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About the Book

1067. The battle of Hastings has been lost. Harold Godwinson is dead. The iron fist of William the Bastard has begun to squeeze the life out of England. Villages are torched and men, women and children put to the sword as the Norman king attempts to impose his cruel will upon the unruly nation.

But there is one who stands in the way of the invader’s savagery. He is called Hereward. He is a warrior and master tactician and as adept at slaughter as the imposter who sits upon the throne. And he is England’s last hope.

In a Fenlands fortress of water and wild wood, Hereward’s resistance is simmering. His army of outcasts grows by the day – a devil’s army that emerges out of the mists and the night, leaving death in its wake.

But William is not easily cowed. Under the command of his ruthless deputy, Ivo Taillebois – a man they call ‘the Butcher’ – the Norman forces will do whatever it takes to crush the rebels, even if it means razing the country to the ground.

Here then is the tale of the bloodiest rebellion England has ever known – the beginning of an epic struggle that will echo down the years ...
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HEREWARD
The Devil’s Army

James Wilde


For the ravens and the jackdaws


CHAPTER ONE

23 June 1069

THE END-TIMES HAD come, and the world was turning from the light.

Over the wetlands, the sun was setting in a crimson haze. Black clouds of midges danced across the reeking marshes and, among the ash trees and willows, shadows pooled as the pack of silent English warriors herded their stumbling captive south, like a pig to slaughter. Spear-tips jabbed into the Norman soldier’s back. On his sweat-stained tunic, blood-roses bloomed. His hauberk and helm were missing, long since tossed into the sucking bog. His double-edged sword, though, that had been claimed by one of his hated enemies. Like a chastised dog, he snarled, his eyes still darting towards that prized blade after each burning prod into his bruised skin.

On the causeway, he tripped and fell, tearing his hands on the flint. ‘Stand. Or die,’ one of his captors barked. If he understood the tongue, he didn’t show it. But the spears jabbed again, more insistent this time, urging him to return to that breathless pace across the desolate fenlands. He showed a cold face to the detested English, ten of them, their pale eyes flickering with the fire of the vermilion sky. Then he swallowed and hauled himself up on weary legs to lurch on.

Once they had reached the next wooded island, Hereward raised his right arm to bring the long march to a halt. He was the leader of the English group, a Mercian by birth, his fair hair and blue eyes marking him out as of Danish blood. The tattooed spirals and circles of the warrior rippled across the flexing sinews of his arms.

As his weary men crumpled, drawing in huge, juddering breaths, he watched fear carve lines in their faces. They were hunters, but the hunted too. He glanced back along the path into the deepening dark. Death was near, and drawing nearer by the moment.

‘Water, rest, put fire back in your hearts,’ he called as he moved among the slumped warriors. ‘The road has been hard and you have run it well, but we have dogs at our back and we cannot slow.’

On the edge of the war-band, the captive brooded. Hereward narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing every move the man made. Like stone, these Norman bastards were, hard, and cold too, he thought. But they would break, in time. The hammers of the English would never still.

In the tilt of the prisoner’s chin he saw the arrogance of the invaders who had laid waste to England over three long years since William the Bastard had stolen the crown. In the unflinching gaze was the brutality that had spilled the blood of men, women and children, burned whole villages to the ground, and stolen the livelihoods of those who kept starvation at bay only through grinding toil. He shook his head, contemptuous.

Moving into a copse of dolorous willows, Hereward wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. His men sluiced water down their throats from skins, and splashed it on their burning faces. That summer had been hotter than hell. The heat crushed them down in the day and choked them during the sweltering nights. And there they were, only at the Feast of St John, with the prospect of many more weeks of the warm season still to come. Perhaps this cruel weather was another sign of the End-Times, as all the old women warned.

As if his prayers had been answered, a cooling breeze whispered through the rustling leaves. He looked across the glassy waters of the fenlands that blazed scarlet in the ruddy light. Black-headed gulls seemed to be calling Flee! Flee! as they wheeled overhead.

Hereward swigged a soothing gulp of water. While he wiped his mouth, he caught sight of Swithun slumped at the foot of an oak. Pity stung him. The young warrior’s face was ashen, his brown hair lank with sweat, his eyelids fluttering. The left side of his tunic was black and sodden with his blood. Hereward strode over and squatted beside the wounded man.

‘Not far now to Ely,’ the Mercian murmured. ‘Keep the fire in your belly. The leech will soon be mending you with his foul brews and pastes.’

Swithun smiled wanly, reassured by his leader’s words. But after a moment, he shook his head, his brow furrowed. ‘You must leave me. I am a burden.’

Hereward rested a comforting hand on the young man’s shoulder. ‘We leave no one behind.’

‘But I slow you all down,’ the wounded man protested in a voice like dry leaves. ‘Fromund must all but carry me now, so weak am I. If the Normans come, you will not be able to outrun them with me like a dead pig on your shoulders.’

‘We leave no one,’ the Mercian insisted. He held Swithun’s gaze, adding warmly, ‘Of all our battle-wolves, you fought the bravest. Without your spear, we would not have our captive.’

Swithun smiled again, closing his eyes and leaning his head back. Hereward rose and turned away to hide his concern. The battle-sweat staining the man’s tunic was still spreading too quickly. Time was short for him.

He strode back to the willows, eyeing his men as he passed. In the hunched shoulders and drawn faces, he saw their exhaustion. They had been running too long, with death always only a whisper away. Many feared they would never live to see their homes again, he knew.

‘The captive is hiding something. You can see it in his eyes.’ The whispered voice belonged to Alric, the monk. In the seven summers since they had first met on a bitter Northumbrian night, his thin face had lost its callow blandness. Worry now lined his brow and a scar marred his temple. He nodded towards the captured soldier and put his hand over his mouth so the other men would not hear. ‘Hereward, I am afraid,’ he breathed. ‘We are beset by enemies on all sides. What if we march into a trap?’

‘Every step we take now carries risk,’ the other man murmured. He kept his face impassive, but his eyes continually searched that lonely land of water and wood. So many places a threat could hide. They would know nothing until danger was upon them. He smiled. ‘Let them come. My sword, Brainbiter, thirsts for more Norman blood.’

