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				PROLOGUE

				In nature there are neither rewards nor punishments – there are consequences.

				Robert G. Ingersol, Some Reasons Why

				The young man dreamed.

				Deep below the keel of the leaf-shaped ship, where a pallid moon could not break through the blackness, he sank down and down. Strange fish lit the blackness with lights they carried in the flesh of their bodies, but no sound could pierce these silent waters. Within the strange dislocation of his dream, the young man could breathe the cold water and his body moved easily downwards without panic.

				Just as he began to believe that this sea had no bottom, his naked toes sank into thick, fine mud. Strange elongated shapes, barely visible through the gloom, suggested great weeds with scalloped edges that strove to reach the light far above. As he moved through the water, stirring up small squalls of fine silt to further cloud his vision, he felt something smooth under the sole of his left heel. Rounded like a stone yet brittle in texture, the object had drawn his attention and he began to bend . . . when a voice boomed out of the thick water and almost stopped his heart.

				‘Don’t touch my treasures, earthworm, or I’ll be forced to devour you.’ The voice caused the water to shiver and drove a host of small sea creatures to swim, crawl and scuttle away from their hiding places nearby.

				The young man would have fled himself, but fronds of weed wound themselves around his legs and anchored him to the ocean’s floor. Terror gripped him as flames belched out of a vast, dim shape and a sanguine light bathed him with its bloody glare.

				Now he could see the source of that thunderous sound.

				The figure reposed on a bed of polished bones, worn to an ivory sheen by the many-coloured scales of her body. The she-dragon was long and seductively sinuous, with a head more serpentine than those of other dragons familiar to Arthur. Sculpted eye ridges rose out of a smoothly scaled forehead of a pale topaz colour and shadowed a pair of yellow eyes, slit with vertical pupils that were coldly venomous and wise beyond human understanding. The narrow nostrils still steamed gently in the cooling water. Only the mouth was frightening, for it was filled with carved fangs as long as the young man’s arm. Yet her whole coiled and muscular length, elaborated with a web of delicate, transparent wings and powerful clawed feet, suggested might and the primal energy of water.

				‘Why do you disturb my sleep, earthworm? You could easily crush my treasured bones under your careless feet. I would become very angry if I were to lose the smallest rib or incur damage to the oldest vertebrae.’

				Because the dragon seemed to expect it, Arthur bowed as deeply as the weed permitted. ‘I don’t know, Majesty. Perhaps I’m dreaming, but I have no intention of robbing you or of damaging your bones. Where did you find them?’

				‘Find them?’ The she-dragon snickered and her mirth caused the water and her ossuary to shiver.

				‘I didn’t find them – I took them! The sailors in my domain were hungry for life, but I am the only being who is permitted to live and breathe in my kingdom, along with those sea-creatures whom I permit to serve me – either as food or as amusement. Here, you are the trespasser. And if your bones are sufficiently perfect, earthworm, I will happily take them into my collection.’

				The voice crooned out the threat with a hypnotic cadence that almost lulled Arthur into closing his eyes. How easy it would be to submit to those seductive suggestions that offered him eternity in exchange for his vital energy. With a herculean effort, Arthur wrenched his eyelids open and raised his head.

				‘Come to me,’ the she-dragon ordered. Obediently, the waterweed lifted the young man off his feet so that he hung within an arm’s length of her long pearly teeth. Her forked tongue explored his face with a sensuous knowledge.

				Immediately, the she-dragon drew in her breath with a fearful hiss. The eyes flared with a sudden flame, lighting the rosy coral of the scales on her belly. ‘Who are you, earthworm? I know the shape of your skull and the fine roundness of your hip bones. I have dreamed of the perfect alignment of your vertebrae – but though I would trade all my precious collection for you, I remember that my fore-dream forbade it. Yes, dragons can also dream. Who are you to deny me my desires?’

				‘I’m no one of importance, Majesty, other than an earthworm who longs for the sunlight,’ Arthur pleaded with desperate honesty. ‘I am called the Son of the Dragon by those who know me but at this moment I am a captive of northern seafarers. I have nothing that could cause harm to you.’

				The dark waters shivered as the she-dragon stirred nervously on her bed of skulls. When she spoke, her voice was petulant and her hot breath caused Arthur to flinch away from the furnace that burned inside her.

				‘You shall become the King of Winter – whether you like it or not! You will renounce what you are, earthworm, so that you can survive in the bitter north and become what you once were – and more! But ask me nothing else, earthworm, for your strength lies with the sun and fire, and both elements would shrivel my scales and turn my beautiful bones to black dust.’

				‘No! I’ll never renounce my ancestors, even to gain wealth and power. I’m no coward or turncoat,’ Arthur howled with a sudden horror that is the way of dreams. ‘I will return to Arden, I swear, and I will protect the legacy of my father.’

				‘What father, fool? Is it the king or the cuckold?’

				The waters began to shiver and the reeds and waterweeds were torn away from his limbs by a sudden warm current that pulled him upward, away from the she-dragon and her ossuary of human bones. ‘Leave me, earthworm, for you will bring misfortune to all souls who try to bar your way. Kings will perish because of you, and disease will dog your footsteps although you will remain unscathed. Your curse is to live for all time and to become part of a legend that no one credits, so leave me be!’ Her voice followed him as he was thrown towards the light. ‘Leave me to sleep until the oceans boil.’

