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Inspired by the Lindisfarne Community’s Journey with Saint Cuthbert
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Chapter One — The Coffin in the Snow
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The coffin was heavier in the snow.

Eadwulf knew that made no sense. Wood did not grow heavier because the sky had turned white. Bones did not change their weight because the road had gone soft underfoot. Iron rings, leather straps, poles and boards were what they were, whether in summer dust or winter mire.

Yet the coffin was heavier.

It dragged at his shoulders. It tore at the muscles in his back. It numbed his hands where they gripped the carrying pole. Each step sank deep, first through snow, then into wet earth beneath. When he pulled his foot free, the mud tried to keep his boot.

Ahead, Brother Herefrith stumbled but did not fall.

“Hold,” the old monk said.

The word passed down the line in broken whispers.

“Hold.”

“Hold there.”

“Stop.”

The coffin lurched as eight men halted at different moments. Eadwulf felt the weight swing hard against his side. He bit down on a cry. Pain burst in his shoulder and ran hot into his neck.

Behind him, Brother Tuda cursed under his breath.

The old words sounded worse from a monk.

No one corrected him.

The hill rose before them, dark with trees. The Kyloe Hills were not mountains, not as men spoke of mountains in stories, but that afternoon they looked high enough to break them. Snow lay thin on the slopes and thick in the hollows. Bare branches scratched at the grey sky. Somewhere higher up, beyond the trees, there was a place of shelter. A cave, so Brother Herefrith had said. A dry place. A hidden place.

Eadwulf no longer believed in dry places.

Everything was wet. His robe was wet. His cloak was wet. His hair was wet beneath his hood. The strips of cloth around his hands had frozen stiff, thawed, and frozen again. His belly had been empty since dawn except for a heel of hard bread and three mouthfuls of water scooped from a ditch.

He was seventeen years old and already felt ancient.

Brother Herefrith turned his head. Snow had gathered in his white beard.

“Again,” he said.

No one moved.

The coffin rested across their shoulders like a yoke. The man inside it had been dead for nearly two hundred years, yet he ruled every breath they took.

Eadwulf stared at the black wood. It was covered now in old cloth and newer hides, bound tight against weather, mud, and watching eyes. Beneath that, they all knew, lay another coffin. Older. More precious. The holy body of Cuthbert, bishop and hermit, beloved of Northumbria.

Eadwulf had been raised on the stories. Every child on Lindisfarne knew them. Cuthbert speaking to birds. Cuthbert standing in the sea at night until otters warmed his feet. Cuthbert healing the sick. Cuthbert dying alone on his island and yet somehow never leaving his people.

Those stories had seemed simple when Eadwulf was small.

They did not seem simple now.

Now Cuthbert was dead weight in a storm, and living men were bent almost double beneath him.

Brother Tuda spat into the snow. “We need rest.”

“We rested at the last rise,” Herefrith said.

“That was no rest.”

“It was what we had.”

Brother Tuda’s face was grey. He was broad across the shoulders and had once carried sacks of barley with a grin, two at a time. Now his lips trembled.

“One more slope,” Herefrith said. “Then we find cover.”

“You said that before.”

“And I was wrong before.”

The answer surprised Eadwulf. Brother Herefrith did not often admit error. He was too old for apology and too proud for softness.

The others heard it too.

No one spoke.

A gust of wind came through the trees. It shook loose a fall of snow from the branches, and the flakes drifted down over the coffin like ash.

Brother Herefrith crossed himself.

Eadwulf did not.

He did not mean to refuse. His hand simply would not leave the pole. If he moved it, the weight would shift. If the weight shifted, he might fall. If he fell, he was not certain he would stand again.

Brother Osgar, nearest the front, whispered a prayer.

Brother Tuda whispered something else.

Then they moved.

Eight men under one burden. Four to each side. Others walked close behind with bundles, sacks, and the wrapped book-chest. The bishop was somewhere farther back, walking with two older brothers, his face hidden by his hood. The strongest men had been given the coffin. The careful men had been given the books. Eadwulf had been given the coffin because he was young.

Young, Brother Herefrith said, meant strong.

Eadwulf had learned that strong meant useful until broken.

They climbed.

Snow hid the roots. Twice Eadwulf caught his foot and almost brought the whole line down. Once Brother Tuda slipped to one knee and the coffin dipped sharply towards him. The men gasped as one. A leather strap creaked. Brother Herefrith swung round with sudden fury.

“Lift.”

Tuda snarled, “I am trying.”

“Lift.”

“I said I am trying.”

“Then try harder.”

Tuda’s face twisted. For a moment Eadwulf thought he would let go. Just open his hands and step back and let the saint crash into the mud.

But he did not.

He heaved himself upright. The coffin rose with him.

They carried on.

By late afternoon, there was no sun. Only a dull brightness behind thick cloud, fading early. The sea was hidden behind them. Lindisfarne was hidden too. Eadwulf had looked back for it often during the first days of flight, hoping for some last sight of the island. A roof. A tower. A line of shore. But the world had closed behind them with rain and distance and fear.

Now the island might have been a dream.

He remembered the monastery yard on the morning they left. Not in a clean way, as a painted scene, but in broken pieces. Men running. A cart wheel sunk in mud. Brother Oswine tying sacks with shaking hands. The bishop standing beside the coffin, pale as wax. Gulls crying above the roofs. Smoke somewhere beyond the dunes, perhaps from a shepherd’s fire, perhaps not.

There had been no great speech. No bell. No procession worthy of a saint.

Only hurry.

The Danes had come into Northumbria like wolves finding a fold. That was what men said. They came by sea and river, by road and track, in bands too large to fight and too small to see in time. Some came for silver. Some for cattle. Some for slaves. Some for the joy of breaking what others had built.

Eadwulf had not seen them.

That was worse.

Every snapped branch became a spear shaft. Every bird cry became a shout. Every stranger on a ridge became a scout with pale hair and an axe.

They passed into thicker trees.

The wind lessened there, but the dark gathered faster.

Brother Herefrith halted again, this time without speaking. He looked to the right, then to the left. Eadwulf saw no path. Only trees, rock, and white ground.

“Where is it?” Tuda asked.

Herefrith did not answer.

“Brother,” Tuda said, louder now.

“Hush.”

“Do not tell me hush. Where is it?”

Brother Osgar glanced back towards the bishop. The others shifted under the weight, each man waiting for the next mistake.

Herefrith stepped away from the coffin.

The sudden change of weight drove Eadwulf down on one knee.

“Hold it,” someone hissed.

“I have it,” Eadwulf said, though he did not.

Brother Herefrith moved between the trees, peering through the gloom. He was not as tall as Eadwulf, and age had bent him, but there was something hard in him that cold did not touch. His robe was torn near the hem. One sleeve was stiff with old mud. He had a cut across his cheek that had not closed cleanly. He looked less like a monk now than a crow given human shape.

He vanished behind a holly bush.

No one breathed.

From farther back came a low cough, then the soft clink of metal from the book-chest binding.

Eadwulf felt the coffin sinking deeper onto his shoulder.

Brother Tuda leaned close.

“When he loses the way,” he whispered, “remember this.”

Eadwulf stared ahead. “He has not lost it.”

“You do not know that.”

“He knows these hills.”

“Does he? Or did he know them thirty winters ago, when his legs still worked?”

Eadwulf said nothing.

Tuda’s voice dropped lower. “We cannot keep doing this.”

“Be quiet.”

“We cannot.”

“I said be quiet.”

“For what? For him? For that?” Tuda jerked his chin towards the coffin.

Eadwulf turned his head. The movement hurt.

Tuda’s eyes were red from cold. His beard was clogged with ice. There was no wickedness in his face. That frightened Eadwulf more than anger would have done. Tuda looked like a man who had reached the edge of himself and found nothing beyond it.