He could see his bravado had not eased his friend’s worries as he had hoped and he turned his attention back to the captive. The Norman fighters always believed themselves superior to the ale-addled, weak-thewed English, but this was different. Hereward watched sly eyes searching the clustering trees. A smile flickered across the man’s lips, gone in an instant as he muttered something under his breath, a prayer or a curse.

‘Do not harm him,’ the monk insisted as if he could read the Mercian’s thoughts.

‘And you think the Normans would show us the same kindness, when they cut off the hands and feet of any who even raise a voice in defiance of their rule?’

‘Would you be a Norman, then?’

‘I would not be a monk,’ Hereward baited, his tone wry. ‘The only man who can turn a feast into a funeral.’

Alric shook his head wearily. He was used to his friend’s taunting. ‘You are much changed since we first met. No longer the wild beast that would tear out a wolf’s throat with his own teeth. A wise man,’ he said with an overstated note of incredulity, ‘who is not afraid to show kindness. A good leader. Would the English have risked their necks against the king’s men here in the east if any other warrior had called them?’

Hereward grunted, embarrassed. The monk knew his weak spot. ‘I kill Normans. That is all I do.’

After his chuckles had died away, Alric grew serious once more. ‘Is it wise to have taken this prisoner so far from our home? You know as well as I, the Normans are like hungry dogs when they have been defied. They will not cease until they have taken their man back, or they have avenged him. I have never known a kind like them.’

‘Once we have loosened his lips, we will gain greatly from all he knows of the Norman defences, their numbers, their supply tracks, their plans for crushing our fight.’

The monk fixed a doubtful eye on his friend. ‘There are Normans aplenty within a morning’s walk of Ely. Why not one of those? And then you would not have to march through the night, and give our enemies time to hunt us down, out here where we would find it hard to defend ourselves.’

‘You are a warrior now, too, like some of those Norman priests I hear so much about?’ Hereward gave a sardonic grin.

Alric furrowed his brow, refusing to lighten the mood. He turned slowly, looking past the lengthening shadows to the still, silent marshes and pools and woods. ‘You laugh, but I have spent enough time in your company to know when something is crooked. Can you not feel it? My skin is like gooseflesh, my stomach like a butter-churn.’ He swallowed. ‘Our enemies are out there somewhere, I am sure, watching us, waiting for the moment when they can tear us apart.’

‘You must have faith, monk,’ Hereward replied, enjoying his joke.

‘If the Normans attack now, we are dead men, all of us.’

‘There are risks in everything we do. And there will be more, until we have enough men to take this war to the king. Our numbers are growing, but still they are far from what we need,’ Hereward said in as reassuring a tone as he could muster. How to bring the English together and build an army, that was his greatest worry. Time was growing short. Soon William the Bastard would turn his full attention to the east. Neither Alric nor any of his men understood that the rebellion hung by a thread until he had found a solution to that problem. And this night, he hoped, would help. He rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder, adding, ‘We gamble or we lose. That is the simple truth.’

‘Aye, but whose lives are at stake when you make your wager?’

Hereward didn’t need to answer.

Once Alric had returned to the column of men, Hereward nodded, and the warrior at the front jabbed the captive once again, forcing him to set off. Leather soles rattled loose flints as the group followed the causeway through the treacherous bogs.

The night came down.

Among the willows there was little moonlight to guide their way. They could risk no naked flames for fear they would shine like beacons across the sea of dark. As the pace slowed, Hereward’s thoughts raced back across the summers. The peaceful days of his youth, fishing and drinking with friends around his father’s hall at Barholme, sometimes seemed to belong to another man. He missed those times – though he did not miss his father’s fist or shoe. He winced, trying to turn his mind’s eye away from the old man’s face, but instead he glimpsed a flash of his mother lying on the floor of the hall, bloody and beaten to death. That memory brought a surge of hot anger.

Then he pictured that bastard William sitting on the stolen throne. He knew nothing of the new king’s looks, but oddly it was his father’s face he saw swimming there beneath the crown. His anger burned hotter still.

When they rested again, he leaned against the still-warm bark of an ash tree, listening. He heard the screech of an owl far beyond the water, and glimpsed the flutter of a bat overhead. The men clutched their spears, knuckles white in the gloom, heads bowed so no one could see the fear in their faces. Yet the captive watched them all with a lingering wolf’s eye as he squatted at the foot of a willow. He was seemingly untroubled by his wounds. His breathing was steady, his shoulders at ease.

Hereward rested his hand on the shoulder of the nearest man, Godfrid, still only sixteen summers old and as raw as all the others who had taken that journey north. The young warrior nodded in reply to his leader’s silent communication. Dropping low, he crept along the track ahead to scout the way.

After a few moments, Alric stiffened. ‘I heard something,’ he hissed.

Hereward looked around, but it was impossible to see more than four spear-lengths. He could smell the monk’s fresh fear-sweat. ‘The water never stops moving. The mud sucks and belches. You are still not used to the moods of the land around these parts,’ he replied.

‘No, I heard a hard sound,’ Alric insisted. ‘Like iron on wood.’

Hereward cocked his head and listened. As the night-breeze dropped, the faint crack of a fallen branch echoed from away to the east. He whirled, whistling through clenched teeth. His men crouched so they were harder to see. The captive only grinned. One of the English stood up and planted a heavy foot into the man’s ribs. The Norman glowered, but said nothing. He knew that his life would be lost in an instant if he dared draw attention to their location.

‘Kill him now,’ one of the men urged. ‘He will only slow us down.’

‘Our enemies may have only crossed our trail and not yet know where we are,’ Alric whispered, his voice hopeful.

‘They know,’ Hereward growled. He darted to the captive. Drawing his sword, he raised the iron blade until the tip pressed at the man’s neck. ‘Slow your step for even a moment and I will leave your head here for your kind to find.’

