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Thus the warrior shapes

the world with his sword

and words fly like eagles

to tell of his might

But a wandering sword

Is doomed to break

And eagles are plucked

from the sky in mid-flight

Extract from Det Eviga by Esaias Tegner (1782-1846)
Freely translated from Swedish by the author.
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Chapter 1
Bad Omen

May 947

There was nowhere to hide. Two men, neither of whom I wished to meet, came riding, each with their own hird in tow. One standard bore the silver cross on a red and green background: Archbishop Wulfstan, an honour but not one I coveted. With him, a chieftain whose standard bore a black raven in full flight. I had heard rumours that Eirik Haraldson, the one they called Bloodaxe, was back in Northumbria. Here he was with Archbishop Wulfstan, the self-appointed king-maker for Jorvik. And they were headed for Becklund, my farm.

I sighed and levered myself out of my seat. I was close to confinement and huge. At least nobody was going to ask me to fight for them. Not that Wulfstan would anyway. He was horrified that I, a woman, carried sword and shield into battle at the head of my own group of warriors. As for Eirik, one-time King of Norway and once for a short spell King of Jorvik, he was my mother’s half-brother and, on the sole occasion I met him, he imprisoned me with the aim of using me as a peace-weaver in an arranged marriage. All this was a long time ago but I had no reason to believe that his appearance at my farm was good news.

I went out to greet the visitors. I put one hand on the small of my back, partly for support, partly to exaggerate my condition. If I thought that would make them cut their visit short I was wrong. The Archbishop beamed with jovial pleasure when he saw me.

‘Sigrid Kveldulf’s daughter, I thank the Good Lord that I find you looking so well. I note you are in a blessed state. Don’t bother to kneel, please.’ He presented his hand with the ring I was supposed to kiss. As usual I ignored it. He knew I would and his smile didn’t change. ‘We shall not impose on your hospitality for long. Oh – ale, good. Thank you, thank you.’ He emptied the horn I handed him, wiped the froth from his clean shaven chin with the back of his hand and sighed with pleasure.

My other visitor dismounted and drank from the replenished welcome-ale. His beard had turned grey but with his thin nose and bored expression he was as I remembered him. I made a weak attempt at a curtsy and he nodded.

‘Welcome, Uncle,’ I said.

‘Thank you, Niece. I’m afraid I fail to recall if we’ve met before.’ I didn’t believe him but if that’s how he wanted to avoid embarrassment between us that suited me fine. He looked around.

‘Who’s that?’ he said, nodding towards the stable where Varg came out, limping on his wooden leg, leading one of our young stallions. Eirik’s narrowed eyes told me that he knew the answer so there was no avoiding the question.

‘Varg the Varangian he’s called. He’s my sworn man.’ Eirik made no comment but his lips were pressed together in a thin line. Oh Varg, I thought, what part of your past has just caught up with you and why have you not told me?

***

Whatever I felt about this visit I had to make a show of my status as a well-to-do landowner. So I ordered a feast worthy of the Archbishop and the royal visitor. A flurry of activity produced smoked meat, fish, rich broth and bread washed down with wine served in glass beakers for Wulfstan and Eirik, while their men had plenty of ale and mead to drink from large horns. Wulfstan nodded with appreciation and complimented me on both the fare and my home.

‘A hall worthy of a chieftain,’ he said. I couldn’t help feeling pleased at his praise. From my place in the high seat on the dais I could see that the extra trestle-tables allowed every man in the two hirds a comfortable space. The platforms along the sides of the hall made soft, warm seating with pelts and straw-filled bolsters. It looked like a proper mead hall. I took pleasure in telling Wulfstan about the woven wall-hangings with their motifs of gods and warriors.

My uncle had eaten in silence but now he emptied his beaker, burped and said:

‘Where is your husband, Niece?’ Wulfstan looked a little irritated at the interruption but nodded.

‘Yes, we hope to enlist Ragnar Sweinson’s support for your royal uncle’s claim to the Kingdom of Jorvik. We have a need of his word at your local Thing and, of course, his sword, should it be necessary.’

I almost laughed. So it was Ragnar they wanted. Who did I think I was? I may have established myself as a warrior and landowner among the Cumbrian Norse. I may have my own farm and a good reputation locally. I was listened to at our Thing, I had a say in discussions and a vote in decisions. But to Wulfstan I would never be anyone other than Ragnar’s wife, whose royal lineage sometimes made her a useful pawn in his game.

‘Ragnar is a-viking somewhere out West. I don’t know when to expect him. As you know, these expeditions can be unpredictable.’ I hoped it didn’t show how relieved I was that Ragnar was away and that I didn’t even have to lie about it.

The day was ending and my servants and thralls arrived for their evening meal. It was getting crowded and some of them took their bowls to find seats away from the main part of the hall. Varg arrived leaning on his crutch. I pointed to a space at the end of a row. But he didn’t notice me. He stared at Eirik and he’d gone quite pale. His hand moved to where his sword would be, had he carried it. He hobbled a step back and surveyed the hall. One of Eirik’s men, a red-haired warrior with a scar across his face, stopped eating. He looked at Varg then at Eirik who nodded as if in response to a question.