“He is Saint Cuthbert,” Eadwulf said.

“He is dead.”

The words seemed to strike the wood.

Brother Osgar made a small sound in his throat.

Tuda did not take it back.

“He is dead,” he said again. “We are not.”

Eadwulf looked at the coffin. He wanted to feel horror. He wanted to feel righteous anger, as Brother Herefrith would have felt. Instead he felt the pull in his shoulder, the emptiness in his stomach, and the damp cold crawling through his boots.

Tuda had said the thing none of them dared to say.

And it was true.

Brother Herefrith returned.

He had heard. Eadwulf saw it at once.

The old monk’s eyes moved from Tuda to Eadwulf, then to the coffin.

“Tuda,” he said.

Tuda lifted his chin. “Brother.”

“You have something more to say?”

“Aye.”

The word hung strangely between them. Not Latin. Not prayer. Just the old northern tongue of a tired man.

Herefrith stepped closer.

“Say it.”

Tuda swallowed. His courage faltered, but only for a moment.

“We should hide him.”

No one moved.

“Under stones,” Tuda continued. “Or in a pit. Mark the place. Take the books. Take the Gospel. Take what two men can carry. We come back when it is safe.”

“When it is safe,” Herefrith repeated.

“Aye.”

“And when will that be?”

Tuda said nothing.

“When the Danes have gone?” Herefrith asked. “When Northumbria is whole? When churches are not burned? When graves are not opened? When every thief and sword-man has learned respect?”

“We are dying.”

“We are cold.”

“We are dying,” Tuda said again, and this time his voice broke. “Brother Ceolred has fever. Osgar’s foot is black at the toes. The boy can barely stand. Look at him.”

All eyes turned to Eadwulf.

He hated Tuda then.

Not because Tuda was wrong, but because he had made Eadwulf visible.

Brother Herefrith looked at him. The old monk’s face changed, not much, but enough. For one brief moment, he saw Eadwulf not as a novice, not as a pair of young shoulders, but as a boy far from home.

Then the hardness returned.

“We do not abandon him,” Herefrith said.

“No,” Tuda said bitterly. “We abandon ourselves instead.”

Herefrith’s hand closed around his staff. “Mind your tongue.”

“Or what? You will strike me? Do it. It may warm your hands.”

Brother Osgar muttered, “Tuda.”

“No. Let him answer.” Tuda looked from one monk to another. “Let all of you answer. How far will you carry a dead man? How many living men will you lay down for him?”

“Enough.”

The voice came from behind them.

The bishop had come forward.

He was not an old man, but the flight had aged him. His face was narrow and hollow, his eyes set deep beneath his hood. Snow rested on his shoulders. One hand held his cloak closed at the throat. The other rested on the book-chest strapped to Brother Oswine’s back.

“Brother Tuda,” he said, “you will take the rear for now.”

Tuda’s mouth tightened.

The bishop waited.

For a moment, Eadwulf thought Tuda might refuse. There were woods around them, darkness coming, and men with knives somewhere in the country. Rules felt thin out here.

Then Tuda stepped away from the coffin.

The full weight slammed down on the others.

Eadwulf cried out before he could stop himself.

Brother Herefrith moved quickly into Tuda’s place.

“Lift,” the bishop said.

They lifted.

Tuda went to the rear, breathing hard.

The bishop turned to Herefrith. “Have you found it?”

Herefrith nodded towards the trees. “There is rock ahead. I saw the face of it. The cave should be close.”

“Should be?”

Herefrith said nothing.

The bishop looked at the darkening wood. His eyes betrayed him. He was afraid too.

That should have comforted Eadwulf.

It did not.

They moved again.

The last climb was the worst. The ground steepened, broken by stone hidden beneath snow. Branches clawed at their hoods. Once the coffin caught against a tree trunk and would not pass. They had to lower one end, turn it, lift again. Men groaned. Someone wept silently in the dark.

Then the trees thinned.

A great shape rose before them.

At first Eadwulf thought it was a wall. Then his eyes adjusted. It was sandstone, vast and dark, jutting out from the hillside like the brow of some buried giant. Beneath it opened a hollow blackness.

The cave.

No one cheered.

They had spent too much of themselves to rejoice.

Brother Herefrith entered first with a small lamp cupped in both hands. The flame shook wildly and almost died. The light caught rough stone, damp patches, old leaves, and the pale stems of roots hanging from cracks above. The cave was not deep enough to hide an army. It was not warm. It was not safe.

But it had a roof.

That was enough to make some of the men bow their heads.

They carried the coffin inside and set it down on two flat stones near the back. When the weight left Eadwulf’s shoulders, he nearly fell. His body had learned the burden so completely that freedom confused it.

He stood swaying.

Brother Osgar caught his arm.

“Sit, lad.”

Eadwulf sat.

The stone floor was bitter cold, but he did not care.

Bundles were brought in. The book-chest was set against the driest wall. One brother gathered sticks and dead fern from beneath the rock shelf. Another unwrapped a small heel of cheese and cut it into pieces so thin they were almost insults.

The bishop ordered no fire at first.

Smoke might show.

The word passed through them like another wind.

Smoke might show.

So they sat in the dimness, wrapped in wet wool, listening to the small sounds of men trying not to shiver too loudly.

Outside, night came down over the Kyloe Hills.

Eadwulf leaned his head back against stone. He closed his eyes. Behind the lids he saw the road, the coffin, Tuda’s face, Herefrith’s hand on his staff.

He heard again the forbidden words.

He is dead. We are not.

A scrape sounded near the cave mouth.

Eadwulf opened his eyes.

No one spoke.

The scrape came again.

Brother Herefrith lifted his head.

The bishop raised one hand.

Every man in the cave held still.

Another sound followed. Not wind. Not branch. A low, wet snort.

Brother Osgar released a breath. “Deer,” he whispered.

But Herefrith did not move.

Eadwulf watched him.

The old monk was staring past the cave mouth, out between the trees.

Far off, through the trunks and falling dark, something orange flickered.

A fire.

Not theirs.

For several heartbeats no one understood what they were seeing.

Then Brother Tuda whispered from the back of the cave, “God preserve us.”

Brother Herefrith turned slowly towards the bishop.

The bishop’s face had gone bloodless.

Below them, less than a mile away, men had made camp in the woods.

And men who camped in hunted country were either fools, outlaws, or Danes.

None of those would spare a coffin.
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Chapter Two — Smoke in the Trees
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No one spoke for a long while.

The fire below them flickered between the trunks, sometimes clear, sometimes hidden, as though the woods themselves were breathing around it. Orange light touched the lower branches. A thin drift of smoke lifted into the blackening sky and was lost among the trees.

Eadwulf watched it until his eyes watered.

It might have been any men.

Travellers. Charcoal burners. Hunters caught out too late. Men from some farmstead, driving swine through the wood. Not every stranger in Northumbria carried an axe. Not every fire meant death.

But no one in the cave believed that.

The bishop crouched near the mouth of the hollow, one hand pressed to the stone. Brother Herefrith stood beside him, bent but still, his face turned towards the glow. Behind them the others huddled around the coffin and the book-chest, shadows among shadows.

Brother Tuda whispered, “How many?”

Herefrith did not answer.

Brother Osgar shifted his weight. “I saw three shapes move by it.”

“Three by the fire,” Tuda said. “How many away from it?”

“Quiet,” the bishop said.

The word was soft, but it stopped them.

The cave held its breath.

From below came a sound.

A voice.

Too far off to make out words, but clear enough to be human. It rose once, rough and careless, then broke into laughter.

Eadwulf felt the skin tighten across his back.

Laughter was worse than shouting. Men who laughed in the dark were not afraid of what might hear them.

Another voice answered. Deeper. Then a third.

Brother Osgar crossed himself.