The Norman held the warrior’s gaze for a moment until his eyes flickered away and down. Keeping his blade against the man’s back, Hereward thrust the prisoner forward until they were running. From the back of the column, he could hear Fromund’s ragged breathing as he lumbered with the wounded Swithun. The dying man’s prophecy had come back to haunt them.

Hereward swept out his left arm. As his men slowed, he squinted into the dark ahead. With senses long accustomed to the whispering fenland nights, he felt his skin prickle at something unfamiliar. He prowled forward alone. Barely had he gone a few steps when he glimpsed a grey shape among the trees.

A Norman scout, he thought, though the moment the notion passed through his mind he knew it was wrong. He crept forward a few more paces and the pale figure came into focus. It was Godfrid, the look-out, spreadeagled across a hawthorn bush. Blood dripped in a steady patter. His head lay at an unnatural angle, attached to the torso by little more than a strip of sinew and flesh.

The Normans were on every side.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ENGLISH WARRIORS reeled away from the slaughtered man. Breath caught in narrow throats as eyes searched the enveloping dark for whoever had slain their brother. Then shields snapped up and spears levelled, and, as one, they squatted and listened. A breeze stirred the leaves and the blood dripped into the sticky puddle under the fallen man’s feet, but no other sound reached their ears.

Hereward crouched beside them. He saw their white knuckles and their drawn expressions and knew he must quickly move to calm them. Fear bred errors and with these inexperienced men that would soon lead to a messy death. ‘Godfrid gave his life for us,’ he whispered. ‘We must not let his sacrifice come to naught. Haste now. We will take the narrow track by Dedman’s Pool—’

Flames flared in the eastern dark. His reassuring voice drained away as he watched the flickering light. A brand had been lit. Their enemy no longer saw a need to hide under night’s cloak.

‘There.’ Alric pointed to the west. Through the swaying branches, another torch burned. As he turned in a slow arc, more lights crackled into life all around them, five, ten; he gave up counting. How many of those bastards were out there, Hereward wondered? Fifty? A hundred? The Normans had sealed their trap, biding their time until they were sure their prey was at the centre of their circle. The monk looked over, but he kept his wits enough not to give voice to his thought: that there was no way out.

‘Keep low and run,’ the Mercian ordered. ‘This is our land. We still have a lead on them.’

The captive laughed silently as he looked around the unsettled faces. Hunstan, the eldest there, spun round, bristling as he jabbed his spear. ‘He will betray us. We must kill him.’

‘Let him go,’ Hereward said.

The warriors turned to look at him, baffled. Aghast, Alric stuttered, ‘Godfrid gave up his life for us to learn what this Norman knows. And if he goes free, he will draw the enemy to us within moments.’

All around the bobbing flames were drawing closer across the sea of night. He could hear the clang of iron now, and the bark of harsh voices. The Normans’ blood was up. They were ready for a slaughter. ‘Set him free,’ Hereward ordered.

The captive glanced around, unsure what was happening. Hereward grabbed his sweat-soaked tunic and hurled him back along the track with a sharp kick up his arse for good measure. The Norman fell, flashing one murderous look back at his former captors, before he scrambled to his feet and raced away into the dark.

Alric snatched his friend’s arm. ‘An act of kindness for your enemy? This from a warrior who has hacked off hands and burned faces for a wrong word.’

‘Has it not been your mission in life to teach me to be the lamb and not the wolf? All your labours must have worked,’ Hereward said, ignoring the monk’s suspicious gaze.

The invaders beat iron swords on mail as their death-march drew nearer. Their guttural war-song rumbled across the desolate fens. Dread was only another of their weapons and they used it to good effect.

‘Run,’ Hereward exhorted before his men had time to take full measure of the threat they faced, ‘as if the Devil were at your backs.’ Taking the lead, he pounded along the track until he saw the bent oak that marked the spot where the narrower path branched away to the left. It was more treacherous still: barely wide enough for one, it snaked through deep bogs where a wrong step would plunge a man to his death. To take that way would slow their pace, no doubt, but the Normans could come at them from only two directions.

‘I admit, more than once I have worried that madness has claimed you,’ Alric gasped between heavy breaths. ‘But this time I truly think you have lost your wits.’

‘It is my curse to listen to your wittering through day and night until I die. I know that,’ Hereward grumbled as he searched the dark ahead. ‘But I would spend a day on my knees in your church if it would buy me silence for the rest of this night.’

‘You have likely killed me anyway so you have no more need to complain. Why did I not stay in Ely?’

‘A good question,’ the Mercian said, his jaw taut.

Through the clustering willows and ash trees, he could see the wavering flames dance closer. The circle was drawing in tighter still. In his head swam the stony face of Ivo Taillebois, called by his own men the Butcher. Though he had glimpsed the Norman sheriff only a few times while spying through a wall of branches, he could never forget the creator of so much of the misery that had been inflicted on the fens. How that bastard must be laughing now. He had been ready for the English foray, that was clear. Perhaps he had even been praying for it. Losing one man would signify nothing to him if it meant he could follow the secret trail back into the well-guarded heart of the English fortress.

Ahead, torches bobbed where the track reached solid ground once more. Hereward hissed and the men came to a halt behind him.

‘We are trapped,’ Alric whispered.

‘Monk,’ Hereward cautioned, waving a finger. He nodded to a shaped stone standing upright at the edge of the track. ‘The waters are low this time of year. Beneath the surface a ridge of higher ground runs south. If we are careful we should be able to walk along it and keep our heads high enough to breathe.’

‘And how will you know when you are following the line of the ridge?’ The monk’s voice wavered.

‘When I am not, I will be dead.’ Hereward heard his friend swallow and he allowed himself another grin. Silence at last. ‘You have two choices,’ he whispered. ‘Put your faith in God, or for now put your faith in me. I have not let you die yet, have I?’