Varg bore the stamp of a man who faced reckoning for old deeds. He took another step back. Then he turned and disappeared in the direction of the wapenshouse. I watched, appalled. Surely he didn’t intend to arm himself in my hall, the one place where his safety was guaranteed. He couldn’t mean to insult me by showing such lack of trust in my ability to keep the peace. And how would he fight with a sword anyway, one-legged as he was?

All around the hall people were eating, drinking and talking. Only I, Eirik and the scarred warrior seemed to have noticed Varg leaving. The warrior made to rise but Eirik put his hand up and he sat down again. My stomach contracted with tension and I could hardly hear what the Archbishop was saying. After a while Varg re-appeared but not, as I had feared, with his sword but with a leather pouch which he held in front of his chest like a shield. He made his way between the two rows of tables until he reached the dais. He faced Eirik and said:

‘Eirik Haraldson, many years have passed since we last met but I know you have recognised me. I see no need for lengthy talk. There’s bad blood between us and I wish to offer fair compensation for the part I played in the killing of your son.’ He reached over and put the pouch on the table in front of Eirik. It came to rest with the kind of clinking sound only solid silver makes. All across the hall, where sucking, slurping and burping had mixed with talk and laughter, there was now not a sound to be heard. Spoons and knives came to rest on the tables. The air was tense with expectation. My mind swirled. I held on to the table for support. The responsibility of being the mistress of the hall pressed on my shoulders like a quern-stone. I turned to Eirik and tried to keep my voice steady.

‘Uncle, this sworn man of mine is offering compensation for a deed of which I am ignorant. Will you tell me what this is about?’ Eirik said nothing. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the scar-faced warrior stand and, knife in hand, move towards Varg. Two of my warrior women, Ylva Flamehair and Unn the Untamed, managed to get between them. Eirik pretended not to notice. It was the Archbishop who spoke:

‘Get back to your seat, Haeric. Show respect for Sigrid Kveldulfsdaughter in whose hall you are a guest enjoying hospitality and safety.’ The man stopped, scowled and looked at Eirik for guidance. Eirik nodded at him and he sat down but all the time with his eyes fixed on Varg. A thrall sidled up to Ylva and Unn with their swords. Some of Eirik’s men stirred. The air suddenly tingled with hostility.

‘Uncle, who is this warrior,’ I asked, ‘and why does he disturb the peace of my hall?’

‘One of my sons,’ said Eirik. ‘I suppose that makes him your cousin.’ I looked at the brute and reflected that I had yet to meet a relative I didn’t distrust on sight. I pointed to the pouch that sat among goblets and bowls on the table.

‘You have been offered weregeld, Uncle. Will you accept it as compensation for your loss?’ He picked up his goblet and drank of the wine. For a moment I thought he would ignore my question. Then he reached out and took the pouch. He weighed it in his hand. He undid the strap and looked inside.

‘Not enough,’ he said, ‘not for my son.’ I took one of my gold arm-rings and handed it to him. He raised one eyebrow. I said:

‘Take this and any horse, save my own, from my stable.’ Eirik looked at me and my stomach went into knots again. Eventually he nodded. A deep sigh of relief stole from my chest. I thought the matter settled. It might have been if Varg hadn’t turned and bared his filed teeth at Haeric. Haeric roared and made to rise. Ylva and Unn put their hands on his shoulders and pushed him down. He shook them off. There was a scuffle. Two of my servants came to the aid of my women. Between them they twisted Haeric’s arms behind his back. His head was pushed down but he managed to look up at Eirik.

‘My brother’s blood!’ he shouted. ‘My honour. I want the blood of his killer. No weregeld. Retribution!’ A wooden bowl hit him on the head and, with a surprised look on his face, he slid on to the floor. Men among Eirik’s hird began to pull out weapons hidden in their clothing; a small axe from a wide sleeve, a short sword from under a tunic, a sawn-off spear from a trouser-leg. Ylva and Unn drew their swords. My other three warrior women arrived fully armed. Servants and thralls scrambled for whatever implements were at hand. More of Eirik’s hird got up. They moved towards Varg, who had produced a sword from Odin knows where. He swung it in front of him while supporting himself with one hand on the high table. I reached for Dragonclaw which hung with my shield on the wall behind the high seat. Hayforks, scythes and sickles appeared and were put to work. Our guests smashed table tops and trestles and hewed around them. In an instant, the mead hall I had been so proud of, descended into a battle ground. Varg, wobbling on his wooden leg, howled like the Wulfhedne he used to be. Eirik’s men roared their battle cry: ‘Feed the raven’. My five warrior women shouted our Cumbrian chant: ‘You all belong to Odin.’ Wulfstan climbed on to the table and tried to stop the fighting. He was ignored even by his own men, who fought some on Eirik’s side, some on the side of my household while some just joined in for the sheer joy of it.

Bowls, horns, table legs, food and dog droppings flew around the hall, thrown with or, sometimes it seemed, without purpose and aim. Blood flowed. A warrior in a blue tunic was hit in the face and slid gracefully under the table. Another screamed as he was knifed in the back. The scent of blood drove my hounds mad and they entered the affray, growling, barking and biting friends and enemies alike. In my condition I couldn’t get out from behind the table and the only people within reach of Dragonclaw were Wulfstan and Eirik so I waved my blade above my head and shouted encouragement to my household.

It was, of course, an outrage. A member of my household goading and provoking men who had come as guests entitled to safety and hospitality. It could have ended in blood-bath, disgrace and a lawsuit. But, in the middle of it all, I cried out in pain, my waters broke and the imminent arrival of my son Thorstein overshadowed all else.