Tuda stared towards the cave mouth with hatred and terror mixed together. “Danes.”

“Not yet,” the bishop said.

Tuda looked at him. “You heard them.”

“I heard men.”

“You know what they are.”

“I know what fear makes of shadows.”

“They are not shadows.”

Brother Herefrith turned. “Enough.”

His voice was low, but something in it made Tuda close his mouth.

The bishop remained near the entrance. The last of the daylight had faded now, leaving the cave lit only by the weak lamp Brother Herefrith had brought inside. Its flame was hidden behind a fold of cloak so that no light might show from the mouth. The air smelled of damp stone, wet wool, cold breath, and old wood.

Eadwulf looked at the coffin.

It sat at the rear of the cave, black and silent on its stones. Water dripped somewhere behind it. Each drop struck with patient cruelty.

The wrapped hides over the coffin were dark from weather. Mud marked the lower edge. One leather strap had frayed almost through. The pole they had used to carry it leaned against the wall, stained by hands and rain.

There it was.

The reason they could not run.

The reason they could not light a fire.

The reason they might die quietly in a hole while raiders laughed below.

Brother Ceolred coughed.

It was a small cough at first. Dry. Then another came, deeper, tearing at him. He tried to smother it in his sleeve, but the sound filled the cave.

Every head turned.

“Hold it,” Tuda hissed.

Ceolred shook with effort. His thin body folded forward. Brother Oswine caught him by the shoulders and pulled him close, pressing cloth against his mouth.

The cough went on.

The bishop moved quickly across the cave. “Ceolred.”

The sick monk’s eyes were open wide. Panic made them shine in the dimness. He clutched at Oswine’s sleeve as the coughing seized him again.

Below, the laughter stopped.

Eadwulf froze.

The cough became a strangled wheeze.

Brother Herefrith stepped to the cave mouth and peered out.

No one breathed.

Nothing came from the trees below. No shout. No movement. Only the faint crackle of the distant fire.

At last, one of the voices spoke again. The words were impossible to catch. Then came another laugh, shorter this time.

Brother Herefrith turned back.

His eyes found Ceolred.

“Water,” the bishop whispered.

Brother Oswine reached for the skin, but Herefrith caught his wrist.

“No. Only a mouthful.”

“He is choking.”

“And we may have two days before we find more.”

The bishop looked at Herefrith.

For a moment, Eadwulf thought he would overrule him. The bishop was their head. His word mattered. On Lindisfarne, men had lowered their eyes when he passed.

But Lindisfarne was gone behind them. Out here, in the wet dark, men obeyed whoever kept them alive.

The bishop nodded once.

Oswine gave Ceolred a mouthful.

Ceolred swallowed badly, coughed again, then sagged against the wall. His breath came in little scrapes.

Tuda leaned close to Eadwulf. “He will not last the night.”

Eadwulf did not answer.

“He should not have been brought this far.”

“Stop.”

“You know it.”

“Stop talking.”

Tuda’s mouth hardened. “You are angry because I say what you think.”

Eadwulf turned on him. “I think you are a coward.”

The words came out before he had weighed them.

Tuda’s face changed.

For one sharp instant, Eadwulf thought the man would strike him. Tuda’s hand twitched near his belt, where a small eating knife hung in its sheath. Then he looked past Eadwulf at the coffin, and the anger drained into something colder.

“Aye,” Tuda said quietly. “Perhaps I am. You may be one too before dawn.”

Eadwulf looked away.

His shame burned worse because Tuda had not shouted.

Outside, the wind dragged itself through the trees. Snow tapped softly against the stone lip of the cave. It would cover their tracks if it kept falling. That was good. It would also bury the path and hide the holes between the rocks. That was bad. Everything that saved them threatened them in another way.

Brother Herefrith crouched near the entrance, watching the fire below. His old hands were clasped around his staff. The bishop had returned to the rear and knelt beside the coffin.

Not praying, Eadwulf realised.

Listening.

There were men who listened when afraid, and men who filled the fear with words. The bishop listened. Herefrith watched. Tuda muttered. Ceolred breathed like a broken bellows.

Eadwulf did not know what he did.

He sat with his knees drawn up, trying not to shake.

After a time, the bishop came back to them.

“We will remain here until first light,” he said.

Brother Osgar closed his eyes.

Tuda gave a soft, bitter laugh. “First light?”

The bishop looked at him.

Tuda lowered his voice, but not by much. “If those men below are Danes, they will search at first light.”

“Perhaps.”

“And if they search, they will find the tracks.”

“The snow may cover them.”

“May.”

“It is what we have.”

Tuda glanced towards the coffin. “No. We have another choice.”

Brother Herefrith rose.

The cave seemed to shrink.

The bishop raised a hand, but Herefrith was already moving. He came through the dark towards Tuda, slow and stiff, yet every man shifted back from him.

“Say it again,” Herefrith said.

Tuda stood. He was taller than the old monk. Broader too. In a fair fight, he would have broken him. But no one looking at Herefrith thought of fair fights.

Tuda’s voice was hoarse. “We leave the coffin here.”

No one spoke.

“We seal the cave mouth with branches and stones,” he continued. “Take the book-chest, take food, take the sick if he can walk, and go before dawn. We move east or south, anywhere away from them.”

Herefrith’s eyes did not leave his face. “And Cuthbert?”

“He remains hidden.”

“Hidden.”

“Aye.”

“From the Danes?”

“Yes.”

“And from rain? From foxes? From thieves? From every frightened man who comes this way and wonders why branches have been piled before a cave?”

Tuda swallowed. “Better hidden here than dragged into their hands.”

“You do not mean better.”

“I mean possible.”

“You mean easier.”

Tuda’s face flushed dark. “Do not call me soft, old man. I carried him while you still looked for your path.”

“And now you would abandon him because your shoulders hurt.”

“My shoulders do hurt,” Tuda snapped. “So do his. So do Osgar’s. So do all of ours. Pain is not sin.”

“Cowardice is.”

The word landed hard.

Tuda stepped closer.

Brother Osgar reached for him, but Tuda pulled free.

“You speak of cowardice?” he said. “You who would have boys freeze for bones? You who would rather let Ceolred die choking in a cave than admit we cannot do this?”

Brother Herefrith’s jaw tightened.

Tuda turned to the bishop. “Tell him. Tell him this is madness.”

The bishop stood very still.

All eyes moved to him.

For the first time since leaving Lindisfarne, Eadwulf understood how alone the man was. Bishop or not, he had no army. No hall. No walls. Only tired monks, a dying brother, a book-chest, and a coffin. Every order he gave might kill someone. Every mercy might kill more.

“We do not leave him,” the bishop said.

Tuda stared at him.

The bishop’s voice remained low. “Not tonight.”

“Not tonight,” Tuda repeated.

“No.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow we will still be his community.”

Tuda looked around the cave, his mouth half open, as though searching for someone who would stand with him.

No one did.

Eadwulf felt the pull to speak. To agree with Tuda. To say the thing plainly: that a saint could not feel shame, but living men could feel cold. That if God had wanted Cuthbert safe, He might have made the coffin lighter. That holiness did not change the sound of an axe entering a skull.

He said nothing.

Tuda saw it.

The disappointment in his face was brief, but Eadwulf saw it.

Then Tuda sat down against the wall, wrapped his arms round himself, and turned his eyes towards the mouth of the cave.

Brother Herefrith stayed standing a moment longer.

“You will not speak of leaving him again,” he said.

Tuda did not answer.

“You will not.”

Still nothing.

The bishop said, “Brother Herefrith.”

The old monk breathed once through his nose, then stepped back.

The cave settled into silence again, but it was not the same silence. Something had cracked. No man in that cave could pretend he had not heard it.

Eadwulf lowered his head.

He wished he had never entered the monastery.

