raised their chins and gripped the hilts of their knives all the harder, eager to meet the Norse. They knew that despite any resolve, a Norse patrol would make short work of them in a fair fight. But the men would do whatever fighting was necessary; the women’s main weapon was their faith in Gormlaith.
“Sisters, just as I sat in front of Tigernach’s fort day after day ignoring the demons of hunger clawing at my belly, I bring you forth with nothing more than our wits. We are the witches of Wicklow and the power of an angry witch is enough to paralyse the heart of any man.”
The women cheered and raised their fists.
“Come forth,” Gormlaith said as she pointed into the woods. “Come follow me and let the gods of the forest guide us.”
The women gave another quick cheer for they did not want to alert any Norse patrols. They then marched down into the dark embrace of the oak trees praying no Norse lay in waiting for them.

      ***Macdara walked down the hill behind the line of women and rubbed the back of his neck. This was not going to plan at all. His wife and children could be in the slave market by now. He shuddered as he pictured some Norse brute pulling up their lips to inspect their teeth so he could put a price upon them. He put a pace in his step and caught up with Finn. He tapped him on the shoulder.
“I thought your mother was going to lead us to Dyflin to get vengeance, not up to some poorly manned watchtower.”
Finn scowled and held up his hand to silence this dissent.
“Do not question my mother if you wish to remain with us. We remember that you stayed on your farm when you were called to fight. We needed good fighting men like you but you ignored the call. The reason that all these men and women are here is because they believe in her. She united the women and now they call themselves the witches of the Wicklow mountains and everyone fears them. It is because of that fear that you are safe here. You should at least be grateful to her for that, if not for also taking up your cause.”
“But what does attacking a watchtower achieve?”
Finn glared at Macdara. Macdara bowed his head for he did not want to push his luck.
“I hold my hands up. I felt too old to fight and wanted to protect my own family rather than chase after Norse raiders. I’m grateful for all your help, I truly am. It’s just my family. I have to rescue them before they end up on a ship to God knows where.”
Finn put his hand on Macdara’s shoulder and gave a sympathetic smile.
“Just fight well, earn our trust and listen to my mother. Then we’ll all be in Dyflin soon enough, freeing your family and getting revenge for what they have done to us.”
But something was gnawing at Macdara. This was no ordinary warband marching toward the tower.
“Who are all these women and why do they follow her?”
“You see her, there, with the scar on her cheek?”
Macdara followed Finn’s finger as several women were scarred. He nodded when his gaze fell upon the right woman.
“She was one of the women who was with my mother when they sat outside Tigernach’s fort to protest at how he treated his people. She was poisoned by Ultán but my mother nursed her back to health in the mountains. She is devoted to my mother. And see her with the flowing brown hair?”
Macdara nodded as Finn pointed to another woman.
“We rescued her from a burning village. All her family was dead. She remained with us and became one of the witches.”
Macdara squinted.
“What kind of witches? They look like a bunch of old women to me.”
“Something has always seemed to possess my mother’s tongue,” Finn said as he smirked. “She can talk her way out of anything and convince people to believe what they never thought they would believe, but I’ve never seen any actual magic. Anyway, all the women have a tale to tell as to why they follow my mother.”
“Silence,” Gormlaith hissed ahead of them, and she extended her arms out which brought everyone to a halt.
Babo was ahead of her, slashing the bushes out of her path.
“Babo thinks the Norse should be ahead soon.”
“Good,” Finn said as he went up and joined his mother, “the sooner the better. I cannot wait to get their blood on my sword.”
“Easy now, Finn,” his mother said. “Follow my plan and you’ll get all the revenge you could wish for. But it won’t be on this evening.”
“Do not concern yourself with my wellbeing, Mother. I am more than capable of looking after myself.”
Gormlaith stopped and dug one hand onto her hip.
“So does that mean I’ll have to do no more rescues should you perhaps wish to play hurling with the demon that calls himself your father?”
Finn turned and bowed.
“I am forever in your debt.”
“Well, you can start to repay it by listening to what I’m telling you. Now scout ahead with Babo and clear the way. And take Macdara with you.”