Before Alric could respond, he slipped into the cold slime next to the shaped stone. The clutching fingers of the reeking bog dragged his feet down. Bubbles gurgled and burst around his groin, his waist, rising higher and higher still. When the pungent mud reached his chest, he felt his foot settle on solid ground. He waded forward a few paces, every iota of his wits focused on the sensations from his feet. Tapping one shoe in front of him, he felt the bumps and hollows for the narrow path of the ridge. As he moved on, he turned his head to see Alric immediately behind him and the rest of the war-band following in his wake, easing into the bog one by one. He made out the silhouette of Fromund with a barely conscious Swithun, and watched briefly as Fromund held the wounded man’s arms and lowered him into the marsh, where clutching hands guided him in and supported him. As Hereward worked his cautious way onwards he felt pride at how Swithun’s brothers were prepared to risk their own lives to bring the fallen warrior home.

Once before, when he was a boy, he had taken this path, though his chin had barely reached above the surface. But then he had been filled with the stupidity and bravado of youth. He remembered the sludge gushing down his throat. Choking, fighting for air, the dark closing over his head. His panic as he realized death had him in its grip. He shook himself back to the present.

Hands scrabbled for his back, almost throwing him off-balance. Hereward wrenched his head around. ‘If you pitch me to my death, by all that’s holy, I will drag you down with me.’

‘Forgive me,’ the monk replied in a tremulous voice. The Mercian could see he was shaking and would likely soon make a fatal error. He grasped the man’s shoulder and whispered warmly, ‘Have faith. All will be well.’

Alric forced a worried smile, his teeth pale in the gloom.

In silence, they waded into the dark.

Enveloped in the stink of rotting vegetation, they heaved against the sucking mire. With each step the silt licked up until it reached their shoulders, and they began to shiver from the cold despite the heat of the night. Hereward glanced back at the trail of warriors snaking into the marsh. The end of the column was lost to the dark, but the faces of those nearest were taut with stark concentration. Everyone there knew a wrong step could be the end of them. ‘Slow and steady will see us through this,’ he hissed in encouragement. Yet time and again he heard a muted splash as someone snatched at the man in front for support when his feet slipped off the narrow ridge. Alric’s muttered prayers droned out, the words laced with mounting desperation.

As they rounded a spur of land dense with trees, a torch glimmered among the branches barely ten spear-lengths away. Hereward hissed for his men to halt. Norman voices rang out through the dark, drawing nearer. He squinted, watching the light gleam off helms. Five men, he guessed, exploring the finger of dry land reaching into the marsh. Hereward watched the light from the lofted brands dance across the gleaming surface of the mud towards the huddled English. Once it revealed them, they would be easy targets for the Norman archers.

Closer the light glimmered until Hereward could almost touch it with his hand. It wavered there, taunting them. The voices chimed louder, insistent tones mixed among the barked orders. Had they been seen? He wished he understood more of that strange tongue than the few words he had gathered. His chest tightened.

After a few moments the orange light began to ebb and the voices receded as the Normans retreated back into the willows. Alric let out the long sigh he had kept trapped in his throat. ‘God watches over us,’ he whispered.

When he was sure the king’s men had gone, Hereward uttered the order to continue. It rustled back along the line into the dark. He watched the torches wavering through the trees all around, like fireflies. The Normans had the scent of their prey. They would not give up until they had fresh heads to perch atop their gates.

As he advanced, he heard low voices behind him and he glanced back. Alric listened to the next warrior in line and then leaned in. ‘Swithun’s wounds were too great,’ he murmured. ‘The cold has sapped the last of the life from him.’

Hereward bowed his head for a moment, then said, ‘Let him go.’

‘We should take him home for a Christian burial—’

‘I will not risk another man’s life. Two is enough for this night.’

Alric hesitated, then nodded. He passed the order back. As the warriors released Swithun’s body to the mud, the monk intoned a brief, sombre prayer in the Roman tongue, adding in English that the warrior had finally escaped the suffering and would be welcomed in to the peace and plenty of heaven. That small comfort was welcomed by the other men, Hereward saw. The monk had done well.

They heaved on around another spur of land, and then finally the mud began to recede. Hereward glimpsed the familiar silhouette of the three broken ash trees where he knew the second stone marker stood. With a low hail to his men, he waded ashore.

The English collapsed on the dry bank, heaving in gulps of warm night air. Hereward allowed them a moment, but his gaze never left the constantly moving torches.

‘We can follow a track home from here, yes?’ Alric whispered as he wiped the mud from his face with a dock leaf.

The Mercian shook his head. ‘No home for us yet. Now we fight.’

Alric gaped in horror. ‘We barely escape from the enemy with our lives and now you would take the fight to them with a handful of weary men. You are mad. You will kill us all.’


CHAPTER THREE

THE MOON CREPT from behind the clouds, painting the willows silver. Through the dark shadows pooling around the trees the English ran, spears held low. The sound of their feet was barely a whisper on the turf. All around, the torches of their enemies ranged. Alric could see no clear path through their ranks.

The monk struggled to keep up with Hereward’s loping gait. ‘Are you hell-bent on damning all of us?’ he hissed between gasps.

‘I told you: trust me.’

Alric scrabbled with his hands to fight his way through a curtain of hanging branches that his friend avoided with ease. He looked back at the other men, who trusted every word their leader uttered, and prayed they would be well. Have faith, he thought bitterly. If only Hereward knew how much faith he had shown on their long march together.

A waft of burnt wood made his nose wrinkle. He peered into the dark, searching for any sign of a settlement, and soon glimpsed the outline of buildings.

‘Where is this place?’ Alric gasped as they emerged into a circle of six thatched houses around a green in a clearing.

‘Norham,’ Hereward replied without glancing back. He kicked open the nearest door and peered inside. The hearth was dead, the ghost of woodsmoke lingering in the air. Alric glimpsed no sign of life within. Had the whole village fled the Normans?

‘Burn it down,’ Hereward yelled to his men. ‘All of it. Do it quickly and let us be away.’

‘Stop,’ the monk whispered in protest. ‘These are our people. You cannot destroy their homes.’ He threw himself in front of the Mercian, ducking from side to side to keep himself in between the warrior and the dwelling.