I was told later that my scream had interrupted the fighting long enough for the Archbishop to use his considerable vocal force to gain control. He all but excommunicated Eirik’s whole crew. He got his own hird to disarm them. All that passed me by. I was bundled into the sauna by my servant woman and given the usual concoction of henbane, shepherd’s purse and sage to help me through the long hours that it always took me to bear a new son. When I came to, late the next day, with a ferocious thirst and my head full of demons battling to get out, I learned that my two unwelcome visitors had left with their unruly hirds and one of my prize stallions.

I have had the misfortune to come into contact with several kings. I am related to three of them. Harald Finehair was my grandfather. Eirik Bloodaxe was one of the twenty or so sons that Harald acknowledged. Eirik was named Bloodaxe because people said he killed some of his brothers in order to gain the crown of Norway. When I met him and his witch of a wife, he’d been ousted by another of my uncles, his youngest half-brother Hakon. Hakon was called “The Good”. This good King Hakon killed my father, blinded my brother and abducted my mother who was his half-sister. I have no reason to feel attached to either of my two royal uncles.

Nor do I take any pride in the number of times I have risked my life in the service of kings. Every time I thought I fought for something worthwhile, for retribution and justice, or for Cumbria and our way of life here. But it all turned out to be for the ambition of some king or other.

So I had determined not to get involved in any more struggles on behalf of kings. Instead I devoted myself to my farm, the new horses we bred at Becklund and my family. Ragnar, on the other hand, was a warrior and spurned the life of a farmer. His departure on another raid had irked me. But when the Archbishop and King Eirik arrived I began to think maybe my gods had planned for Ragnar to be absent. That was good, the last thing I wanted was for Ragnar to get tangled up in some scheme of theirs.

Two days after giving birth I went to the place where my mother had raised a stone to the memory of my father. It stood on high ground overlooking Loweswater. It had become a habit to go there to seek solace. The reflections of the trees on the water, the quiet and the presence of my father’s spirit soothed and comforted me. But this time I was there with my new baby to let him touch the swirling pattern of the inscription and connect with the spirit of his grandfather. Thorstein’s small fingers curled inwards, scratching at the rough surface. He cried, demanding a feed and I put him to my breast. When he’d had his fill and slept, I sat quietly soaking up the peace of the place. Maybe I slept because the sun stood lower in the sky when:

‘So this is where you are.’

‘Varg!’ He smiled and, as always, the sight of his filed teeth in his furrowed old face gave me a start. He settled down next to me and I waited for him to give the explanation he owed me. But Varg was looking at my father’s stone with a faraway expression. He read it quietly to himself:

‘Gudrun Haraldsdaughter raised this stone for her husband Kveldulf Arnvidson of Becklund, brave sword, faithful friend, honourable man.’ He laughed.

‘She forgot to add lucky bastard to that. Your mother was the fairest of the fair. She could have married anyone, a king even, but she chose Kveldulf. He wasn’t a true Berserker, you know. His heart wasn’t in it. You see, there are three kinds of warrior; the Berserkers and Wulfhedne who fight for the sake of it and don’t know how to stop. That was me. Then there are the clever ones who are brave and skilful, who fight in the front line but who know when to stop, when there’s no further point to the killing. That was your father and you are his daughter, his true heir. I think Kveldulf has it in him too and Harald. Too early to say how Little Gudrun will turn out but she’s certainly strong willed.’ He nodded and laughed.

‘You said three kinds of warrior.’

‘Oh yes, the third kind are the cowards who keep out of the way at the back of the hird. That’s your old enemy Kjeld Gunnarson. Not worth talking about. Best forgotten.’ I nodded and we sat in silence for a while. Then he said:

‘I wanted to tell you about me and Eirik and Haeric. You see, I was a bit involved when one of Eirik’s sons was killed by Egil Skallagrimson. It was a fair fight, a battle between two ships. They came for us. We rammed them and, with a bit of assistance, they all drowned. That should have been the end of it. But Skallagrimson put up a shame-pole with a horse’s head on it and cursed Eirik and his Queen. Eirik found out and, believe me, he knows the names of every man who was on that ship. Skallagrimson saved his neck with a praise poem. Of the rest I may be the only one who’s still alive. I had no gold for weregeld, nor can I compose poetry worth listening to, so I left in a hurry. I went east and ended up in the Emperor of Miklagard’s Varangian guard. When I heard Eirik had been chased out of Norway I thought I’d be safe there and maybe one of the local chieftains or even the new king would find use for me in their hirds. So I returned, only to find they all thought me too old. Then you turned up and, with your sword, proved yourself to be Kveldulf’s true daughter and heir. I joined you because I thought you might be in need of a voice of experience and wisdom.’

‘Wisdom? From the man who goaded Haeric to start a fight in my hall?’ Varg, the man who spent a lot of his time admonishing me and giving me fatherly advice, hung his head.

‘That’s what I’m trying to explain. I’m still a Wulfhedne, I can’t help myself. I thought I was rid of the fury but, the truth is, I still don’t know when to stop.’