The thought came sudden and sharp. He flinched from it as if from a slap.

He had not been forced. Not exactly. His father had given him when the fever took two brothers and left too many mouths at the hearth. His mother had wept. His father had said it was a good life. Food, learning, safety, God.

Safety.

Eadwulf almost laughed.

On Lindisfarne, he had learned letters. He had learned psalms. He had learned to scrape skins, grind colour, trim wicks, and sit still through long winter offices while the sea wind battered the shutters. He had learned that silence had shape, and that prayer could fill a room like bread smell.

He had not learned how to die in a cave.

A hand touched his sleeve.

Brother Osgar had moved beside him.

“You are young,” Osgar whispered.

Eadwulf did not look up. “So they keep telling me.”

“It is not a fault.”

“It feels like one.”

Osgar smiled faintly, but there was little warmth in it. “Age has faults too. They only look wiser because they have had longer to harden.”

Eadwulf looked towards Herefrith.

Osgar followed his gaze. “He loved Cuthbert before either of us drew breath.”

“How do you love bones?”

Osgar was silent for a time.

Then he said, “Perhaps you do not. Perhaps you love what they hold together.”

Eadwulf frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I am too tired to know.”

That almost made Eadwulf smile.

Almost.

Below them, one of the men by the fire began to sing.

The sound rose faint through the trees. Not a hymn. Not anything Eadwulf knew. It had a rough beat, a rower’s rhythm, perhaps. The words were strange, hard-edged. Others joined for a line, then broke apart laughing.

Danes.

No one said it now.

They did not need to.

The song went on.

Ceolred began to shake again. Not coughing this time. Cold had got into him too deeply. Oswine wrapped another cloak around him, though he had none to spare. The bishop took off his own outer cloak and laid it over the sick man’s legs.

Brother Herefrith saw it.

“You will freeze,” he said.

“So will he.”

“You must stand tomorrow.”

“So must he.”

“Not if he cannot.”

The bishop looked at him then, and something passed between them that Eadwulf could not read. Anger, perhaps. Or old friendship worn thin by fear.

Herefrith said no more.

Hours passed without shape.

The lamp was put out to save oil. Darkness closed over them. Men shifted, shivered, muttered prayers, and slept in broken starts. Eadwulf tried to keep his eyes open, but weariness dragged at him. Each time he drifted, he saw the coffin sliding down a slope, faster and faster, dragging them behind it. Then he saw Lindisfarne burning, though he had never seen it burn. Then he saw his mother standing in snow with no face.

He woke with a start.

The cave was black.

For a moment he did not know where he was.

Then he heard breathing, stone drip, wind.

And something else.

A crunch.

Very near.

Eadwulf held still.

Another crunch came.

Footsteps in snow.

Not inside the cave.

Outside.

He turned his head slowly. A faint grey shape marked the cave mouth. Beside it, crouched against the wall, Brother Herefrith was awake.

The old monk lifted one hand.

Do not move.

Eadwulf’s heart began to beat so hard he thought it would make sound.

The footsteps came closer.

One man.

No. Perhaps two.

A murmur in the dark. Low, rough speech. Not English.

Brother Herefrith reached for the staff beside him.

Eadwulf looked for the others. He could not see faces clearly, only darker shapes in the dark. Someone stirred. Someone else slept.

The footsteps stopped.

A shadow passed across the mouth of the cave.

Eadwulf stopped breathing.

The man outside stood so close that Eadwulf heard him sniff. Then came the scrape of a boot against stone.

The shadow leaned nearer.

Brother Herefrith rose without sound.

He held no sword. No spear. Only the staff and a small knife taken from the food bundle.

The shadow moved again.

A pale shape appeared at the edge of the entrance.

A hand.

It rested on the stone lip of the cave.

Eadwulf stared at it.

The hand was broad, bare despite the cold, with iron rings on two fingers.

Brother Herefrith stepped forward.

The hand remained there.

Then the man outside spoke.

One word.

Eadwulf did not know its meaning.

But he knew the sound of curiosity.

The Viking scout had found the cave.
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Chapter Three — The Hand at the Cave Mouth
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The hand stayed on the stone.

Broad fingers. Split knuckles. Two iron rings. Dirt beneath the nails.

Eadwulf stared at it as if it were some creature that had crawled from the dark.

No one in the cave moved.

The man outside spoke again.

The same strange word, or one near to it. His voice was low, not yet alarmed. He was not calling to others. Not yet. He was asking the darkness a question.

Brother Herefrith stood a few paces from the cave mouth with the knife in one hand and his staff in the other. The knife was small, meant for cutting cheese, cord, and bread too hard for teeth. Against a sword it was nothing. Against an axe it was a joke.

But it was a blade.

Eadwulf’s mouth had gone dry.

He looked towards the coffin. In the grey dark it was only a deeper block of black at the rear of the cave. Beside it lay Brother Ceolred, half buried under cloaks. If he coughed now, they were finished.

The hand shifted.

A shoulder appeared.

Then part of a head.

The man outside bent, trying to see in.

Eadwulf caught a glimpse of pale hair braided back from the face, a thick beard, and the dull glint of metal at the throat. The scout had not drawn a weapon. That made him worse. He was not afraid enough to draw one.

Brother Herefrith did not wait.

He moved with a speed that did not belong to his age.

One step, then another.

The staff came forward, not striking, but thrusting hard into the man’s face.

There was a grunt. The pale head vanished. The hand slipped from the stone. A body stumbled backwards outside, boots scraping for grip in the snow.

For one heartbeat there was silence.

Then the man snarled.

Brother Herefrith turned. His eyes were wide and black in the darkness.

“Move,” he hissed.

The cave came alive.

Not with shouting. Not with panic. Worse than that: with quiet, desperate confusion.

Brother Osgar scrambled to his feet. Brother Oswine dragged the book-chest back from the entrance. Tuda surged upright from the rear wall, already reaching for his knife. The bishop caught Ceolred before the sick man rolled from his cloak.

Outside, the scout spat a curse.

Eadwulf heard metal scrape.

The man had drawn now.

Brother Herefrith backed into the cave, keeping low.

“He is alone,” Tuda whispered.

“You do not know that,” said the bishop.

“He came alone.”

“To piss,” Osgar said, voice shaking.

No one laughed.

Outside, the scout called out.

Not loudly. Not yet. A short bark into the trees. A name, perhaps.

Far below, the campfire voices went on. One man laughed. The song had stopped, but the camp had not stirred.

The scout called again, sharper this time.

Eadwulf felt something inside him drop.

“He will bring them,” Tuda said.

Brother Herefrith gripped his knife. “Then we stop him before he does.”

The bishop looked at him. “Brother.”

“If he goes back, they all come.”

“We are not murderers.”

“No,” Tuda said. “We are corpses unless someone acts.”

The scout stepped into view again.

This time he had a short axe in his right hand.

He did not rush in. The cave mouth was narrow. He could not see how many men were inside. He crouched just beyond the entrance, axe low, head tilted, listening.

He spoke again, slower now.

Eadwulf knew none of the words, but he understood the meaning.

Come out.

Show yourselves.

What hides there?

Brother Herefrith edged nearer.

The bishop caught his sleeve. “No.”

Herefrith did not look back. “Would you have him fetch the others?”

“I would not have you die in the mouth of a cave with a food knife.”

The old monk’s face twisted. “Then give me your blessing and I shall die more obediently.”

“Stop.”

The word came from Eadwulf.

He had not meant to speak. It escaped him, too loud in the stone hollow.

The scout’s head snapped towards the sound.

Every monk looked at Eadwulf.

His face burned. His legs felt hollow, but he stood.

“Not there,” he whispered.

Tuda stared at him. “What?”

Eadwulf pointed towards the cave wall near the entrance. A line of rock jutted out there, forming a blind corner where the shadow was thickest.