With a grunt of frustration, Hereward grabbed his friend’s tunic and dragged him around the back of the house where the air reeked of rot. Choking, the monk pressed the back of his hand across his mouth and nose. Rough hands propelled him towards a pile of cordwood. As his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, he saw it wasn’t firewood at all. The bodies of the villagers had been piled up in a jumbled heap, men, women and children. The blood had long since dried brown, but the gaping wounds spoke of sharp swords.

‘They will no longer miss their homes,’ Hereward hissed.

‘How long have they been dead?’ Alric gasped.

‘Five days now,’ Hereward growled. ‘Word reached me before we set off north.’

‘What did they do to offend the Normans so?’

‘They helped our fight against the thieving king.’ The warrior spat. ‘Sometimes they offered shelter to those who travelled from afar to join us, or a bite of bread to the hungry.’ His voice lowered, but it remained iron-hard with anger.

Alric gaped at the heap of bodies. However many times he witnessed the brutality of their new masters, he never failed to be sickened.

Without another word, Hereward returned to the front of the crudely thatched building and snatched a newly lit brand from one of the other men. He hurled it on to the dirty reed thatch and within a moment the flames licked up. The crackle became a roar, orange sparks whisking up into the night sky on the swirling black smoke. ‘Let this be their pyre,’ he bellowed into the dark, ‘and a beacon too.’

Alric stumbled over the rows of herbs growing beside the house and scrambled to his friend’s side. ‘What good is burning the village?’ he protested. ‘It will only draw the Normans to us.’

Hereward shielded his eyes against the glare from the conflagration and watched as his men set fire to the other houses. ‘Let those stinking curs come,’ he murmured. For a long moment, he seemed caught by the spectacle and then, as if waking from a dream, he thrust a fist towards the heavens. ‘Follow me,’ he yelled above the roar of the flames. ‘We have two more villages to burn. Let us lead those bastards on a dance before death comes.’

Alric felt queasy with worry. He gripped his friend’s arm and whispered, ‘Do not drag these good men down with you. If you see only doom here, let you and me face it alone.’

When Hereward turned to him, the monk recoiled. With the fires burning behind him and flames dancing in his eyes, Hereward looked like the devil himself.

A dark grin spread across the warrior’s face. ‘The Normans would sit in judgement of the English,’ he said. ‘Let them come and I will judge them.’


CHAPTER FOUR

THE NIGHT WAS filled with fire and fury. In the black gulf of the fenlands, the burning village glowed, torches flickering all around like sparks caught in the smoke-eddies. The warm breeze smelled of endings, sharp and tarry. Silhouetted against the orange luminescence, two men stood on the higher ground, watching the grey wave of Norman fighters wash towards their prey. At their feet, the hunched villager sobbed. Blood caked his face and soaked his tunic from the long beating he had received.

‘See, it was all for naught.’ William de Warenne had to shout to be heard over the roar and crackle of the fires, the drone of the war-chant. With cold contempt, the Norman noble looked down his nose at his captive. ‘The English warriors have decided to stand and die anyway. If you had told what you knew of them, you might have saved your worthless life.’ He was a fighting man, his brown hair cropped and shaved at the back like the mail-clad warriors he had battled alongside when the king had taken England. In a show of virility, he had thrown his purple cloak over his right shoulder to reveal the sword hanging at his hip.

Glowering from beneath a low brow, the other man kicked the captive in the side. He nodded in appreciation when he heard the howl as another rib broke. Ivo Taillebois, now the sheriff, had gained his byname from King William himself: the Butcher. Dressed all in black like the men he commanded, he showed none of the flamboyance of his companion, nor the aristocratic profile. Swarthy-skinned, his heavy features spoke of generations of toil on the land. Yet through a strong right arm, animal cunning and a brutal nature, he had clawed his way to undreamed heights. ‘You betray the king, you pay the price,’ he grunted to the broken villager. ‘How hard is it for you English to learn this lesson?’ He turned and called into the dark.

A warrior ran up, his own tunic stained with blood. ‘I should have you whipped for letting the English take you captive,’ the Butcher said to the man Hereward had set free earlier that night. ‘But you guided us to the path these rebels took and we now have them in our grasp. So it seems I should reward you.’ He placed one foot upon the whimpering villager and shoved him down the mound. ‘Gut him and dump him in the bog. And you might find a skin of wine on your bed when we are back in Lincylene.’

The warrior grinned. He hooked a hand in the back of the captive’s tunic and dragged the screaming man away into the dark.

‘Bring Hereward to me alive,’ William de Warenne said once the screams had died away. ‘I would break him in front of the English, until he sobs like a child and pleads for his life. Then we shall see how many raise arms against us.’

‘You will get your wish. It was only ever a matter of time before he fell.’

The two turned to watch their men close on the English rabble.

All of this Harald Redteeth saw as he cloaked himself in the dark of a copse near by. The fires shimmered off his helmet and glowed from the black pools of the eye-holes. His wild hair and beard were stained red. And under his mail, he reeked of sweat, the smell of an honest man.

The Viking took the king’s coin as an axe-for-hire, but that didn’t mean he had any respect for his Norman masters. They knew no honour, only the value of things that they could take by force and covet like magpies, and honour, as his father had told him time and again, was everything. Though he had sold his axe to any who would pay since he had left the cold northern lands of his home as a boy, that had always been his code. Blood for blood above all.

And he knew that if anyone took Hereward’s head, it would be he.

More flames erupted further to the north, in a clearing among the woods. Another village set alight by the rebels. What possessed them? Were they demanding their own doom?

‘You will be avenged, Ivar,’ Redteeth muttered, plucking at the skulls of birds and rodents that hung from his hauberk. His gaze flickered towards the grey figure that followed him everywhere, unseen by any other man. He had grown used to the unblinking stare of his long-dead companion, burned alive by Hereward in the Northumbrian wastes all those years ago. The shade did not frighten him. It was a reminder of his duty, nothing more. ‘Hereward will fall under my axe, Grim, and I will take that monk for good measure. If he had submitted to the law, my law, I would not be here and you would not be dead,’ the Viking murmured. ‘The Mercian denied you the Hall of the Slain by the manner in which he took your life, Ivar, but I have vowed to break the shackles that bind you to this world, and so I will.’