  
  Chapter 3
How I crave for silence


Dyflin’s harbour churned with longships, their dragon-headed prows cutting through the morning mist as they disgorged warriors with salt-crusted beards and loaded thralls bound in iron. The stench of fish guts and tar mingled with wood smoke from the slavers’ permanent stalls, where men haggled in guttural Norse over human cargo. Thralls shuffled in chains towards waiting vessels, eyes downcast, while further on Norse merchants haggled loudly over amber and walrus ivory in the market stalls closer to the docks. Hammers rang against iron as shipwrights repaired keels and tattooed merchants counted silver coins into leather pouches. 
The settlement had outgrown its palisade walls twice over. New timber houses with carved lintels now stretched beyond the original boundaries, their smoke holes releasing thin grey plumes into the once Hibernian sky. Thurgest’s great hall dominated the hillside, its roof ridge adorned with crossed spears and weathered shields from past victories. Thurgest surveyed it all from the steps of his great hall, where servants hung wolf pelts and polished silver drinking horns for the coming feast for he was expecting important visitors from overseas. Even from the harbour, one could hear the distant bleating of sheep being slaughtered for the feast to come.
Einar and Affraic had been summoned from the hillfort in what Einar hoped was a respite from the constant Hibernian raids. There may have been a general peace but it felt like a permanent state of war with the raiders. Such was the life in the frontier fort of the Norse settlement. They had been ordered to go down to the dock today, along with the other important people in Dyflin, for apparently the merchants were bringing something special. They stood apart from the crowd waiting by the docks as Einar wished for both a moment of peace and to see what special merchandise had come from the homeland. Affraic, however, looked tense and burned with an agitated energy which he knew meant trouble for him. 
“Have you written to your father?” Affraic said in a shrill whisper. She was tired of the constant fighting and wished to move to Dyflin so someone else could take up the thankless task of fending off her former family, friends and neighbours.
“No, I have not,” Einar replied through gritted teeth. He now realised that if he wanted some peace he should have left Affraic back at the fort.
“I’m sure he was insulted about what Thurgest did to your grandfather,” Affraic continued, “and if he came he would surely insist Thurgest bring peace to your lands.”
Einar turned his head. His eyes bulged and his nostrils flared for he craved silence.
“I do not wish to discuss my family’s business on a crowded dock with Thurgest’s spies everywhere. The gods only know what he would think of this conversation you wish to indulge yourself in.”
“Indulge?” Affraic said as her head snapped back.
“Yes, you heard me, indulge. It was not long ago that you were just a thrall.”
Affraic leant into Einar’s face.
“And I also vividly remember that it was Thurgest who elevated me to a free woman not you. Maybe I would be more appreciated as one of his spies?”
“There is a time and a place for such arguments and this is not it.”
Einar turned his back on Affraic and folded his arms in a vain attempt to signal the conversation was over. Affraic slammed her heel into Einar’s toes and gave a smug grin as he hopped up and down trying not to yelp out.
“Exactly,” Affraic said. “We’ll discuss this later.”
The ship pulled into the port. Two young faces of teenage boys appeared on the port side of the ship and Thurgest stepped forward with a beaming smile on his face.
“Who are they?” Affraic said pointing at the ship. “The hair on the boy on the right looks like he could be the spawn of Thurgest.”
Einar’s toes by now were a dull throb but could now take his weight. He glared sideways at Affraic but decided to answer her question, if only to protect his other set of toes.
“The terror of every female thrall in Dyflin actually has some legitimate children, and of noble heritage too.”
Affraic looked at the young men’s faces on the boat and then at Einar, who tilted his head as to why Affraic would look at him so.
“So Thurgest sends for his legitimate sons to replace you and all you can do is stand at the docks and cheer?”
“Who says they are replacing me?”
“Common sense does, you oaf. Who do you think he is going to favour? His own sons or the son of his brother who he has insulted and probably wants to kill him?”
Einar’s face dropped.
“Ohh.”
“Ohh indeed. When are you going to write to your father to get him to come?”
“If Thurgest catches us doing that then we're dead.”
“Then don’t get caught.”
Einar’s jaw tightened, fingers instinctively seeking the familiar hilt at his side. He looked at Affraic’s face and remembered where he was. His hand fell away, scratching awkwardly at his hip instead.
“I cannot do it. We are lucky he has not taken me hostage to keep my father in check. I have no intention of becoming a pawn in their game. I will consolidate my own power and mind my own business.”
“I didn’t know I married a coward,” Affraic spat.
Einar scrunched up his face.
“Let us continue this conversation later, as having it here may get us killed.”
Affraic crossed her arms and huffed, but kept quiet all the same. They watched as the boys were paraded through the streets as if they were little princes and this was their capital. Affraic scowled. It was time to cool her temper or this argument could go on all night and he would have no peace.
“Let them have their parade,” Einar said waving his hand. “When Thurgest is killed on a raid or chokes on a chicken bone in a drunken stupor, it will be me that takes over Dyflin as I am the eldest male in the family.”
Affraic cocked an eyebrow.
“Are you sure about that?”
“As sure as any man can be when fates are decided by temperamental gods. Now let us go into the mead hall and size up my rivals.”