Thorstein, my third son, was no different to the other two; difficult to give birth to, hungry and lusty. When he was introduced to his siblings and the rest of the household, my eldest, ten-year-old Kveldulf, commented:

‘Another little warrior, Mor. Far will be pleased.’ I thought he was right about that even though Ragnar indulged our daughter to the point of spoiling her. Seven- year-old Harald viewed Thorstein and said:

‘When he’s a bit bigger I’ll teach him to ride.’ Little Gudrun was delighted with the new baby. She stroked his downy head and insisted on being allowed to hold him on her own. But after a few days the three-year-old realised that Thorstein had usurped her as the youngest one, the petted one. Her response left no one in doubt as to how she felt about that. After yet another of her tantrums it was Olvir, my sixteen year old nephew, who found a solution.

‘I think you’re old enough now, Gudrun to have your own animal to look after. If you play with the other children without getting angry and do your tasks without argument you shall have the next baby animal that’s born on the farm.’ He may have had a puppy or a lamb in mind but a week later he came to see me.

‘Sigrid,’ he said, ‘I have done a very foolish thing in promising Gudrun an animal of her own. It was very, very stupid. I don’t want to have to break my promise to her and I don’t think she’ll…’ We were interrupted by Gudrun who came storming through the door shouting at the top of her voice:

‘My foal has been born, my very own foal!’ I looked at Olvir.

‘Not…’ He nodded.

‘Yes the foal from Mayflower and North Wind. I’m sorry.’ But a promise is a promise and, born a thrall, it was even more important to Olvir than to the rest of the family to be true to his word. And what lesson would Gudrun learn from a broken promise? There was nothing for it, our prize foal, born to my best mare and sired by my splendid stallion, the envy of my fellow Cumbrians, had to be Gudrun’s for keeps.

‘At least it’s a filly,’ said Olvir.

‘That would fetch a good price as brood mare,’ I said.

‘Perhaps she’ll lose interest when she realises how much work it is.’

‘No she won’t,’ said Varg. ‘I’ll see to that. I’ll make her the best little horse woman in Cumbria and if the filly lives up to her promise we can race her.’ And so it was settled.

My baby was healthy, my other children happy and the farm prospered. Everything should have felt peaceful and reassuring. But I was uneasily aware of the events in Northumbria.

Cumbria was of course not part of Northumbria. After the defeat at Dunmail’s Rise King Edmund had handed Cumbria to King Malcolm of Scotland in recognition of his support. Malcolm took up tribute but didn’t punish those of us who’d fought against him. We had it easy in comparison to Northumbria where Edmund burnt and ravaged the land in order to prevent the rise of another Kingdom of Jorvik.

Edmund didn’t enjoy his victory for long. He was killed in a brawl. So now there was a new King of England. King Aedred was young but had learnt the lessons of his forebears. No sooner was he secure on his throne in Wessex and Mercia before he turned north and made sure everyone, the Scots included, understood that he was in charge. He had all the Jarls and chieftains in Northumbria, with Archbishop Wulfstan in the lead, swear him allegiance at a great meeting by Tadden’s Cliff. But oaths made under duress were not binding, at least not to the Northumbrians who were used to electing their kings.

I was not surprised to receive the news that the Northumbrians had chosen my uncle as their king. They had no love for the King of Wessex and Wulfstan usually persuaded them to go along with his wishes. There would be fighting, of that I was in no doubt, but, if our gods watched over us, it need not involve Cumbria. I went alone to the holy grove. There among the ancient oaks, before the carved likenesses of Odin, Thor, Frey and Frigga, I cut the throat of a hen, daubed the carvings, the stones and the trees with blood and prayed:

‘Odin, hear me and don’t allow the whole vicious struggle to start again.’ As I chanted my prayer, dark clouds drew up and it began to rain. The blood on the wooden likeness of Odin ran like tears down his one-eyed face.

September 947

Another group of men arrived on horseback but this time I felt very different when told who they were.

‘Fetch a horn of best ale and tell Aluinn to prepare a feast.’

Ragnar and his sworn men rode into the yard and dismounted. I stood ready.

‘Welcome home, Husband.’ He smiled and the years melted away. My heart quickened when my eyes met his. He had changed, of course he had but he was still tall, his hair was still the colour of sunshine and his eyes the colour of the sea. He kissed me and then he emptied the horn and handed it to Olvir to be refilled. Behind him his men waited their turn to refresh themselves with the welcome ale. Our children lined up to greet him.

‘But Sigrid, who are these young warriors and where are my little boys? And what’s this? A young maid? Where did she come from?’ Gudrun laughed and scolded him for not recognising them. Harald went along with the joke but Kveldulf looked embarrassed, clearly too old to find it amusing. I removed the swaddling and held up Thorstein for Ragnar’s inspection and approval. He placed the baby in his helmet. Then he turned to his men and declared that he knew this as his son and approved the name Thorstein.

Later we sat together in the high seat that I had occupied alone for so many moons. Most of the crew had left for their own homes and only Ragnar’s sworn men were still with us. These nine men were seated along trestle tables being served meat, bread and broth. Ale and mead flowed. Many a cup was raised in praise of Ragnar and other men who had distinguished themselves during the raiding. That, unsurprisingly, turned out to be all of them. Orm Yngvarson from Rannerdale was teased that he had not really taken part in any fighting since he had, as usual, escaped without injury.

‘Not as much as a bruise,’ they laughed. ‘Where were you hiding?’ Orm was never short of a reply.

‘You oafs, you’re just envious of my superior skills. You all have shields you just don’t know how to use them.’