He eyed William de Warenne and the Butcher as they discussed their tactics. Christians both, praying in their stone churches. Their lives were like those cold, dismal places. Where was the feast and the song? Where was the hot blood of life gushing over your chin?

‘You would speak with the old man now?’ Taillebois was saying in his rumbling voice.

William nodded, and the Butcher yelled into the night. A moment later a Norman guard escorted a stooping figure up the mound. The man leaned on a gnarled staff, his skin ashen, his cheeks hollow, his body like a winter hawthorn beneath the frayed woollen cloak. His thinning, silvery hair and frail appearance suggested a man much older than his fifty summers.

‘Welcome Asketil Tokesune,’ William said in a cheery tone that made no attempt to hide the inherent mockery. ‘Though thegn no more, you still carry yourself as a man above men. That is good to see.’

‘What news?’ the old man croaked, his voice like pebbles on ice.

‘Your son is as good as dead,’ Taillebois grunted.

Despite the bluntness of the words, Asketil only nodded. ‘Then all is well.’

‘We are in your debt,’ William said, smiling. ‘Without your aid, we would not have learned the secret paths in these parts, nor would we have understood your son’s ways.’

‘Speak no more of my son. He should have been throttled at birth. Like a mad dog, he was, from the moment he clawed his way out of his mother’s cunt. He robbed his own, he fought, he killed, and there was nothing I could do to tame him.’ The old man’s knuckles grew white where he gripped the staff. ‘His own mother died because of him. He has been a stain on the honour of my kin. Let him be gone, and forgotten, and then I can hold my head high once more.’

‘You have been a good friend to us,’ William continued, ‘and our king has ordered that all friends among the English be welcomed. You will be well rewarded for this, Asketil.’

The old man grunted.

‘Take him back to the hall and feed him what is left of the goose,’ Taillebois said to the guard. William de Warenne and Ivo Taillebois did not even wait until the old man was out of sight before they laughed at his back.

Of all of them there, Redteeth despised Asketil the most. The old thegn had betrayed his own kin for some scant reward, even though the Normans had cut off the head of his youngest son, stolen his hall and all his gold. Even though they had stripped him of all he had earned in his long life and tossed him into an existence of near-starvation, begging for scraps from his new masters’ table. Harald Redteeth spat. No honour had he.

A column of flames roared up from a third village, the spiral of golden sparks reaching up almost to the stars themselves. The Viking leaned on an oak and let his eyes drift across the three blazes. They were a strange people, these English under Hereward’s command. The Mercian had shaped those mud-spattered ceorls and soft-bellied merchants and all those spears-for-hire into a fighting force more rapidly than Redteeth would ever have imagined. But once he was dead the rebellion was over, and King William could sleep a little easier.

While William and Taillebois laughed and schemed, the Viking crept out of the copse and slipped through the swaying willows to the edge of a still pool. Among the brown reeds, he squatted, and then pulled a handful of leathery dried toadstools from the pouch at his waist. The creamy gills of the white-dotted scarlet caps seemed to glow in the gloom. He popped two toadstools in his mouth, wrinkling his nose at the bitter iron taste. Soon he would be walking along the shores of the great black sea, and, if the gods were willing, he would return with the knowledge he gained there.

‘Walk with me there, Ivar,’ he whispered to the rustling reeds. ‘And I will make my vow to you again. Vengeance and blood, to free you from the shackles of this world.’

As the night drew on, Harald Redteeth felt the familiar nausea churn his stomach, and then the tremors and the sweat. Finally, peace descended on him. He sensed the alfar stirring in the willows all around him. Their eyes burned away in the dark as they judged him. The beating of wings enveloped him, and he took flight with the ravens, soaring high above those black fenlands, with their gleaming, dark mirrors that gave passage to other worlds. He looked down on those three burning villages where the fugitives cowered. He saw the tide of iron washing towards them. And higher he climbed, and higher still, and across the land and across the sea.

Months passed, years, and though he did not see his father, he spoke long with Ivar and the others he met on that silent shore, until he felt the pull of home.

As if swimming up through dark waters, he emerged into his hunched body among the rushes, his stomach as raw as if he had eaten sour apples. He had learned much that would serve him in the days and weeks to come. But as his senses settled upon him, he realized something was amiss. Shouts in the Norman tongue rang out through the trees from all sides.

His pupils so dilated his eyes seemed all-black, Harald Redteeth hauled himself out of the reeds and strode back up the slope. He gripped his axe, Grim, and allowed Death to fill his skin.

On the higher ground, he looked across the night-cloaked marshes and ditches to where the three burning villages shimmered. The roar of the fire filled his ears. Out in the dark, something was stirring. He wondered briefly if he had left the doors to the otherworld open and the dead were marching through to reclaim the life they once knew. Apparitions rose from the watercourses and the bogs. Skull-faced they were, the shrieking hordes of Hel here to drag all men back down into eternal torment. The supernatural force swept out of the night, their death’s-heads glowing in the gloom.

Beware, the alfar cried. Beware!


CHAPTER FIVE

OUT OF THE woods, the deathly figures ghosted. From the ditches, and the marsh, and the still, silent pools where they had been waiting. Across a landscape that had seemed empty only moments before, the wraiths swarmed. Their features were smeared white with ash, their eyes dark-ringed, and the black mud of the fenlands caked their arms and legs and bare chests so that they bound the night around them. The Normans came to a lumbering halt. Gazes flickered across the apparitions. No mortal army, this. A Devil’s Army, that came with the night and the mists and left only bones in its wake.

As they advanced, the English rebels were backlit by the flames leaping up through the trees, a hellish sight that no man there could ever forget.

An axe-blade sang. A head leapt from its shoulders. A spear driven with ferocious force plunged through mail and squelched into the soft flesh beneath. Blood sprayed in a glistening arc.

Hereward smeared wet ashes on his own face, grinning as he watched the horror etched into the Norman features. Their advance had stalled and now they milled in confusion. As he had long planned, the fires and the released captive had drawn his enemy to the place where he needed them to be. The English had kept their hiding places well, settled deep into the ditches and the woods, silent and watchful, until the final ravaged village had gone up in flames.