  
  Chapter 4
This beast is not my father


Affraic and Einar slipped through the massive oak doors of the great hall just before the guards barred entry. Inside, smoke from the central hearth fire hung like fog beneath the high-beamed ceiling, where carved dragon heads snarled down at the assembly. Shields and battle trophies adorned the rough-hewn walls, gleaming dully in the light of pitch-soaked torches. Outside, the unlucky commoners of Dyflin pressed against the timber walls, straining to hear through gaps in the planking. Inside, Affraic gagged as they pressed through the throng. She met a wall of mead-breath, sweat-soaked wool, and leather oil rising from the warriors who crowded the long trestle tables. They found a spot against a mead-stained pillar, half-hidden yet offering a clear view of Thurgest’s empty high seat, its armrests carved with writhing serpents. 
A horn blasted. The crowd’s roar echoed off the rafters as Thurgest entered, his gold arm rings gleaming in the firelight, flanked by axe-bearing bodyguards. He raised a scarred hand to acknowledge the salutes as he settled onto his fur-draped throne. His two sons, fair-haired and straight-backed, stood before him with pride-flushed faces. Thurgest rose again, his silver-streaked beard splitting in a wolfish smile.
“Gleb and Snorri, welcome to your new home. I see you did not bring your mother with you, but that is probably better for all of us for you would not like to witness me putting her in her place. I wish her well in whatever endeavours she wishes to pursue now she is free of you. I will now take over your education and turn you into young men that are capable of ruling this land after I am gone.”
Gleb stood forward and bowed.
“We are honoured to be here and look forward to learning from the most formidable warrior of all the Norse. We are lucky to be able to call you father,” he said, slowly and deliberately as if he had committed the speech to memory.
Affraic smirked. The mother was obviously a clever one having told her sons to lay the flattery on thick. But the smirk caught Thurgest’s eye.
“Boys, look, your cousin Einar is here. Einar, come up to the front and see your cousins.”
Thurgest waved to Einar and encouraged him to come forward. Einar gulped for he knew he did not have a choice. He took Affraic’s hand and made his way through the crowd. Thurgest turned to his boys and winked.
“Watch. This is how to be a king.”
Thurgest turned towards Einar and Affraic who by now were at the front of the crowd.
“Look, boys. Your cousin has come here and got himself a wife. She is Hibernian and not a thrall. Well, she used to be a thrall but we don’t want to embarrass your cousin for not being able to get himself a royal Norse wife.”
Thurgest bent over and raised his hand over his mouth to pretend to whisper.
“His father never told him you can have as many thralls as you like, even if you are married.”
Einar went bright red but Affraic gave his hand a firm squeeze when she saw he was foolish enough to attempt to reply.
Thurgest put his hands on his knees and gave Einar a devilish grin.
“Boys, would you like to meet the rest of the family?”
They nodded enthusiastically, sharing their father’s grin.
“Come on, bring out my dog.”
Thurgest turned and winked at Einar. The crowd jeered as the dog was brought out on a chain. The prisoner was showered with mugs of mead as he was brought to Thurgest. But Einar and Affraic could not see over the heads of Thurgest’s large bodyguards who had been sent to ensure they stayed in place. The chain was tugged into view and Affraic jerked her head back at the sight of the prisoner.
“Surprise,” Thurgest exclaimed with a cruel grin. “I have a new dog. I need to show these Hibernian lords their place. This young king of whatever hill, I can’t remember, was especially defiant. Now he will serve as an example to all those who resist Thurgest.”
Thurgest yanked the iron chain, its links rattling against the man’s raw neck. The prisoner stumbled forward, his fingers trying to relieve the pressure of the tight collar on his neck. Like a hunter dragging game, Thurgest hauled him across the stone floor. One swift kick to the ribs forced him to curl at the foot of the throne. Einar’s gaze lingered on the captive, perhaps twenty summers old, yet aged by torment. The man’s eyes, sunken between purple swellings, darted about like trapped birds. Not Finn, Einar concluded with relief. The prisoner’s once white tunic hung in tatters, revealing skin mottled with bruises from yellow to black. His hair, caked with rust-coloured blood, stuck to his skull in clumps. When pain forced a whimper from his split lips, he flinched, anticipating the kick that followed.
Thurgest grinned at Einar and Affraic who glanced between them to try and work out if Thurgest had a plan beyond just humiliating them.
“Would you like to meet your father-in-law?” Thurgest said. “I promise he isn’t dead.”
“If Thurgest wishes it, let it be so,” and Einar bowed his head, knowing he had to let Thurgest have his fun until he got bored and paid attention to someone else. Thurgest snapped his fingers.
“Please, bring in my new commander of my dogs and sometimes, even my Norsemen.”
The great hall fell silent as Cathal strode through the towering oak doors, his heavy footsteps echoing off the wooden walls. All eyes turned to the man acclaimed as Thurgest’s greatest warrior. He had been rewarded by Thurgest for his valiant efforts in the great victory over the Hibernians that secured the colony. From head to toe, every inch of Cathal’s skin was adorned with fresh intricate Norse tattoos. Inky ravens, vicious wolves, and mighty dragons danced across his chest, arms and chiselled face. Scars crisscrossed his flesh, symbols portraying his ferocity on the battlefield and the torture he had suffered at the hands of Thurgest to train him to be his dog. He wore no armour, only tattered hides and furs that left his marked skin exposed, as if daring any man to challenge his supremacy.
His piercing eyes, emotionless and predatory like those of a hawk, swept over the hushed crowd. They were the eyes of a man who had witnessed countless battles and untold horrors, eyes that held no mercy or warmth. There was only a haunting, soulless depth that sent shivers down the backs of even the mightiest of warriors.
As he advanced further into the hall, the crowd parted before him, recoiling from his aura of barely restrained savagery and power. Affraic reeled back. This beast is not my father. Cathal stood in front of Thurgest. He took out an axe, placed it in the palm of his hands, went down on one knee and raised the axe up to Thurgest.
“What is your bidding, master?”
“Kill the dog. He is not very obedient and I tire of him.”
Cathal flipped the axe and caught it in a more usable grip. He pulled it over his shoulder to deliver the death blow as the man-dog cowered beneath him.
“STOP.”
Thurgest turned to his boys.
“This warrior,” he said pointing to Cathal, “used to be this,” and he pointed to the man-dog. “You need to learn how to break men and turn them into what you want. You will be given your own residence and the dog will live outside in a cage. It is your mission to come back to me having turned the dog into the finest warrior. Do you think you can do this?”
Snorri reeled back as he was the youngest and not yet used to such brutality. However, Gleb gave an evil grin, indicating he was the son who took after his father more.
“Yes, Father, I will look forward to playing with my new dog. He will be broken and kneel at your feet just as your one does.”
“Good. Cathal will assist you in your task. He will come by your house every day to check on your progress and assist you if necessary. He is familiar with all the methods of breaking a man.”
Cathal nodded his head but gave no other reaction. Thurgest stood up.
“Now let us feast and celebrate the arrival of my boys for soon they will be men.”
The warriors in the hall roared and the mead was brought out by the Hibernian thralls who were met with greedy eyes and grasping hands. It would be a long night.