‘Impudent pup,’ muttered Cerdic the Briton. He was a thrall Ragnar had freed after the battle at Leicester. Behind his back he was called Cerdic Flatnose on account of having his nose chopped off during the battle of Dunmail Rise, to his face he was called Cerdic the Brave. His children sat next to him and listened to the tales of his exploits with open mouths. ‘But this is it, enough is enough,’ he said. ‘I’m too old for these adventures.’

‘So you’re staying by the hearth when I next sail, are you Cerdic?’ Ragnar didn’t sound annoyed or even disappointed. Cerdic had declared himself too old before but always followed loyally where Ragnar led. And I suspected that Ragnar would soon lead Cerdic and the other men on another raid.

After a couple of days I decided to talk to him about it.

‘You return with gold and honour,’ I said, ‘you can stay at home now.’ Ragnar sighed.

‘By the time I’ve paid off the crew there’s no more treasure left than to see us comfortable.’

‘That’s enough.’

‘You know it isn’t, not to a pardoned outlaw, son of a dishonoured jarl.’

‘Ragnar, you’re well respected here. Nobody mentions that you were an outlaw and you’re not blamed for your father’s treachery. Look how Wulfstan and King Eirik came looking for your support.’

‘A sword, Sigrid, any sword, that’s what they sought. I want better than that. My father was once a great chieftain. It is my duty to recover the family honour.’ He didn’t say ‘like you did’ but he may well have thought it. I also believed that he felt a need to better or at least match me in providing for the household. My horses fetched a good price, cattle and sheep thrived and the farm gave good crops. There was no denying I had turned into a prosperous farmer while Ragnar sailed the seas risking his life and, however much his reputation grew, in terms of riches his gains were modest.

The month before Yule a cold, tired messenger arrived and handed over a small scroll. Ragnar was summoned by Wulfstan to join him at Ripon with his hird. This was no surprise, he’d been part of Wulfstan’s bodyguard in the past and the autocratic Archbishop took it for granted that Ragnar remained his to call upon. The surprise was a second scroll, this one from my uncle, where I was asked, ordered in effect, to join the court at Jorvik to keep Queen Gunnhild company. Ragnar knew just how bad the news was.

‘You’ll have to find an excuse not to go. I don’t trust that shape-shifter witch. King Eirik may have chosen to forget your insult to him but she won’t.’

‘Family duty, Eirik is my mother’s brother. I have to go. To refuse would be dishonourable.’ Ragnar nodded but his brow furrowed.

‘And what about Gunnhild?’

‘Ragnar I’m not frightened of Gunnhild for myself and I’m not taking any of the children. I shall manage.’ Ragnar put his hands on my shoulders and his eyes were serious when he said:

‘You don’t have to prove to me that you’re brave. I’ve seen you fight. But you know as well as I do, this is different. This is not about swords and shields.’

‘I’ll get Kirsten to prepare some amulets for me.’

‘Is she not coming with you?’

‘No, I don’t think she’d be safe. She has some gift, I don’t know how strong yet. Her grandmother taught her healing, I don’t know what else. I don’t think she knows herself. Gunnhild would sense any power Kirsten may have and be sure to destroy her.’ Ragnar shuddered.

‘I’d sooner challenge a shieldwall on my own than have to face that woman.’ I smiled but, behind my back, I put my fingers together in the sacred sign to ward off evil.

I never for a moment considered taking little Thorstein or any of my other children with me. Gunnhild would take them from me, turn them against me and add them to her own large brood. She was much younger than Eirik and when he died there was a line of sons to follow him and claim any royal crown that was vacant or vulnerable. When she was no longer Queen, she’d be Queen Mother and all the more powerful for it. Over my dead body would my children be supporters of Gunnhild’s sons.

So I bound my breasts and set one of the thrall women to be Thorstein’s wet- nurse. I wanted to cry, no, to scream, but I was the mistress of the household and if I showed weakness it would rob servants and thralls of calm and courage. I took my sorrow to my father’s stone. There I crouched, leaning against the cold, rough surface, to shed the tears I had to bite back in the house. A discreet cough alerted me to Varg’s presence.

‘Princess Sigrid, I hope you’re not thinking of leaving me behind when you travel to Jorvik.’ I had, of course, decided just that. I wiped my nose on my pinafore.

‘Varg, I need you to stay here and teach my children about horse-breeding. Ylva and Unn are coming with me so you’ll have to take over training the other three women in the use of weapons. Kveldulf will remain here. He’ll be in charge but he’ll need your counsel about defending the farm should anyone attack.’ He nodded.

‘You do right to leave the children here, especially Kveldulf. Eirik would have him fight and he’s not ready for that. But…’

‘I also don’t want you in Jorvik taunting Eirik and Gunnhild. You’d be a danger to me, not a help.’ He bowed his head in submission. Then he looked at me, worry written in every line on his face.

‘Sigrid, have you met Queen Gunnhild? Will she know you?’

‘Yes, she’ll know who I am. I angered her when I escaped from her in Jorvik. Its many years ago but I don’t suppose she’ll have forgotten.’ Varg barked his hoarse laughter.

‘No, of that you can be assured.’

‘Is she really a volva? Does she see the future, does she have the power to steer our destinies?’

‘People say she can take the shape of a falcon and change the course of battles. And other things besides, I believe.’ Varg touched one of the multitude of amulets that hung round his neck. A shiver went down my spine.