“If he comes in,” Eadwulf said, “let him come past the lip. Not at the mouth. Inside.”

Brother Herefrith’s eyes narrowed.

“He will see us,” said Osgar.

“Not if the lamp stays dead.”

The bishop said nothing.

Outside, the scout shifted his weight. He was growing impatient.

Tuda looked at Eadwulf differently now. “And then?”

Eadwulf swallowed.

He had not thought beyond it.

And then.

And then a man would have to be struck down in the dark. A breathing man. A man with a name. A man who might have a wife somewhere beyond the sea, or sons who knew his voice. A man who would split their skulls if given the chance.

Brother Herefrith answered for him.

“Then we take him.”

The bishop turned sharply. “Alive.”

“If God permits.”

“Alive.”

Herefrith’s jaw clenched, but he nodded.

Tuda gave a soft laugh with no humour in it. “Aye. We shall ask him kindly to keep still.”

The scout barked again. This time louder.

From below came an answering shout.

He had been heard.

The cave tightened around them.

“Now,” Brother Herefrith said.

The bishop moved first.

That surprised Eadwulf.

He stepped to the rear and took his place beside the coffin, one hand resting on the old wood beneath its coverings. Not in prayer. In promise.

Brother Osgar and Oswine dragged Ceolred deeper into shadow. Ceolred’s eyes opened halfway, fever-bright and confused. Oswine clamped a hand gently over his mouth.

Tuda crossed to the wall beside the entrance, flattening himself against the stone. He held his eating knife. It looked pitiful in his large hand.

Brother Herefrith crouched opposite him with the staff.

Eadwulf found himself beside Tuda.

He did not remember moving there.

Tuda looked down at him. “Have you done this before?”

“No.”

“Good. Men who have done it remember too much.”

The scout stepped closer.

His boots crunched on frozen snow. He paused at the mouth, crouched, and peered in again.

Eadwulf pressed his back against the cave wall. Stone bit through his wet robe. His heart beat in his throat. He could smell the man now: sweat, smoke, leather, cold iron, and sour ale.

The scout lifted something in his left hand.

A piece of burning wood.

A brand.

Red at one end, smoking more than flaming, but enough.

He thrust it into the cave.

Light bled across the stone floor.

Eadwulf saw everything too clearly: Tuda’s white knuckles, Herefrith’s bent shape, the coffin at the back, the bishop’s pale face, the wrapped book-chest, Ceolred’s eyes rolling with fever.

The scout saw something too.

He drew in breath.

Brother Herefrith struck.

The staff cracked against the scout’s wrist. The burning brand fell, scattering sparks across the damp floor. At the same moment Tuda lunged from the side and caught the man by his cloak, dragging him inward.

The scout roared.

The sound filled the cave.

Eadwulf threw himself forward without thinking. He hit the man low around the knees. All three of them crashed down together in the dark.

The axe struck stone.

Sparks jumped.

Someone shouted.

The scout was stronger than all of them seemed prepared for. He twisted like an animal in a snare, one arm trapped beneath Tuda’s weight, the other clawing for his axe. His elbow caught Eadwulf in the cheek. Pain flashed white. Eadwulf lost his grip and tasted blood.

Brother Herefrith brought the staff down again.

Once.

Twice.

The scout cursed and bucked upwards, throwing Tuda half off him.

“Hold him!” Tuda hissed.

“I am trying,” Eadwulf gasped.

A hand caught Eadwulf’s throat.

The scout’s fingers closed.

Eadwulf could not breathe.

He struck at the wrist. The grip tightened. The man’s face was inches from his own now, teeth bared, eyes wide with fury and alarm. Not a monster. Not a shadow. A man terrified at being pulled into darkness.

That made it worse.

Eadwulf drove his knee up blindly.

The scout grunted.

The fingers loosened.

Tuda rolled across the man’s chest and slammed his forearm into his mouth. Brother Osgar fell beside them, grabbing for the man’s legs. Herefrith dropped the staff and seized the axe haft before the scout could reach it.

Outside, another shout came from the trees.

Closer.

The camp had heard.

The scout sucked air through broken lips and tried to cry out.

The bishop crossed the cave in three strides and pressed both hands over the man’s mouth.

“Hold,” he said.

It was the same word they had used under the coffin.

Hold.

The scout thrashed.

Tuda pinned one arm. Osgar pinned his legs. Eadwulf clung to the other arm though his cheek throbbed and his throat burned. Herefrith knelt over the axe and wrenched it free.

The man’s cry came muffled beneath the bishop’s hands.

The bishop bent low. His face hovered over the scout’s.

“Quiet,” he whispered.

The scout did not understand the word.

But perhaps he understood the fear.

Perhaps he understood that many hands were on him in the dark.

Perhaps he understood nothing except rage.

He twisted again, harder than before. Osgar lost one leg. The scout’s knee slammed into Eadwulf’s ribs. The bishop nearly fell. The man’s mouth broke free.

He shouted.

Only once.

But once was enough.

The sound leapt out of the cave and ran into the trees.

A heartbeat later, the woods answered.

Men shouting below.

Many men.

Tuda’s face changed.

“Christ,” he breathed.

Brother Herefrith lifted the axe.

The bishop saw him. “No.”

“He has called them.”

“No.”

“He has called them.”

The scout roared again beneath the bishop’s hands.

Herefrith raised the axe higher.

The bishop moved between them as much as he could while still holding the man down.

“Alive,” he said.

“Move.”

“No.”

“Move aside.”

“No.”

The scout bucked.

Eadwulf felt his grip failing.

Then Brother Ceolred coughed.

Not the small dry cough from before. A deep, tearing cough that shook the whole cave. Oswine tried to quiet him, but Ceolred had woken fully now, trapped in fever and dark, seeing shapes that were not there.

“Fire,” Ceolred gasped. “The church is burning.”

The scout heard the voice.

His eyes rolled towards the coffin.

The fallen brand still smouldered on the floor. Its dull red glow lit the rear of the cave just enough.

The scout saw the shape.

The black coffin.

The coverings.

The men around it.

His eyes widened.

He understood treasure, if not saints.

He thrashed with sudden, terrible force.

Brother Herefrith did not wait for permission.

He swung the axe down.

Not at the scout’s head.

At the stone beside it.

The blade struck with a sound like a cracked bell.

The scout froze.

Herefrith leaned close, his face fierce in the red glow.

“You will be still,” he said.

The man did not know the words.

But he knew the axe.

For three breaths, no one moved.

Outside, voices grew louder.

Branches snapped.

Men were climbing.

The bishop slowly removed one hand from the scout’s mouth, keeping the other ready.

The scout panted through his nose. Blood darkened his beard where Tuda’s arm had crushed his lip.

Tuda looked towards the cave mouth. “We have moments.”

Brother Osgar’s voice shook. “What do we do?”

No one answered.

The cave was too small. The coffin too heavy. Ceolred too weak. The book-chest too precious. The Danes too close.

Every road had closed.

Eadwulf looked from the scout to the entrance, from the entrance to the coffin, from the coffin to Brother Herefrith.

For the first time, he saw the old monk’s fear laid bare.

Not fear for himself.

Fear that he had brought them all to a place with no way out.

Outside, one of the approaching men called a name.

The scout’s name, perhaps.

The man on the floor stiffened.

Brother Herefrith pressed the axe edge under his chin.

The scout made no sound.

The voices came nearer.

Snow crunched.

A shape passed between the trees below the cave mouth, then another.

Tuda whispered, “If they come in, we die.”

The bishop closed his eyes for half a breath.

Then he opened them and looked at Eadwulf.

“Can you climb?”

Eadwulf stared at him. “What?”

The bishop pointed deeper into the cave.

At first Eadwulf saw only black stone.