  
  Chapter 5
Creeping death


Finn’s heart hammered against his ribs as he, Babo and Macdara, flanked by a handful of silent men, skirted the shadowed edge of the Norse part of the forest. Moonlight fought its way through shredded branches, and glinted off drawn steel. Beyond them, Finn saw the naked stumps of what remained of sections of the forest the Norse had hacked to pieces to build their dragon ships to further enslave Hibernia. He saw the groves in the ground that had been churned to mud where the thralls dragged the tree trunks down to the sea where they would be transported to Dyflin. Finn passed the foundations for a camp complete with thrall pens so they could strip the forest more efficiently. But burning these foundations to ash would have to wait. They could attack it on their way home, for Gormlaith’s mission was more important than this. 
The Norse still did not have the numbers or the confidence to occupy the forest at night and had a camp on the stony beach of the bay where they could see any enemy coming. So if Finn and Babo avoided the coast and the thin woods that rolled on from the beach they should proceed relatively unencumbered towards their goal. They crept down the bleak slopes of the Wicklow mountains, then across the flat, mist-shrouded plains towards Killiney Hill. The cold air seared their lungs, each breath tasted of damp earth as the woods sloped upward again.
They advanced farther into the moonlit forest until they heard voices. Finn and Babo pressed themselves against gnarled trunks, every muscle tensed for impending violence. Babo raised his finger to his lips. He cupped his ear, heart thudding, and then gave a confident nod. Three voices. They could handle that themselves. He signalled to Finn, and they fanned out. Finn to the left, Babo sweeping around to the right and Macdara would stay where he was.
Laughter rolled down from the little Norse campfire, brazen and full of swagger as if they were back in their homeland, perfectly unafraid in the forest. The smell of smoke and roasting rabbit drew attention from more than just their foes, and shining bright eyes beamed from the bushes, jealous of their meal. Babo and Finn were quickly in position. But to their horror the moonlight glinted off Macdara’s exposed blade and the Norse were put on alert and went for their weapons. It was time for urgent action. On Finn’s signal, Babo leapt out from a bush and seized the nearest man’s cheek and wrenched, feeling cartilage snap beneath his fingers. A brutal crack echoed through the trees. The other two Norsemen lunged to their feet. Too slow. Finn’s sword cleaved through the night air, plunging into a shoulder, then twisting home between ribs. The man collapsed, gurgling a curse. The last Norse charged Babo like a wild boar. Babo drew his dagger in one fluid motion, slamming the blade upward into the man’s jaw. The predator’s eyes bulged, then dimmed. Babo ripped the steel free and sheathed it with a muted grin. He would need that dagger again tonight.
Silence swallowed the woods. Macdara came out of hiding and hung his head, too embarrassed to apologise. Domestic life had dulled his instincts and endangered his fellow warriors. He slashed at the air with his seax hoping his sharpness would return but he only got a scowl from Babo.
Finn paid no attention to Macdara and went to grab the rabbit still sizzling on the spit, mouth watering at the smoky flesh. Babo caught his wrist, voice low and urgent:
“Babo no eat. Leave for the forest. Look.”
Babo pointed across to the eyes in the bush. They had attracted the attention of some hungry predators. They had no time for the commotion defending the roasting rabbit would create so they backed off and continued their journey.

      ***They arrived at the lower reaches of Killiney Hill, their blades still wet with Norse blood that gleamed black in the moonlight. The dense Hibernian woods closed around them, branches clawing at their faces like the fingers of the souls of their ancestors hunting for the Norse to seek their vengeance. An owl’s shriek pierced the night, answered by the distant howl of wolves which sent a shiver down Finn’s back as he was already tense. Babo raised his hand, his silhouette stark against the starlit sky. 
“Babo wait here for Gormlaith with Macdara. If Norse are anywhere, it is up there. Finn go see.”
Finn followed the gnarled finger pointing up the hill and nodded at his instruction. He set out to climb the hill and into the shadows that surrounded him. His limbs ached from all the previous climbing and fighting but he knew he had to keep some energy for the inevitable fighting later. He neared the top of the hill where the Norse camp was and knew he had to find a suitable perch to count the number of Norse, assess the defensive nature of the position and the best way to ambush them. Heart pounding, Finn scrambled through wet bracken to find a vantage point, finally scaling a massive oak. Its bark bit into his palms as he settled among its branches, the bitter scent of moss and its leaves filling his nostrils while his eyes strained through the gloom for any sign of his mother or approaching Norse blades. The dampness of the moss penetrated the backside of his breeches. Babo had always taught him to ignore any immediate physical hardship as it could break your concentration on the immediate danger. Once that happened, death could swoop in at any moment. Finn winced, but there was only silence broken by the occasional hoot of an owl.
Finn’s mind began to wander as he looked up at the stars dotting the sky, finally settling on the thought of his friendship with Babo. A smile creased his face as a flood of joy washed over his heart. All the time that Babo had spent on him to train him to fight with sword, spear and bow was finally paying off, for Babo now treated him almost as if he were an equal. Or equal enough, given Babo’s gruffness. Babo had taught him the ways of the forest. Where once it was a frightening labyrinth, Finn could now read it as if he were a badger, a rabbit or a deer. A year’s turning of seasons had transformed him into a warrior of the woods.
But such joy could only settle on a mind such as his for a short while before thoughts of his past deeds invaded his mood. His chest tightened and his foot shook violently. A thousand confessions, no matter how contrite he could be, would never remove the stain on his soul of swearing an oath to Thurgest. He cursed the day he thought his mother dead at the hands of Ultán and Tigernach and he foolishly turned to his enemy to help him gain revenge. The guilt felt like pushing a rock up a hill by day but by night it always rolled back again as he endlessly replayed in his mind the day he took Thurgest’s oath ring. He slammed his fist into the bark of the tree and immediately regretted the pain in his knuckles.
An owl hooted and jolted him into the present. A bead of sweat rolled down his back. What had he missed when he was distracted? There was activity around the Norse camp as the wind carried arguing voices.
He slipped his seax out of its scabbard, should it be needed. He strained his eyes in the dark to see what was happening but only saw a man go into the bushes. Had he been spotted? Were there more Norse circling in the woods?
Once the fear became compounded with melancholy, it was swiftly followed by images of his father and the ogre he had become as Thurgest’s servant. His father was somewhere hunting him. He had broken his oath to Thurgest, and his father was tasked to exact revenge and make an example of him. His father could easily be behind any tree up this mountain ready to pounce. He had sworn to his mother that he would put his father in his grave, but his stomach churned at the thought. Patricide was not something he relished, but he felt that he would be doing his father one last favour to put him out of his misery. That is, if he was powerful enough yet to beat him. That was his biggest doubt of all.
There was a rustling of bushes and a groan. A shadow appeared in front of him. The sound of a steady stream of piss pierced the night. Then a slurred Norse curse. He must be so drunk he pissed on himself. Finn heard a commotion in the woods behind him, or as much of a cacophony as the rustling of bushes and the snapping of twigs would make. He drew his seax for the Norseman could merely have been a decoy. He at first saw shadows, and he climbed carefully down the tree to confront whoever had created it. His heart leapt when he saw who it was. He went to greet his mother who was with Babo. Finn looked over his mother’s shoulder and saw a knot of angry-faced Norse prisoners surrounded by the men of the woods. Babo’s finger angrily pointed towards the top of the hill.
“Babo needs us to advance together.”
Gormlaith nodded, smiled and stroked his cheek.
“Lead the way, Babo, and take Finn and half the men with you. You’ve the best fighting instinct of any man I know. My witches and I will follow on behind you. Remember, the closer we get to the top, the more Norse we need to keep alive.”
Babo scowled.
“Babo thinks the more we keep alive the bigger the problem we have.”
Gormlaith stroked his cheek again.
“We are here to tell the colony and Hibernia we are coming to get Thurgest and throw his men back into the sea. The more you keep alive, the more spectacular the message. Keep that in mind for I will soon take them off your hands.”
“Babo gives you undying loyalty.”
Gormlaith beamed in appreciation.
“I shall see you at the top.”