‘Then why did Eirik not stay in Norway and fight Hakon? If she’s so powerful, he’d be sure to win.’

‘Too many of the Jarls were determined to get rid of Eirik and when Hakon turned up it must have seemed like it was the gods from Asgard rather than King Aethelstan that sent him. You see, Gunnhild can destroy Eirik’s enemies but she can’t win friends for him. That’s why her victories are short-lived.’ He watched me while I took all this in. Then he said: ‘Since your father isn’t here to advise you, I shall. You must keep quiet, don’t irk the Queen. Keep your thoughts to yourself. She probably knows you’ll never be her friend but if she thinks you are her enemy she’ll destroy you.’


Chapter 2
The King of Jorvik

Jorvik was a town in constant turmoil. Besieged, destroyed, ravaged by successive armies, it had never seen peace for long periods of time. But after each war, it was rebuilt and trade returned to make it rich again. I rode through the massive gates and I smiled when Ylva Flamehair and Unn the Untamed, spoke in breathless voices of the height of the watch towers. The first time I came to Jorvik, I too had marvelled at the two wooden structures, taller than any tree, and with room for a dozen men on top. Then I had arrived on foot and was much bothered by the pushing and jostling of carts and people. Now, riding at the head of half a dozen warriors, I was shown due respect.

Apart from Ylva and Unn, I was accompanied by my sworn man, Anlaf Yngvarson of Rannerdale. In addition to these my own warriors, Ragnar had insisted that I take two of his men; a younger brother of Anlaf’s known as Orm the Unhurt and the freed man, Cerdic Flatnose.

I also brought my servant Vida. She had got my luggage ready and was in charge of the provisions and equipment during the journey. Olvir had, as always, attached himself to the party, not bothered whether he was invited or not. He wore a padded jerkin and carried a sword which he was utterly unlikely ever to use but it made him look a warrior which he obviously thought was enough.

***

After passing through the huge gates we entered an area of houses and small fields. It felt fresh and rural but soon the smells from the city came wafting towards us; fish in varying stages of decomposition, dung and smoke. Closer to the river the stench from the tanners’ yards made me gag.

The flood of people squeezed onto the bridge over the River Ouse. Hemmed in on all sides I listened to broken pieces of conversation.

‘Mind my basket,’ snapped a woman at a small boy who’d been pushed against her. ‘There’s eggs in it. Tributes and dues, I don’t make enough money to feed the bairns as it is. Can’t afford to have them broken.’

‘Hard times for all of us,’ muttered a fat man driving a couple of heifers. ‘But it might be wise not to speak of it.’ Another shouted:

‘Look at that brute! Tie up your dogs Lady, if you’d be so kind.’ This directed at me.

‘Anlaf,’ I called, ‘put leads on Arrow and Lion and pay the man for his goose. Yes, we’ll keep it if it’s not too badly mauled.’

‘I’m not really allowed to trade on the bridge, Lady.’

‘Then accept the silver as a gift.’

’You fool,’ said the man’s wife, ‘take it and be thankful. We need all the silver we can get. Lady, thank you for that. There’s many wouldn’t do what’s right. Greed everywhere and so many dues and taxes.’ Her voice receded as she was carried by the throng away from me.

There were so many people on the road, why did one in particular catch my eye? A man in merchant’s garb, short in stature but with a warrior’s bearing, self-possessed, walking as if the crush of humans and animals didn’t touch him. He looked at me for a fraction of a moment. He showed no sign of recognition. Or did he? Was there a flicker? He passed me. He was swallowed by the crowd. And then I remembered. Anlaf Sigfrithson, King of the Dublin Norse, also known as Cuaran, twice King of Jorvik, twice driven out by the Saxon King. He was back and wearing one of his disguises. Had he recognised me? Had he recognised North Wind, the horse he thought his and which I had taken back, or stolen from him, depending on your point of view?

A warrior on horseback passed me and I heard him say to a companion:

‘The King can’t afford to go on like this. The merchants won’t stand for it and he’s losing support among the Jarls. If he …’ I lost the rest of his words but I had heard enough. Simmering resentment among the people, even the Jarls wavering in their loyalty to King Eirik. And Cuaran in Jorvik waiting, ready to take advantage. My uncle’s crown was unsafe. Did he know and what would he do about it? Was I riding straight into another war?

We left the bridge and headed for the King’s court. The stone gate-house made my companions gasp but I noticed the makeshift repairs to the remains of the once powerful defensive walls. The King’s hall was surrounded by kitchens, store-houses and stables. Arrow and Lion, wasted no time in getting into a fight with the resident dogs. I nudged North Wind. He knew what needed doing and kicked out with sufficient accuracy to bring the miscreants to heel. I left Anlaf to sort out dogs and horses and made my way to the main hall.

The two warriors standing guard by the door must have recognised me, one bowed and stepped aside the other just glared but didn’t challenge. The hall was impressive only in terms of size; wide and with its rafters tall enough to draw the smoke away. But it was bleak and chilly. The long central hearth had but a small fire burning on it, the few candles gave more smoke than light and the wall-hangings had seen better days. I had no time to dwell on these details because I walked straight into a row between Eirik and three men. One of them adjusted his fur-trimmed cloak to reveal a long tunic of soft, blue wool trimmed with ribbons woven in red and gold.