He unsheathed his sword. As he glanced at Alric, lit orange by the blaze, a smile flickered across his lips at the monk’s look of astonishment. He had revealed his plans to no one, not even his closest companion. Too many lives were at stake for even the faintest risk.

Throwing back his head, he bellowed a battle-cry that would curdle the blood of his foes. Then he bounded away from the crackle and roar and heat into the marsh-reeking night.

His eyes quickly grew accustomed to the dark. The king’s men were milling around among the reed-beds and willows. Some stumbled into the bogs, screaming as the mud sucked them down to their deaths. Others splashed into unseen flood-lakes or tumbled into ditches and watercourses, made easy targets for spears by their slow-witted response. Yet surprise would work its magic only for a short while. The Normans were too seasoned, too well trained, to be wrong-footed for long.

He sprinted down a narrow track and threw himself from a bank with a cry. Beneath him, a Norman recoiled at this phantasm falling from the night. As the king’s man struggled to bring up his long shield, Hereward swung Brainbiter in an arc. It hacked into his foe’s exposed neck. The head flew.

Sparks glittered as he clashed swords with the next warrior. When his enemy staggered back, his helm dislodged, Hereward smashed his forehead into the man’s face. The cheek shattered. With a snarl, he cleaved the man’s head in two.

The thing inside him cried out in glee at the killing. He allowed that blood-lust to rise a little further.

He raced along the track and out of the trees to where fingers of land probed the edges of lethal marsh. He knew every furrow, every bog, every pool, as did all his men. At his orders, they had spent the last days studying the lie of the land while they waited for him to arrive. His gaze roved over the weaving gleams of Norman torches and their glinting reflections in the water. Though the light saved their necks from the hostile territory, it made them easy prey for the stealthy English.

Through the din of battle, he heard the Butcher’s furious orders ring out. They were having some effect. The bobbing brands began to draw together along a narrow line of grassy ground between the edge of the marsh and the wood. Hereward grinned. The Normans still thought they were on the broad downs of Wessex. When the commander barked the order to retreat and regroup, the iron-clad invaders stumbled back into the trees. But the undergrowth was too dense, the trunks too tightly packed for easy progress.

‘Bows!’ Hereward called.

The men he had trained with their hunting bows nocked their shafts. Grey shapes in the night, they steadied themselves against the back foot and raised their weapons as he had seen time and again on the battlefields of Flanders. The torches wavered along the tree-line as the Normans struggled into the wood.

‘Loose your arrows!’

The first flight whistled through the air. With grim satisfaction, Hereward listened to the cries as the shafts drove home. Brands fell, setting alight the dry grass and underbrush. As the flames licked up, he yelled the order for his men to advance. The Normans had slaughtered the best of England. Now it was the time for vengeance. When the echoes of this night rolled out, the king would have no choice but to take notice.

The skull-faced English warriors raced forward, driving a wedge through the centre of the king’s men. Hereward looked to the far side of the marsh where the right flank of the enemy was being herded towards an area of bog that appeared to be dry land. In the woods, the remainder of the force had realized their error. They turned to engage the rebels, but their ability to fight back was hampered by the trees.

Hereward shouldered his way through his men to reach the heart of the battle. Some were still but boys, others grey-haired and hollow-chested, yet all had a fierce gleam in their eyes. Familiar faces loomed out of the night on each side. There was Guthrinc, more bear than man, ramming his ham-like fist into a Norman face and laughing as he felt bone shatter. There was Hengist, his pale eyes as cold as ice, his ash-streaked face filled with the bitterness of a man who had seen his family and neighbours cut down by the invaders. Kraki the Viking, once the most feared warrior among the huscarls of Earl Tostig of Northumbria, gritted his teeth and swung his axe. No humour lit his features; battle, like life, was a serious business.

And then Hereward glimpsed apple-cheeks and a mop of curly brown hair, an innocence that even gritted teeth could not mask. Redwald, his brother in all but blood. Though he was not a fighting man, he stabbed his spear as furiously as any other there. For a moment, their gazes locked. Caught in the fury of battle, Redwald appeared oddly blank. But as he looked into Hereward’s eyes, he grinned, making a show of grinding his spear-tip into a Norman face.

A wall of flame crackled along the tree-line. Panic flared in the faces of the king’s men. The higher ground was tinder-dry, and Hereward saw his enemies start to realize that if the woods caught alight, they would be caught between two different kinds of hell.

The heat brought a bloom to his flesh and his breath quickened. At that moment he wanted to see the conflagration consume them all, perhaps all England, burning away the darkness and the misery in the fires of purification. He stood calm for long moments, caught in the flames’ spell as the battle raged around him. He heard no clash of iron, no screams of the dying. He saw nothing but the gold and amber and scarlet.

Then dimly he heard a voice calling his name. He stirred from his dream and glimpsed Kraki pointing past the milling bodies. Silhouetted against the sheet of gold stood a familiar figure, axe raised high in its right hand, the left clenched in a fist of defiance.

Death, he thought.

Distracted, he hacked his blade into the neck of a foe without a second thought. With a snarl he kicked the dying Norman out of the way and pushed on through the melee. All his men knew to alert him to any sign of the hated mercenary Harald Redteeth. Never would he forget how the Viking had taken the head of his friend Vadir, across the whale road in Flanders, and never would he forgive. Only death could end their blood-feud.

Rage flooded him. His sword whirled over his head, never slowing. Two more Normans fell, gouting blood. Hengist finished them off with thrusts of his spear. Only when no one stood between him and his prey did he slow. ‘Redteeth,’ he bellowed above the deafening roar of the fire.

The Viking turned towards him, unconcerned by the searing heat. Charred twigs flickering with tiny flames showered all around him from the burning branches overhead. His eyes appeared all-black as if he were possessed by some devil. Amid his dyed-red beard a gash appeared, broken, stained teeth showing in a satisfied grin. He lowered his shoulders and let out a bestial snarl.