  
  Chapter 6
Out of the dark


Finn and Babo ascended the hill’s shadowed flank with the stealth of two stalking wolves. The dawn air carried the smell of dew on the pine and the earthy musk of peat as it blew away the smoke from the Norse fires. They dared not grow careless for this summit commanded all of Dyflin bay and for a distance the sea beyond. Perfect for signal fires to summon more dragon-prowed ships from across the sea. 
Two hundred yards from the crest, they sank into the forest’s edge where ancient ferns swallowed them in darkness that even Odin’s ravens could not penetrate. Their men melted into the treeline, breathing shallow beneath the canopy where owls called warnings and foxes screamed like dying men.
 Finn flinched as something skittered across his boot. He shivered as it was nothing more serious than a small animal, but his attention was quickly dragged back to the hilltop. Finn and Babo raised their eyes just above the ferns, their pupils wide as wells against their starlit hiding place. The wind shifted, carrying wolf song from distant hills. They ducked down, faces close in the gloom, whispering of what lurked above.
“There seems to me to be at least ten Norse up there. Most are concentrated around the fire beside the unlit beacon.”
“Babo thinks there must be more somewhere. Must be tents. Norse do not climb up and down the mountain to sleep.”
Finn rubbed his chin. His heart beat in his chest but it was not the war drum of previous years. It was accelerated but steady. Enough to get the blood pumping. Now was the time to prove to his mentor he was getting used to battle.
“I shall take the camp,” Finn said, his tone firm, grasping command from Babo. “You circle around with the bowmen and pick up any stragglers. I will collect the prisoners my mother wants. You give me the signal, and I will attack.”
Babo pointed to the nearest group of bowmen and signalled for them to follow him. Finn signalled to the remaining men to spread out and surround the fire.
Finn’s fist ground the pommel of his sheathed sword until the leather creaked as the Norse made merry before him. Who would he make choke on their laughter first? He picked out the two men nearest him, both with their backs turned. He would leap on the first and slit his throat, then stab the other in the belly as he turned. Babo taught him it was unwise to plan more than two ahead, for at that point he would be amongst the chaos of battle. Finn gulped and steadied his hand. A deep breath would calm him. Partially. The signal to attack could not come quickly enough. Suddenly, there was a hiss in the air, and two of the Norse toppled, arrows buried in their throats. The fire’s glow flickered over frantically grasped swords as the others leapt up, and cursed up to their gods, asking for divine assistance.
“WITH ME, MEN,” Finn roared. “BUT LET SOME LIVE.”
They surged from the treeline like beasts unleashed. Their war cries soared in the silence of the night. Finn charged ahead, senses as sharp as his blade. A half-dressed Norseman ran at him. But he was easily disposed of; the crack of the pommel of Finn’s sword on the man’s nose sent shivers down Finn’s spine. But he had no time to throw up his disgust. He would have to swallow it. His blade caught the firelight in a crimson arc, severing an arm at the elbow; the severed limb clattered onto ash-blackened rock. Another Norseman crumpled under Finn’s unstoppable advance. Within heartbeats, he had forced three more to their knees, steel pressing against their throats. From the undergrowth, Babo burst forth, colossal and snarling, and with his charge, the rout was total. Screams turned to whimpers; swords clanged as they were torn from limp fingers. Then no more swords resisted them.
They rounded up the prisoners, and some of Finn’s men helped themselves to the Norsemen’s food. Babo strode over towards Finn, his bulk shifting from side to side. His nostrils flared like twin furnaces. Finn’s stomach sank. What error had he made?
“Babo thinks your men too noisy. Gormlaith have less time because your mistake.”
Finn looked away for he knew this turn of events could spoil the plan.
“I’ll have words, and they won’t do it again. I will send for the witches, and in the meantime, we can round up the Norse that are still alive for them. Do you know what they will do with them?”
“Babo not question witchcraft. He bows head in respect.”
Finn put his hand on Babo’s shoulder.
“I understand. Let us wait here for my mother and then see what she has in mind.”