Then he remembered the cold thread of air against the back of his neck. The draught he had barely noticed when they first came in. The one coming from behind the coffin.

A crack in the rock.

Not large. Not a passage, perhaps. Maybe nothing.

But the air was moving.

Brother Herefrith understood. He turned sharply towards the rear wall.

“No,” he said.

The bishop’s face hardened. “Yes.”

“The coffin will not pass.”

“Then men will.”

Herefrith looked as if he had been struck.

The first Viking reached the slope outside.

His outline rose in the cave mouth, tall against the snow.

He called into the dark.

The scout on the floor trembled with the effort of silence.

The bishop leaned close to Eadwulf.

“Take Osgar,” he whispered. “Find where the air comes from.”

“And if there is nothing?”

The bishop looked towards the entrance.

The Viking outside stepped closer.

“Then pray it becomes something.”

Eadwulf crawled towards the rear of the cave, past the coffin, past the book-chest, past Ceolred shaking under the cloaks.

His hands found the back wall.

Cold stone. Wet moss. A narrow split.

Air touched his fingers.

Behind him, Brother Herefrith spoke into the dark, loud enough for the man outside to hear.

Not English.

Latin.

A chant.

The old monk’s voice, cracked and thin, filled the cave.

For one wild moment, Eadwulf thought him mad.

Then Brother Osgar joined him.

Then the bishop.

The sound rolled strangely out through the cave mouth: not a shout, not a threat, but a dead man’s office sung in the dark by men already half buried.

The Viking outside stopped.

Eadwulf pressed his face to the crack.

There was space beyond.

Small. Black. Cruel.

But space.

He turned back.

“It opens,” he whispered.

No one heard him over the chant.

So he said it louder.

“It opens.”

Brother Herefrith’s chant faltered.

Tuda looked back, hope and horror fighting on his face.

Outside, the Viking called to the others.

The bishop turned towards the coffin.

Then towards the crack.

And every man in the cave knew the truth at the same time.

They could crawl out.

Some of them.

But not with Cuthbert.
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They could crawl out.

Some of them.

But not with Cuthbert.

The truth sat among them, heavier than the coffin itself.

Eadwulf kept one hand inside the split in the rear wall. The stone was wet and bitter cold against his fingers. Beyond it, the darkness breathed. Not a strong draught, but enough. Air moved from somewhere. That meant space. Perhaps a hollow behind the cave. Perhaps a crack leading nowhere. Perhaps a drop deep enough to break a man’s neck.

But it was not solid stone.

That made it hope.

That made it dangerous.

Behind him, the chanting continued in broken lines. Brother Herefrith led it. The bishop and Osgar joined when they could. Their voices shook at first, then steadied, filling the cave with Latin words worn thin by fear.

The Danes outside had stopped.

Eadwulf could feel them there.

Men at the mouth. Men below. Men listening.

The chant had confused them. Perhaps frightened them. Not because they feared the words, but because men did not expect song from a dark cave in a hunted wood. Not at night. Not in snow. Not when one of their own had vanished into it.

The scout lay pinned on the cave floor, Tuda’s knee across his chest, Brother Herefrith’s stolen axe close to his throat. Blood ran from his mouth and had soaked into his beard. His eyes had changed. The fury was still there, but now it had fear beneath it.

Good, Eadwulf thought.

Then the thought sickened him.

Tuda glanced over his shoulder. “What is beyond it?”

“I do not know.”

“Then find out.”

Eadwulf stared at him.

“Go on,” Tuda said. “You found it.”

The bishop heard and broke from the chant. “Eadwulf.”

The novice looked at him.

The bishop’s face was almost lost in shadow. Only his eyes caught the dull red from the fallen brand, which still smoked on the floor.

“Can you pass through?”

“I think so.”

“Think?”

Eadwulf swallowed. “Aye.”

Brother Herefrith stopped chanting. The silence left behind was worse than the sound had been.

“No,” he said.

The bishop turned. “We must know.”

“No.”

“Brother—”

“You know what he means,” Herefrith said.

“I know we have no time.”

“You mean to send him out and then decide who follows.”

The bishop did not answer.

Herefrith’s face tightened. “The coffin cannot pass.”

“No.”

“Then no one passes.”

Tuda laughed once, sharp and ugly. “Listen to him. There it is.”

The old monk swung on him. “Keep him still.”

“I am keeping him still.”

“Then keep your mouth still with him.”

The scout shifted under Tuda’s knee. Tuda pressed the knife harder against his cheek, and the man froze.

Outside, one of the Danes called again.

This time the voice was nearer, almost at the lip of the cave.

The words were strange, but the tone was plain.

Come out.

No one moved.

A stone clattered from the slope outside. Boots scraped. Another voice muttered something lower and rougher.

The bishop stepped closer to Eadwulf.

“Go through,” he said.

Brother Herefrith’s eyes widened. “My lord.”

“Go through,” the bishop repeated. “Find whether it opens. Then return.”

“And if he cannot return?”

“Then he lives.”

Eadwulf felt the words strike him.

Then he lives.

It should have comforted him.

It did not.

Brother Herefrith stared at the bishop as if he no longer knew him.

“You would spend a boy like a thrown stone?”

“I would not spend him,” the bishop said. “I would save him if God gives us a crack wide enough.”

“And Cuthbert?”

The bishop’s jaw tightened.

Outside, the Dane at the entrance shouted again. The sound came close enough to shake small grains of sand from the cave roof.

Tuda hissed, “Decide quieter.”

Eadwulf looked at the split.

It was narrow, jagged from floor to shoulder height. He would have to turn sideways, push one arm ahead, perhaps crawl once he was through. His chest tightened at the thought. He had never liked small spaces. On Lindisfarne, he had once hidden from Brother Oswine in an empty grain bin and panicked when the lid fell. He had been twelve then. Brother Oswine had laughed kindly and called him a rabbit-hearted saint.

There was no kindness in this.

“Give me the lamp,” Eadwulf said.

Brother Osgar looked at the bishop.

“No flame,” Herefrith snapped.

“Then I go blind.”

“Better blind than seen.”

Tuda spoke without looking back. “Give him a coal.”

Herefrith turned on him. “What?”

“From the brand. Cover it in a cup. Enough glow to see his own hand, not enough for the trees.”

The old monk did not answer. He hated the sense in it because it had come from Tuda.

Brother Oswine took a small clay cup from one of the bundles. It had survived the road by chance more than care. He tipped a glowing splinter from the fallen brand into it and covered half the top with a fold of damp cloth. A low red light pulsed through the gap.

He passed it to Eadwulf.

Their fingers touched.

Oswine held his grip a moment longer than needed. “Slow,” he whispered. “Stone bites.”

Eadwulf nodded.

His throat hurt where the scout had gripped him. His cheek had swollen. His ribs ached when he breathed.

He turned sideways and pushed his left arm into the crack.

The stone took him at once.

It scraped his knuckles. Caught the wool at his shoulder. Pressed hard against his breastbone. He turned his head, cheek against rock, and eased forward. The clay cup trembled in his hand. The coal inside gave a faint red pulse, then dimmed as though afraid.

He heard the men behind him breathing.

He heard the Danes outside.

He heard his own heartbeat.

The crack narrowed.

For one terrible moment, he could not move.

Panic surged up in him, hot and childish. He imagined the stone closing around his ribs, pinning him there while men shouted and axes struck behind him. He imagined dying upright in the rock like a trapped animal.

He tried to pull back.

His shoulder caught.

He could not.

A sound escaped him.

Not a word.

Not quite a cry.

Brother Osgar whispered from behind, “Breathe out.”

Eadwulf shut his eyes.

“Breathe out, lad.”

He forced the air from his lungs.

His chest sank.

The stone released him by the width of a thumb.

He pushed.