The two men flew at each other. Harald Redteeth swung his chipped and blood-stained axe for the Mercian’s neck. Hereward ducked and thrust with Brainbiter. The sword only glanced off the rusted hauberk in a trail of golden sparks. Pivoting on the ball of his right foot, he allowed his weight to carry him through and spun behind the heavier, shorter mercenary. Whisking his blade up, he drove it down towards the back of the Viking’s neck.

Harald Redteeth seemed to sense the strike. He lowered his head as the sword rammed down. It gashed a clean line across his tarnished helm. Without glancing back, the Viking whipped his axe around behind him. Hereward danced back at the last instant. The blade swept by, a whisker away from opening up his guts.

For long moments they battled like wolves trying to tear out each other’s throat. Sweat soaked through Hereward’s breeches and his skin burned a fiery red from the furnace heat. Thin trails of smoke rose from his hair where burning twigs had fallen on him. Wounds bloomed on both their bodies and blood spatters sizzled on flaming fallen branches. Hereward gritted his teeth against the pain of a gash above his eye. The Viking wiped away the sticky gore from the slash that had opened up his left cheek.

A crack like thunder resounded through the wood’s edge. In a torrent of burning branches, an ash tree splintered and fell. Hereward wrenched his head up. A firestorm hurtled towards them. If Harald Redteeth was aware of the danger, he cared little. His black eyes narrowed, and with a lupine pounce he swung his axe for Hereward’s neck.

Golden fire rained down as the blade swept in. Hereward closed his eyes, accepting that his moment had come. The roaring faded away. The heat no longer seared his skin. Time seemed to stand still as peace filled his heart. But the blow never struck home.

Instead, the full weight of Harald Redteeth slammed into him and the two men flew backwards. The burning ash tree crashed only a spear-length away. The ground shook. Flaming branches engulfed Hereward. Heat seared his lungs.

As he fought to free himself from the inferno, someone grabbed his arms and dragged him out. Choking, he looked up into Redwald’s face. He scrambled to his feet and searched around for his enemy. Through the wall of flame, he glimpsed the Viking with Redwald’s spear protruding from his side. His beard and hair were afire. With eerie detachment, he gritted his teeth, grasped the shaft with both hands and snapped the spear in two.

More burning branches crashed down, and the fire surged towards the heavens. As a thick cloud of smoke swirled through the woods, the last thing Hereward glimpsed was Harald Redteeth’s black eyes glinting.

Hereward lurched in the Viking’s direction, but Redwald grabbed his arm. ‘Would you roast yourself like a Christmas ox?’ he demanded, concerned. ‘That bastard’s wounds are too great for him to live.’

‘He will live,’ Hereward snarled as the other man dragged him away. ‘Only I can kill him.’

The two men stumbled out of the burning woods into the relief of the night-breeze. The inferno lit up the battlefield. The wetlands beyond glowed a hellish red in the reflected light. Hereward blinked sweat from his eyes, feeling his throat and chest burn. ‘I owe you my thanks, brother,’ he grinned, clapping a hand on the other man’s shoulder.

‘I look out for you, as I always have.’ Redwald smiled shyly.

The din of battle had moved away from the fire, but Hereward could hear it was already dying down. Norman bodies littered the edge of the bog. A few English men lay here and there, but nowhere near as many as he had expected.

Redwald squinted to pierce the dark surrounding the remains of the battle. ‘The Normans’ strength comes from their ordered ranks. Faced with the wildness of the wolf, they cannot cope and are torn apart.’ He paused, seemingly unable to believe what he was seeing. Then he turned and looked to Hereward with bright eyes. ‘We have won.’

‘Not yet. Not until William de Warenne bows down before us and the Butcher’s head sits atop a spike for his sins. But this Devil’s Army has its blood up. Now let us drive the Normans before us to their end.’


CHAPTER SIX

FLAKES OF BLACK snowed down on the gathered warriors. Whisked up by the sour-smelling wind, the charred remnants of the burning villages settled across the wetlands far and wide in that quiet time before dawn. In the gloom, ash-streaked faces glowed, death’s-heads haunting the tattered remnants of the Norman force. Here was the fate that awaited all men, but them sooner than most.

The English stood on the bank of the Great Ouse. On the far bank, the invaders licked their wounds. Bloody heads and gashed arms were dark against pale skin in the wavering torchlight. Hereward watched the turned-down faces and smiled with satisfaction. He could almost taste the desolation of these warriors who fought in the most feared army in all Europe, yet who had been rent apart by a rag-tag band of mud-spattered English with straw in their hair. This matter was far from done, but here was a cry that would reach all the way to the king.

He narrowed his eyes at the hated enemy and walked to the river’s edge. Raising his sword in defiance, he said in a loud, clear voice, knowing full well that the Norman nobles and knights understood the English tongue, ‘These are the men who have put women and children to the sword, broken families, stolen food and livestock, carved up lands, and murdered loved ones. These are the men who tried to steal the very soul of the English, putting castles and stone and ledgers in its place. No more. We have whipped them like curs, and we will do so again and again until they flee these shores and return to their God-forsaken home.’ He looked around at his men, serious faces all as they hung on his every word. ‘We have been failed by our leaders, betrayed by all those who seek their own benefit from power. And I say again, no more. Now it is time for the English to fight back. All the English, together. One voice. One spear. Let us drive the invaders out.’

The skull-faced men raised their fists and bellowed Hereward’s final exhortation.

The Mercian turned to the grim-faced Normans across the black river. At this point, the waters moved too fast for the English to try to wade across, even where they were shallowest. ‘William de Warenne, do you hear me?’

A long silence followed, filled only with the rushing of the river. Hereward called again.

Finally, the Norman nobleman stepped out from among his bedraggled men. He raised his chin and attempted to show a brave face, but even in the dancing torchlight, Hereward could see his features were drawn and pale. ‘I do not answer to the baying of a dog,’ he called.

The English laughed. ‘These hounds have run you ragged,’ Hereward mocked. ‘You will answer to us now.’ He squinted and could just discern Taillebois standing at the back of his men. The Butcher was too proud to show his face
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