  
  Chapter 7
I give you fire


Gormlaith stood on the cliff edge at the top of Killiney Hill and looked out onto the bay and onto the Norse colony. The sky was relatively cloud-free, and the moon was nearly full, offering good visibility for all beneath it. She could see reasonably well, given her age, and the firelight stabbed through the darkness, forming a small trail to Dyflin, for a series of smaller beacons had been lit on the flat plains between the hill and the colony. Finn went and stood beside her, watching as her eyes meticulously examined Dyflin and all that surrounded it. He shifted from foot to foot, not daring to speak first. 
“I think your error may work in our favour,” Gormlaith said.
Finn exhaled deeply but was conscious not to make a noise so as not to provoke his mother’s tongue.
“I heard that.”
Finn stiffened his jaw to chew down his words. As much as he disliked being scolded like a child, he did not want to disrespect his mother by making excuses in front of his men.
“You need to control your men better. Nevertheless, even though I have less time, I have a bigger audience.” Gormlaith turned to Finn. “Tie the prisoners up and sit them down behind me.”
She turned behind her.
“Witches, line up along the edge of the cliff. We shall begin now.”
The witches lined up on the cliff edge roughly the same width apart. They began to chant in a language he did not understand. 
“Men,” he whispered as loudly as he could, as he had no wish to make the same mistake twice. “Tie up the prisoners.”
The prisoners were soon all bound hand and foot and forced to sit behind Gormlaith. She glared at them, her face like granite. Even the hardest of men dropped their head.
“Sisters, give them your blessing.”
The witches all turned around and took vials out of their pockets. They walked up to the nearest Norse and threw the contents over them. The liquid smelt metallic, like old dried blood, and the Norse were not shy about cursing their protests against the witches. One of Finn’s men struck a Norse on the side of the head.
“No,” Gormlaith exclaimed. “We need their defiance for our prayers. Let them curse all they wish, for it will do them no good.”
“Witches,” Gormlaith said, turning to her sisters. “Are you ready?”
They all nodded without skipping a word in their chanting. Gormlaith turned to Finn.
“Place your spearmen behind the prisoners and your bowmen around them so none can escape. On my command march the prisoners to the edge of the cliff and be prepared to light the beacon.”
Finn’s face dropped as he began to realise what his mother had planned. He nodded and waved to his men to carry out his mother’s instructions. Babo went and stood beside Gormlaith should she need his protection.
“Light the beacon,” Gormlaith said as she turned to face the colony. The witches' chanting grew louder and louder.
Finn took a fire torch and walked around the base of the beacon, shoving the stick in until it caught fire. Seconds later, Finn staggered back as the beacon exploded in flames. Gormlaith gave a wry smile as the beacon could be seen all over the bay. She stood out on the edge of the cliff and threw open her arms.
“I curse each and every one of you Norse, whether you dwell in your colony or roam the treacherous sea.
“May your colony be ravaged by unrelenting disease, festering and spreading like wildfire. May the wombs of your women become desolate wastelands, and the seed of your men turn into a venomous poison that corrodes their insides, rotting their very essence until their manhood falls away and they perish in excruciating agony.
“May the unforgiving sea devour your ships whole, reclaiming all that you have plundered from the sacred shores of Hibernia. May Manannán mac Lir, the merciless god of the sea, lock away your ill-gotten treasures in the ocean’s abyss, forever beyond your grasp.
“May your thralls rise in rebellion, slicing your throats as you sleep, and pilfering your possessions as they flee into the shadows of the forest, casting your wretched bodies back into the unforgiving sea.
“Here, take back your men, and may they decay eternally in the realm of mist and shadows.”
Gormlaith turned to her sisters.
“Bless the Norse and return them to their masters.”
Finn’s men yanked the Norse brutally to their feet, herding them at spear point towards the looming cliff edge. The Norse stumbled forward, their movements hindered by tight bindings at their hands and feet. They yelled and cursed as they realised what was going to happen. Finn’s men tightened their grips, holding the captives firmly as they writhed and thrashed in futile attempts to break free. The witches went to the beacon and lit torches. They returned to their assigned prisoners and ignored the terror in their eyes. Finn’s men were careful and secured the prisoners by holding them by their shoulders.
The witches thrust their torches into the ropes binding the prisoners’ midriffs. In an instant, the prisoners burst into pillars of flame, their bodies consumed like dry tinder. With a savage thrust, Finn’s men drove them off the cliff’s edge, their spears sending the blazing figures tumbling into the abyss.
The human torches tumbled end over end, leaving trails of smoke in their wake. The night wind whipped at Finn's cloak and sent sparks dancing from the burning bodies. His men stood at rigid attention, spears held high, their blades and helmets illuminated by the orange flames that crashed into the ground below.
The witches watched with an eerie tranquillity, their dark robes swirling in the wind like shadows come alive. Their ancient chants rose in a haunting chorus, interwoven with the agonised screams and the crackling of flames, creating a jarring melody of death that pierced the night.
Gormlaith turned to the witches.
“Sisters, I have delivered the curses, and we sent their men to hell. They will arrange their own downfall in their own time. But now we must leave.”
Gormlaith pointed back towards the forests and the men surrounded the witches and escorted them back into the safety of the shadows of the woods. Gormlaith took one last look at the twinkling of the fires around the colony. She allowed herself the briefest of satisfied smiles. Babo extended his arm to show her the way to the woods but Finn stood in her way.
“It is time for me to redeem myself and become the warrior my father should have been,” he said with a heavy sigh. Finn dropped his head for he could barely admit the burden on his soul to himself, never mind his mother. “Don’t try and stop me, for my heart will never be at rest until I at least try to make up for what I have done.”
Gormlaith extended her hand and took Finn’s. Tears came to her eyes for the first time in a long time.
“Do not despair and blame yourself, son. You mistake yourself for a man who has control over his own fate. The gods conspired to whisper lies in your ear so you would do their bidding. You were a slave to fortune. Come with me and live in the woods. I will find you a nice wife. She may be a witch but you will be used to it, given who your mother and sister are.”
Finn withdrew his hand.
“This is goodbye, Mother. I shall not return until my father’s blood is on my sword.”
Gormlaith dropped her head.
“So be it. I won’t hold you to that promise, but do not be afraid to ask for my help should you need it.”
Finn smiled.
“I’m sure you’ll know when I'm in trouble.”
He embraced his mother and then turned and disappeared into the shadows.
Gormlaith placed her hand on Babo’s.
“See that my boy gets to where he wants to go. But don’t let him know you’re there.”
“Babo understands.” He nodded and signalled to two of the men to follow him.