‘I would like to remind you,’ he hissed, ‘that we have other options. The …’ he stopped abruptly when he saw me. All four men turned to me and I bent my knee to Eirik.

‘Uncle, I have answered your summons and here I am.’ He looked confused but rallied. His smile, I thought, a reflection of relief to be interrupted rather than an expression of pleasure to see me. That was fair enough; I wasn’t particularly pleased to see him either.

‘Ah, Niece, welcome. The Queen will be pleased you’re here. I’ll get someone to show you the way.’ He clapped his hands together and a tired-looking servant emerged from the shadows at the end of the hall.

My aunt, the feared seidir and, so people said, shapeshifter Gunnhild Gormsdaughter, had only too good a recollection of our last encounter.

‘Oh, there you are. My dear Niece, we meet again, as I knew we would. I was sorely disappointed last time that you decided not to take advantage of our kindness. I would go so far as to say your behaviour showed evidence of ingratitude as well as bad manners.’

‘I had a promise to keep. I was headed for Norway to find my mother.’

‘Ah, well, your mother. I’ve heard she was just the same, headstrong and selfish. Just fancy, running off with that man when she could have made a fine marriage.’

‘My father was an honourable man. He built up a fine farm and was much respected.’

‘Until he died a traitor’s death,’ she said with a smirk. Then before I had time to reply:

‘Never mind that. We can make a fresh start. I have found a serving woman for you among my entourage.’

‘I appreciate your kindness but I have brought my own serving woman.’

‘There really was no need. You’ll be better off with mine, she’s used to a king’s court. I suppose, since she’s here, your girl can help in the kitchen.’ I was not going to have a spy in my service so I stood my ground.

‘My woman is of good family, she’s not suited to kitchen work. I have brought her to look after my personal needs.’ We locked eyes. She shrugged.

‘Very well, but what about your children? Do they have their own servants too?’

‘I haven’t brought my children.’ Gunnhild’s smile stayed fixed on her face but her eyes narrowed.

‘Dear Niece, why not? Don’t you realise the advantages you deprive them of? At a king’s court your elder sons, Kveldulf and Harald isn’t it, would be schooled in sword play and meet important future allies. Your daughter, I think you called her Gudrun, would be taught how to run a royal household and be introduced to families looking for suitable brides for their sons. As for your new baby, Thorstein, how can you bear being separated from him?’ In this manner she let me know that, despite Eirik’s lack of interest in my children she was well informed. She even knew Thorstein’s name which he was given after Eirik left my farm. I didn’t want to think about how she could have found that out.

Thorstein’s name made my breasts ache and my eyes sting. But I must not weaken. All the same my voice was not entirely stable when I told the lie I had prepared:

‘I decided to leave them at Becklund. While the household is less busy outside, a thrall who knows reading and writing is teaching the boys their letters, it seemed a pity to interrupt their learning. Gudrun and Thorstein are too young for such a long ride at this time of year.’

‘You must send for all of them as soon as the weather gets warmer.’ Her tone of voice made it clear that this was a command not to be negotiated. Anger swept away my weakness. I struggled to keep my temper with the evil witch but I was only too aware that she had the power to hurt me and my family. At least I’d had my own way about the serving woman. As far as the children were concerned I’d just have to find more excuses for them to stay at Becklund.

I realised my freedom would be curtailed from now on but escaped Gunnhild’s company with the excuse of seeing my entourage settled. She smirked and I soon understood why. While I’d been sparring with her, my household had been allocated quarters. I learnt from Olvir that he, Anlaf, Orm and Cerdic had been drafted into Eirik’s hird while Ylva and Unn had been told to join Gunnhild’s servants and to dress accordingly.

‘They’re waiting to tell you how they feel about that,’ said Olvir with a grin. I seethed with indignation and was about to go straight back and confront Gunnhild, when Olvir said:

‘Wait! Cuaran’s here. Did you recognise him?’

‘Yes, I saw him on the bridge. Did he notice you? How well did he know you when you and Grim scouted for him?’

‘I don’t think he ever saw me then. Remember we worked for Wulfstan, not Cuaran. But did he recognise you? He’s unlikely to forget how you made him look a fool when you rode off on North Wind.’

My head spinning I tried to work out what was happening and the implications for me and my hird. I should be safe as long as Eirik was king. That could change but he would not give up the crown without a fight. However, family duty or no, I was not going to have my warriors risk their lives for the sake of Eirik’s ambition. They must return home.

I should have known they wouldn’t go without an argument.

‘No! We shall not abandon you here, Sigrid Kveldulfsdaughter. Never.’ Ylva spoke for herself and Unn.

‘So you’d rather put on dresses, cover your hair and become servants? That would not be much use to me.’

They looked at each other and hesitated just long enough for me to get in. ‘We’ll be separated. If I need to flee, I can get away more easily on my own than if I have to find you.’ Unn opened her mouth but, when she couldn’t find a good enough argument, closed it again.

‘The same goes for you,’ I said to Anlaf and he swallowed the objection that had hovered on his lips.

‘But Orm and I are not yours to command,’ said Cerdic Flatnose. ‘We are sworn to Ragnar and we promised him to stay with you.’

‘Have you not understood? I shall be locked away with the other women. You won’t be able to come anywhere near me. Now go, all of you!’ Five of the six hung their heads. I thought I heard them grumbling as they ambled off. But Olvir smiled at me.