The wool tore at his shoulder. Skin scraped. His hip struck a sharp edge, and pain ran down his leg. Then he fell forward onto hands and knees in a space beyond the wall.

The cup nearly spilled.

He caught it, curled over it, and lay still, shaking.

Behind him, through the split, Brother Osgar whispered, “Eadwulf?”

“I am through.”

He did not know if anyone heard.

The space beyond was low. Not a cave like the first, but a narrow hollow running along the back of the rock. The roof came down so close he could not kneel upright. Roots hung through cracks above, pale and thin as dead fingers. The floor sloped upward, thick with old leaves, grit, and stones washed in by rain.

The air came from ahead.

Eadwulf crawled towards it.

The red coal showed almost nothing.

Stone.

Earth.

A black passage no wider than a sheep track.

Twice he stopped because he thought the way ended. Twice he found a lower gap and forced himself under it.

The sounds from the cave faded behind him.

That was worse.

He had wanted quiet.

Now he feared it.

He crawled faster.

The passage bent left. Cold air touched his face.

Then the roof lifted.

Only a little, but enough for him to crouch. Ahead, a slit of grey showed between two leaning stones. Not bright. Not open sky.

But outside.

Eadwulf pressed forward and put one eye to the gap.

He saw snow.

Branches.

A steep slope falling away behind the cave, thick with bramble and bare hazel. No firelight. No men. The cave mouth where the Danes stood was around the front of the rock. This place was hidden by the great shoulder of stone itself.

There was a way out.

A narrow one.

A cruel one.

But a way.

He turned and crawled back with his heart hammering now for a different reason.

At the first tight bend, he heard a shout from the cave.

Then another.

He froze.

The Danes had moved.

Eadwulf shoved himself forward, scraping elbows and knees. The coal had almost died in the cup, but he no longer needed it. He could see the split ahead as a paler line in the black.

When he reached it, Brother Osgar’s face was waiting on the other side.

“Where does it go?”

“Out,” Eadwulf gasped. “Behind the rock. Down the back slope.”

Osgar’s eyes widened.

The word passed through the cave in a whisper.

“Out.”

For a moment, hope came among them like warmth.

Then every man looked at the coffin.

Hope died quickly.

Outside, one of the Danes came to the cave mouth.

Not close enough to strike. Close enough to be seen.

A tall shape against the snow, broad-shouldered, helmet low over his brow. He held a round shield on one arm and a spear in the other. Behind him stood another man with an axe. Lower down the slope, more shadows moved among the trees.

The tall man spoke into the cave.

His voice was calm.

That was worst of all.

He did not sound like a man rushing into danger. He sounded like a man who knew those inside would either come out or be dragged out.

The bishop stood in the centre of the cave. “What does he want?”

Tuda spat onto the floor. “His man.”

The scout beneath him made a sound.

Tuda pressed the knife near his eye. “Still.”

Brother Herefrith looked to the bishop. “We cannot fight them.”

“No.”

“We cannot carry the coffin through.”

“No.”

“We cannot leave him.”

The bishop looked at the old monk.

For once, he did not answer quickly.

The tall Dane outside spoke again, louder.

Then he took one step closer.

Brother Herefrith lifted the stolen axe.

The Dane saw the movement and stopped.

He laughed softly.

Eadwulf hated him at once.

The bishop turned to Brother Oswine. “Can Ceolred crawl?”

Oswine looked down at the sick man. Ceolred’s eyes were closed again. His skin shone with sweat despite the cold.

“No.”

“Can he be dragged?”

“If he does not cough himself to pieces.”

Tuda said, “Leave him too, then. Shall we keep count? One saint. One sick man. Who else must stay for love?”

The bishop’s face hardened. “You will be silent.”

“No. I will not. Not now.”

“Tuda.”

“They are at the door.”

“I see them.”

“Then see clearly. The coffin cannot pass. Ceolred cannot pass. The Danes will not leave. So either some go and some die, or all stay and all die.”

The words struck every man.

No one rebuked him.

Even Brother Herefrith.

Outside, the tall Dane turned and spoke to someone behind him. Another man laughed. Eadwulf heard the scrape of iron.

They were deciding too.

The bishop looked at the book-chest.

Then at the coffin.

Then at the men.

Eadwulf saw the decision forming in him and feared it before it was spoken.

“Oswine,” the bishop said. “You take the book-chest.”

Oswine bowed his head.

“Osgar, you help him through the split.”

Brother Herefrith stepped forward. “No.”

The bishop did not look at him. “Brother Ceolred goes next, if he can be moved.”

“No,” Herefrith said again.

“Tuda, you go after them.”

Tuda stared. “Me?”

“You are strong enough to pull Ceolred through from the far side.”

“And the coffin?”

The bishop closed his eyes for one breath.

When he opened them, they looked hollow.

“The coffin remains here until the others are clear.”

Brother Herefrith’s face went white with fury. “You have no right.”

“I have every right I never wanted.”

“You would abandon him.”

“I would preserve the Gospels. I would preserve living men. I would preserve what can be preserved.”

Herefrith moved towards him. “Cuthbert is not wood to be stored.”

“No,” said the bishop. “He is not. Nor are these men.”

The cave went silent.

Even the Danes outside seemed to pause.

Brother Herefrith lowered his voice. “I swore before his shrine.”

“So did I.”

“I swore he would not be taken.”

“So did I.”

“And now?”

The bishop’s mouth trembled once, then steadied.

“Now I swear he will not be taken while I draw breath.”

Herefrith stared at him.

Then he understood.

“No.”

The bishop turned to the others. “Those who can crawl will crawl. Those who must carry the Gospel will carry it. Those who cannot go will remain.”

Eadwulf looked from the bishop to the coffin.

“You are staying,” he said.

The bishop looked at him gently. “I am his bishop.”

Brother Herefrith stepped beside him. “And I am his servant.”

Tuda swore under his breath. “Madness.”

The bishop looked at him. “You will take the others.”

“I will not take orders that leave men behind.”

“You object now?”

Tuda’s jaw worked.

The bishop moved closer to him. “You spoke for living men. Now carry them.”

For the first time, Tuda had no answer.

The tall Dane outside called again.

Then a spear came into the cave.

Not thrown hard. Thrust. Testing.

The point scraped against stone just inside the mouth, withdrew, then thrust again.

Brother Herefrith struck down with the axe. Metal rang on metal. The spear jerked back. A shout came from outside.

“Now,” the bishop said.

Oswine grabbed the book-chest.

It was not large, but it was heavy enough, bound in leather and iron, wrapped against wet. Inside were the Lindisfarne Gospels and other things too precious to leave to weather or knives. Oswine pushed it towards the rear wall.

Osgar went through first to pull from the far side.

He squeezed into the crack with a grunt and vanished.

Then the chest.

It would barely fit.

Eadwulf and Oswine turned it sideways, shoved, dragged, stopped, shoved again. The leather covering scraped. Iron caught against stone. Oswine let out a small cry as his fingers were crushed.

“Pull,” Eadwulf hissed.

From beyond the split, Osgar groaned. “I am.”

The chest stuck halfway.

The Danes shouted outside.

Another spear thrust into the cave, this time lower. Tuda kicked it aside and nearly lost his foot for it.

Brother Herefrith swung the axe in a short, brutal arc, forcing the spear back.

The scout on the floor twisted, sensing the change. Tuda dropped hard on him again, driving the breath from his lungs.

The book-chest shifted.

Stone scraped leather.

Then it vanished through the crack.

Oswine breathed out like a man struck.

“Go,” Eadwulf said.

Oswine hesitated, looking towards the coffin.

“Go,” the bishop ordered.

Oswine crawled into the split.

His old shoulders caught at once. He gasped, forced himself flatter, and scraped through inch by inch.

Outside, the tall Dane barked an order.

The men below began climbing.