  
  Chapter 8
A husband loses his spine


The great hall soon erupted into a raucous celebration, the earlier tension and unease giving way to boisterous laughter, slurred singing, and the clinking of overflowing mead horns. Long tables groaned under the weight of the feast: succulent roasted meats, fragrant herbs, and crusty bread still warm from the ovens. The air was thick with the mouth-watering aroma of the banquet and the heady scent of honeyed mead. 
Bards strummed lyres and recited epic tales of heroes past, their voices rising and falling with the cadence of the Norse legends. Warriors, their faces flushed with drink, linked arms and swayed to the music, belting out bawdy songs of conquest and glory. Hibernian thralls deftly wove through the throng, their skirts swishing as they dodged grasping hands to keep the mead flowing freely.
Amidst the whirlwind of the celebration, Affraic and Einar found themselves increasingly isolated, an island of sobriety in a sea of drunken revelry. They sat close together, speaking in hushed tones that were all but drowned out by the surrounding cacophony. Affraic’s brow furrowed with concern as she glanced at Cathal, who had claimed a seat at the head of the largest table, his tattooed visage illuminated by the flickering light of the central hearth.
Einar received a tap on the shoulder. Torstein stood there, grinning, a bodyguard on either shoulder.
“Thurgest wants to see you, and he said to bring your woman.”
“Now?” Einar said as he pointed to the revelry going on around him.
“Now,” Torstein said firmly. “You can return to the party afterwards, if you’re still in the mood.”
Einar rose and took Affraic’s hand. She made her wrist heavy.
“Come on. We don’t have a choice.”
After a couple of steps Einar squeezed her hand.
“No matter what happens, we need to get out of there alive. No matter what I promise, it may not come to fruition for Thurgest’s attention will wander off somewhere else and we’ll be temporarily free of his spectre.”
“You make it sound so enticing; I can’t wait.”
Einar glared at her and she stuck her tongue out at him in return.
They were escorted outside and around the back of the building and into a side entrance into Thurgest’s private quarters. Thurgest stood there with a mug of mead in his hand and a cruel grin on his face. If he wanted to humiliate us then he would have done so in the hall. We must be here for another reason. Einar bowed his head and resolved not to speak until spoken to, a tactic that always worked well with Thurgest.
“Einar, my brother’s boy. Come, how has your uncle been treating you?” Thurgest invited Einar forward and then slung his arm over his shoulder.
“You have treated me well as always. You have given me land and a wife, for which I will be forever grateful.”
“Thurgest appreciates gratitude, but you know that already.”
Thurgest let Einar go and stood in front of him. He looked sternly at him, triggering a memory in Einar about how his father looked at him as a boy when he was about to scold him. Einar bowed his head.
“My boys are here to stay, and I will make them men,” Thurgest said.
“And fine men they will be, too.”
“You can help me do that,” and Thurgest raised his hand and placed it on Einar’s shoulder.
Einar winced at the weight of Thurgest’s hand. His throat tightened. It felt like one of Thurgest’s traps.
“I am happy to serve whichever way I can,” Einar said with his voice beginning to crack.
Thurgest glanced over at Affraic, who quickly bowed her head, fearing becoming the centre of attention.
“Do you also speak for your woman?”
Einar stiffened up. He could not look back at Affraic.
“I do.”
Einar flinched when he heard Affraic’s knuckles crack behind him.
“Good.” Thurgest removed his hand and stood back. “My boys are still boys and still need some of their home comforts. They had a family to support them, and I cannot wean them off the family support straight away, for they are not yet old enough to come raiding, and we do not have enough men to protect them. Therefore, as part of the privilege of marrying into the family, she is to be nursemaid to the boys.”
Einar gulped. He turned his head slowly to see Affraic’s reaction, for he could almost feel her fury burning into his back. But his mind’s eye filled with images of Thurgest dragging Cathal along like a dog, of dragging talons down Cathal’s back to leave blood-soaked gorges, of Thurgest beating men to death in his hall. But he had to stand up for his wife. He broke out in a sweat. He was a prince; she should not be treated like that. His breathing became shallow. Thurgest cannot kill me, for I have my father’s protection. Einar squeezed his hands into fists for the little pain of digging his nails into his palms may help to work up some courage.
“I am your brother’s son, and she is my wife,” Einar spluttered.
Thurgest put his hand to his ear.
“I didn’t quite hear that. Were you addressing me?”
“I am your brother’s son, and she is my wife,” Einar said more forcefully.
Thurgest cocked an eyebrow and broke into a smirk.
“My father is the ruler of Avaldsnes,” Einar continued, “and I am here as a symbol of your alliance. Treat me in my proper position as a prince and do not insult my wife and me so.”
Thurgest laughed so much he dropped his mug of mead.
“You are a puppet as much as your father is a puppet of the council of merchants who control his every move. It astounds me every day that we both came out of the same father’s cock. You are whatever I tell you to be.”
“I am a prince, and I’ll write to my father about how you treated my wife and me. Then he will come for you.”
Thurgest doubled over, his face creased with laughter. He slapped Einar on the back.
“You are still alive because you are so funny. Now, listen to my joke, for I can write letters too.
“Dear thief and former brother who stole our father’s throne,
“Your son wastes his days in Hibernia with a bed thrall he has taken for a wife, proving himself your true heir in his belief that glory should fall into his lap without labour. He commands no men, has no ship, and has nothing to show for his time in Hibernia except his bed thrall wife, whose father I have made my dog, but both instances are unrelated. The boy fancies himself royalty while living as my captive. When I graciously offered to welcome his woman into our household and asked her to look after my boys, despite my reservations, he refused. Send warriors if you wish to retrieve this son who dreams of himself as a king.
“What do you think his reply will be?”
Einar’s lip trembled, and his hand began to shake.
“Many a man has trembled before Thurgest, her father most of all. Go for your knife by all means. But you’ll be dead before it leaves its scabbard. Now, what is it to be? This is your only offer.”
“She would be honoured to do it,” Einar replied as he stuck out his chest in the pretence that the choice was really his.
Affraic ground her teeth and her knuckles cracked as she stared at Einar.
“Is your woman well?” Thurgest said with a smirk. “She appears to have gone a funny colour.”
“She is perfectly well,” Einar said. “She is probably trying to contain her excitement at being asked to look after the boys. She loves children.”
Einar glanced over at the top of Affraic’s head and saw her shoulders twitch and tense. He could only imagine she was punching him in her mind. But he could ask for forgiveness later once they found out whether Thurgest was going to go through with his threats.
“Good, I’m glad she sees this as an opportunity to ingratiate herself into the family. But she also has to set a good example of a happy family to the boys. To make them feel as at home as possible so they settle in as well as they can.”
Einar flinched, but had come this far, so he had to play along with the game.
“She will set a good example. But why would you not get a thrall to look after your boys? Surely that would be more appropriate.”
“I hope you are not trying to tell Thurgest what to do?”
Einar tucked his shaking hand behind his back.
“I would not dream of it, uncle.”
“Good. Her father, who is now a karl, will come and visit every day, and she is to set a good example for the boys and treat him as her father. The boys will be raised by the family, which will set a good example of family life. Is that clear?”
A well of shame now flooded over in Einar’s heart. This may be Thurgest, but I’m still his flesh and blood, no matter how distant. He had to stand up for himself. Neither Thurgest nor Affraic would respect him if he did not.
“What about me and my needs? I need her at my fort on the frontier.”
Thurgest smiled and put his hand on Einar’s shoulder.
“You’ll be too busy raiding with me. She is far better off with her family in your absence and not out fucking some Hibernian thrall she takes a fancy to in your absence. Now that we have an agreement, let us seal it with a drink at the feast.”
Einar’s stomach began to churn. He knew he had fallen into Thurgest’s trap. He was a warrior, yet here he was as helpless as a child. He could save pride by attacking Thurgest, but he would be dead with one swish of the mighty warrior’s sword. But his cowardice told him to survive. He glanced at Affraic, and from the glare she gave him back, he knew that Affraic would kill him, and there was a fair chance it would be literal. He was trapped and did not know how to get out. Thurgest placed his hand on his shoulder and squeezed as tight as any vice. Einar winced at the pain.
“I’ll make a nursemaid of your wife, for she needs some taming, and a man out of you yet. Or you may die due to my efforts, but that’ll be down to you, not me.”
Einar’s head dropped to his chest. He could not look Affraic in the eye.
Suddenly, a Norse warrior burst into the room.
“Thurgest, come quickly. There is a disturbance at the beacon on the hill.”
“Grab him,” Thurgest ordered as he pointed at Einar.
They all rushed out to see what the commotion was. Einar was dragged out, leaving Affraic to follow in his wake.