‘Sigrid, I am not sworn to you or anyone else, I am free and of age. I shall stay here.’

***

And so he stayed, hiding in full view within Eirik’s household. I saw him in the evenings at the feasting, moving with confidence among warriors and servants. How he got access to the solar where Gunnhild spent the days with her women was a mystery. I couldn’t get out so how did he get in? He turned up with platters of food and sweets, with messages or thread for the never ending embroidering. Gunnhild always fixed him with a stare as soon as he entered. Under her falcon’s eyes we were unable to hold any meaningful conversation but it was still a comfort to see him. One day, when she looked away, Olvir slipped me a crumpled piece of parchment. Gunnhild proved to have us in her sight without the need to use her eyes.

‘Give me that,’ she snapped.

‘It’s for me,’ I said and unfolded it. It was the first three lines of a drapa.


Wind from the North watches the waning sun from afar Flocks fear the storms and wait to follow the crook When hens hide the raven goes hungry



‘I shall have it. You shall keep no secrets from me in my own court.’ Gunnhild’s voice stabbed like an icicle. I handed it over. She read it. Then she said it out loud. A couple of the women sniggered but stopped when Olvir looked at them with sad puppy-eyes. Gunnhild laughed a nasty, contemptuous laughter.

‘What is this? Complete nonsense! Why have you brought this to Sigrid Kveldulfsdaughter?’ Olvir blushed and stuttered:

‘It’s supposed to be a drapa. I want to be a poet. I’m not very good yet.’

‘Well, that much is true, at least.’ Some of the women giggled, a bit dutifully, I thought. Olvir went down on one knee.

‘I wanted to dedicate it to Your Majesty but I know it’s not yet good enough so I wanted Sigrid to look at it first and help me improve on it. I apologise for my brashness. It was presumptuous. I am not worthy of Your Majesty’s attention.’ Olvir looked very handsome then and the atmosphere among the women changed. Gunnhild leaned forwards in her chair and, unsmiling, scrutinised the young man. I held my breath. Olvir met her eyes with a shy smile. Careful Olvir, I thought, don’t over-do it. But it seemed to work. Gunnhild’s features softened. She shook her head, as if to say she couldn’t make him out.

Nothing more came of the incident. Olvir stayed away from Gunnhild’s solar and the drapa was not mentioned again. But I had learnt enough. My hird had taken my horse, North Wind, with them but had not followed my orders to return home. They were hiding, waiting for me to guide them. And there was trouble brewing, possibly fighting. But would my “hens” really manage to keep out of it? I thought of Unn, drawn to a fight like a carrion-crow to a carcass. Orm too, never needed much provocation. All I could do was to wait and keep my eyes open.

The only time I was alone was in the privy. Behind the stables were a whole row of them; a crude pit, an upturned box with a hole to sit on and a shoulder-high wicker fence around it for modesty. The stench was enough to dissuade anyone from lingering. But walking there and back I could dawdle for a while. I had no friends at court. Eirik’s hird, like Gunnhild’s women, wished me nothing but ill so there was no one to exchange greetings and gossip with. But I could still listen in to other people’s conversations. And there were many who quite openly gave vent to their dissatisfaction with Eirik. Some even spoke about Cuaran. I knew I must be on my guard. If Cuaran should take power in Jorvik my life would be in danger.

Evenings were heavy. I was obliged to attend the banquets Eirik provided for a stream of Jarls and wealthy merchants. Sometimes Archbishop Wulfstan was there smiling and talking and I would know that Ragnar was somewhere close but out of reach. Eirik’s daughter Ragnhild sat dressed in velvets and silks, adorned with gold and precious stones. She was not yet of marriageable age but still held up as a prize for the support of Eirik’s increasingly unsafe position. As the royal niece I too was paraded in front of wavering allies. Some of them laboured under the mis-apprehension that I was available for marriage. To begin with I thought this a simple misunderstanding and I made sure to speak of my husband and children.

I knew there was reckoning to be done when Gunnhild sent her other attendants away from the solar.

‘Sigrid, it would please your royal uncle to see you more pleasant in your communion with the valued guests at our table.’

‘I am as polite as can be expected, dear Aunt. I hope I have not offended anyone.’

‘You seem unwilling to accept gifts from admirers.’

‘That would be unseemly. I am a married woman.’

‘So you keep telling them. I don’t know why you insist on that. Nobody suggests you should do any more than receive and be thankful for a few gifts. Nothing unseemly in that. Unless you suggest I am misbehaving in taking the jewellery and cloth our allies find fit to present me with.’

‘With my uncle, your husband, present there could be no misunderstanding. I prefer for people to know my status as a married woman.’ Her eyes narrowed.

‘You wilfully misunderstand me, dear Niece. Even apart from family obligation it will do you no harm to have a King for your uncle should you one day be in need of a new husband.’

‘I’m not…’

‘Niece! Do not presume to contradict me. These are important men of wealth and influence. The King should not need to ask for your support in this matter.’

‘I wasn’t aware the King needed support?’ It slipped out. I couldn’t help myself. She drew an indignant breath. I was saved by the arrival of Wulfstan. Gunnhild switched from enraged harridan to devoted subject, bent her knee and kissed the archbishop’s ring. I bent my knee but, as always, ignored the ring. We were joined by
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