No more waiting.

Brother Ceolred woke as they lifted him.

He cried out, weak but clear.

“Do not take me. The sea is full of fire.”

“Hush,” the bishop said, kneeling beside him.

Ceolred gripped his sleeve. “My lord?”

“I am here.”

“Are we home?”

The bishop’s face broke for half a moment.

“No,” he said. “Not yet.”

Tuda came to help, but Ceolred shook so badly they could barely hold him. His limbs had no strength. His breath tore in and out. He was not heavy, yet in that moment he seemed harder to move than the coffin.

“We cannot put him through,” Tuda said.

“We can.”

“He will cry out.”

“Then cover his mouth.”

“He will break.”

The bishop looked at him. “Then break him gently.”

They wrapped Ceolred in a cloak and pushed him feet first into the split. From the far side, Osgar and Oswine pulled. Eadwulf guided his shoulders. Ceolred woke fully in the narrow place and began to struggle.

“No,” he gasped. “No, no, no.”

Eadwulf pressed close. “Brother. Listen to me.”

Ceolred’s fevered eyes fixed on him.

“It is Eadwulf.”

“The church is burning.”

“No. It is stone. Only stone.”

“I hear them.”

“So do I.”

That seemed to reach him.

Ceolred stared at him, suddenly clear.

“Are they here?”

Eadwulf swallowed. “Aye.”

Ceolred stopped fighting.

“Then push,” he whispered.

They pushed.

His cry was muffled against the cloak.

Then he too was gone.

The Danes reached the cave mouth.

Three of them now.

The tall one with the shield. Another with an axe. A third holding a burning brand.

Light flared into the cave.

For the first time, the Danes saw what waited inside.

A handful of monks.

A black coffin.

Their missing scout pinned in the dirt.

The man with the brand shouted.

The tall one lifted his spear.

Brother Herefrith stepped before the coffin.

Old. Bent. Shaking.

He raised the stolen axe.

The sight was almost absurd.

Then he began to chant again.

The bishop joined him.

Their voices filled the cave as the Danes came on.

Tuda looked to the rear wall, then to Eadwulf.

“Go.”

Eadwulf shook his head.

“Go, boy.”

“No.”

Tuda grabbed his robe. “Do not be a fool now.”

“I am staying.”

“For what?”

Eadwulf looked at the coffin.

He still wanted to live.

He wanted it so fiercely it shamed him.

But he looked at Brother Herefrith standing there with the axe. He looked at the bishop beside him, empty-handed, singing over a dead man and a doomed one alike. He looked at the scout on the floor, eyes wide, breath harsh through broken teeth.

Then he looked at Tuda.

“If they see only old men,” Eadwulf said, “they will rush.”

Tuda stared at him.

Then his face twisted, half anger, half something like grief.

“You stupid little saint.”

“I am not a saint.”

“No,” Tuda said. “You are worse. You are young.”

The first Dane entered.

He came low under the stone lip, shield forward.

Brother Herefrith swung at him.

The axe struck the shield and bit into the wood. The Dane drove forward, knocking Herefrith back. The bishop caught the old monk before he fell.

Tuda leapt.

Not at the armed man.

At the burning brand.

He snatched it from the third Dane’s hand and drove it into the man’s face.

The Dane screamed.

The cave exploded into movement.

Eadwulf grabbed the fallen spear shaft and thrust blindly at the shield. The tall Dane snarled, shoved, and sent him sprawling. His head struck stone. The world flashed bright and went dim.

Someone shouted his name.

The scout on the floor rolled free.

Brother Herefrith saw him and tried to turn, but the shield struck him hard in the chest. He hit the coffin and slid down beside it.

The bishop stood over him.

The tall Dane raised his spear.

Then from the rear of the cave came a sound like stone breaking.

Tuda had seized one of the carrying poles.

He swung it two-handed, not with skill but with all the strength fear had left him.

The pole smashed into the tall Dane’s knee.

The man cried out and dropped.

Eadwulf crawled towards the split in the wall, not knowing why, only knowing that someone had to keep it clear.

A hand caught his ankle.

The freed scout.

Eadwulf kicked back, but the grip held.

The scout dragged himself closer, eyes wild with rage. Blood and spit hung from his beard. His other hand searched the floor.

For the axe.

Eadwulf saw it at the same moment.

He lunged.

So did the scout.

Their hands closed on the haft together.

The man was stronger.

Of course he was stronger.

He pulled the axe towards himself, dragging Eadwulf with it. Eadwulf let go with one hand and struck the scout in the throat with his fist. It did almost nothing. The man snarled and wrenched the axe free.

The blade lifted.

Then stopped.

Brother Ceolred, half through the split and half beyond, had not gone after all.

His thin hand reached from the crack and gripped the scout’s hair.

It was not enough to hold him.

But it was enough to turn his head.

Tuda’s knife went into the scout’s side.

Once.

Deep.

The man stiffened.

His mouth opened, but no sound came.

Tuda pulled the knife free and caught him as he fell, lowering him with strange care despite everything.

Eadwulf stared.

The scout lay still.

No one spoke.

There was no time.

The tall Dane was struggling up on one knee. The burned man screamed outside. The third man had fallen back from the cave mouth, shouting to the others below.

Tuda grabbed Eadwulf and shoved him towards the split.

“Through.”

“No.”

Tuda hit him.

Not hard enough to break him. Hard enough to shock him.

“Through.”

Eadwulf tasted blood again.

Tuda’s face filled his sight. “I have killed one man tonight. Do not make me waste that sin by letting you die.”

Behind them, Brother Herefrith staggered to his feet beside the coffin.

The bishop looked at Eadwulf.

His eyes were wet, though whether from smoke or grief, Eadwulf could not tell.

“Go,” the bishop said.

Eadwulf crawled into the split.

Stone crushed around him.

Behind him, men shouted. Wood cracked. The bishop began the chant again, though his voice failed on the second line.

Eadwulf pushed forward.

A hand came through from the far side.

Osgar’s.

He took it.

As Osgar pulled him into the black passage, Eadwulf heard Brother Herefrith cry out.

Not in fear.

In rage.

Then the cave filled with the sound of fighting, and the stone swallowed him.
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Chapter Five — The Back Slope
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The stone swallowed the sound of fighting.

Not all at once.

At first, Eadwulf heard everything.

The crack of wood. The scrape of iron. Brother Herefrith’s voice, broken with rage. The bishop shouting something that might have been an order or a prayer. Tuda cursing. A Dane yelling in pain. The coffin struck once, hard enough for the sound to carry through the rock like a blow against Eadwulf’s ribs.

Then the passage bent.

The noise dulled.

Then came only thunder behind stone.

Then breathing.

His own.

Osgar dragged him by the wrists.

“Move,” Osgar hissed.

Eadwulf could not move quickly. The passage was too low. His knees struck stones. His shoulders scraped both sides. The place seemed narrower now than when he had first crawled through it. Panic clawed at his throat, but he forced himself forward because Osgar was pulling, and behind him men were dying.

He had left them.

The thought struck harder than the stone.

He had left Brother Herefrith.

He had left the bishop.

He had left Tuda.

He had left the coffin.

“No,” he gasped.

Osgar pulled harder. “Come on.”

“No.”

Eadwulf twisted, trying to look back, but the passage crushed him in place. “We have to go back.”

“We cannot.”

“The coffin—”

“Move.”

“The bishop is still there.”

“I know.”

“Tuda—”

“I know.”

Eadwulf shoved against the stone, trying to turn. His robe caught beneath him. A sharp edge tore into his palm.

Osgar’s face appeared close to his in




















































































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The | T
SEVEN~YEAR

FLI(;HT

Inspired by the Lindisfarne Commumtys i
Journey with Saint Cuthbert o

“R. H FENWI%CK

G ) ~





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