  
  Chapter 9
The sky falls in


Thurgest’s boots churned the muddy earth as he charged up the steep hill to the highest point in Dyflin, his breath coming in ragged bursts that clouded the chill air. Torstein and the men from the mead hall were behind him, huffing and puffing from too much mead. 
“Look, the beacon has been lit,” Torstein said, catching his breath after his rapid climb. “Shall I rally the men for an attack?”
Thurgest scrunched his fist. How dare they disturb the feast he had laid on for the arrival of his sons.
“Who would attack us from the sea or the south?” Thurgest growled, doing little to hide his displeasure.
“We have heard of no such gatherings of the Hibernian armies,” Torstein said. “We would have seen them coming in the day, for no large force could have made its way through the woods and mountains.”
“Then who is it?”
Their eyes were drawn back to the hill. Flashes of fire, like bright burning stars or comets, streaked across the sky and fell down the side of the hill.
“The gods are angry,” Thurgest said. “They throw thunderbolts. They want action. We have sat in our town for too long, getting fat. They want the land, they want loot, they want glory. They want us to bring war to Hibernia.”
Torstein scrunched his brow.
“How do you know all this, lord?”
Thurgest let the stars hold his gaze.
“Because I am Thurgest and the gods speak through me.”
A man ran up and whispered in Torstein’s ear. Torstein gulped for he knew it was dangerous to deliver certain types of news to his master.
“Thurgest, it is rumoured amongst the men that a coven of witches is responsible for the fire. It is not our men signalling an alert.”
Thurgest grimaced and squeezed his fist.
Such supernatural stories instil fear in some men and courage in others. They may have tried to curse us by giving the Hibernian kings a spine. We must deal with this swiftly and brutally. 
“Find these witches and burn them on the docks. Send Einar, for the rest of us need to prepare for the next raid.”
“I will go and tell him,” Torstein said with a glint in his eye as he bowed and left.
But Thurgest was not going to let nerves settle into his men.
“Back to the great hall, men. Those cows gave their lives for our feast; let us not waste them. The next fires on our docks will be fuelled with the bodies of Hibernian rebels.”
The men roared, for most were returning to sobriety, but did not want the mead and meat to go to waste.

      ***Torstein found Einar in the crowd on the hill with Thurgest’s guards standing on either side of him.
“Thurgest has a job for you.” He beamed as Einar scowled since he knew Thurgest had got the better of him. “Those witches on the hill,” and Torstein pointed south and smirked
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