				The voice still shivered along Arthur’s nerve-endings as his head broke the sea’s surface. Water poured from his nostrils and mouth, and the young man discovered that he could scream – so he did.

				As the sun burned his flesh and he felt his hair begin to smoke, Arthur woke to find himself in a cold, brutal morning.

				A red sun tore free of a charcoal sea. Regardless of the hot colour, the cold ate into him like a knife of ice. The young man winced as a shaft of sunlight stabbed through his half-closed eyelids and forced him to open his eyes, until he groaned as a sudden pang lanced through his head. Already, the dream had receded, overtaken by the actuality of his captivity, the memory of the ambush on the northern road and the desperation of his party’s situation. His breath steamed in the frozen air.

				Barely awake, he sat upright with his back against the huge mast while a vast woollen sail snapped and soughed above him in the freshening morning breeze. For a moment the claws of the dragon, dyed into the wool, caught the dim rays of light and stretched down towards him, as if the she-dragon had animated the painted cloth.

				‘Lift me up and carry me away, Majesty,’ he urged. ‘To death if needs be – for I have failed in my appointed task. Lady Blaise will not wed Gilchrist of the Otadini and Maeve will never return to Arden; and it’s my fault. My friends are held captive and I have managed to lose my father’s knife. My sword is taken, but because Maeve and my charges are still alive I can’t even throw myself into the sea. Do what you want with me, but send me no more dreams.’

				A small hand snaked out of bundles of wool on the rough-cut deck to interrupt his brief indulgence in self-pity. Grimy fingers grasped his own with surprising strength and a tousled head appeared out of a nest of mangy furs. The girl shook herself vigorously and uncurled her body to rise and lean against his side.

				‘Don’t be such an ass, Arthur! We’re in enough trouble without our strongest warrior having fits of guilt and talking of killing himself.’ The girl’s hand and the comfort it brought mitigated the harshness of Blaise’s irritated lecture. ‘Grow up, you silly boy! You’re years older than me and you’re still complaining about honour and a lost knife. For heaven’s sake, aren’t we in enough trouble? Jesus alone knows where these savages are taking us! While you’re going on about the dishonour of being captured, Maeve and I have to worry about rape by some hulking great giant.’

				Arthur tried to remonstrate with Blaise, a girl who was little more than a child despite her brusque manner, but his words of protest caught in his throat. The child was right; he was being self-indulgent. ‘We’re depending on you to take care of us, Arthur. We need you to focus on our escape. Please . . .’ For the first time, Blaise’s careful and courageous façade cracked at the edges and Arthur could hear the terrified tremor in her voice. He drew her close to him so that her wild curls tickled his chin.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll do better in the future. Just remind me of our real priorities if I should slip. Now go back to sleep, little one, while some darkness still remains. I’ll keep watch for both of us till sunrise.’

				Blaise snuggled her head into the hollow of Arthur’s shoulder and ignored the generations of societal rules that forbade contact between the sexes. For his part, Arthur felt the shame and misery that had greeted him on waking dissipate slowly, to be replaced by something akin to hope. Despite his dreams Arthur was little more than a boy, still too young to be capable of visualising his own death. Therefore a new resolve made him sit a little straighter as he vowed silently to do everything a man could do to save Eamonn, Maeve and Blaise from harm. A lost knife could be found again, a sword could be won, and each new day would bring the promise of escape a little closer.

				As the captives dozed, the sun began to rise higher to light the lower edges of wide cloudbanks with a line of scarlet and gold. The tops of the wavelets from the ship’s wake to the eastern horizon were caught in flakes of gold so that the sea and the sky were a symphony of grey and black, gilded and embellished with vermilion, carmine and sanguine. The seascape was wild and beautiful, but Arthur was suddenly blinded with tears that trembled on the edges of his lashes. Stubbornly, he brushed them away.

				His eyes ranged across the horizon, from the darkness that still blanketed the western sky on the far side of the vessel to where the white globe of incandescence was mounting through the clouds in the east.

				In every direction, there was nothing except an endless expanse of water. No smudge of distant land; no seabirds squabbling over prey; no other vessels of any kind. Just the long slow swell of deep waters around them and below them. And only a frail vessel lay between him and the lightless depths beneath the planks of the hull. Arthur’s dream returned to haunt the edges of his imagination, so he could almost hear the she-dragon of his dream snigger as if she waited for his clean white bones to sink down to grace her hellish bed.

				The sky swung wildly for a moment and Arthur shook his head and dug his nails into his palms to quell his rising panic. The carved prow of the vessel and its terrifying dragon sail were only puny attempts by men to challenge the infinity of the ocean. He had seen the might of the waters in his dream when the she-dragon had berated him from her ossuary of drowned seamen. These Dene savages must be dauntless sailors to challenge the empty oceans with such daring.

				But where was the land? Wiser sailors hugged the coastlines instead of sailing blindly through the wastes of water.

				Just when the young man would have sobbed to give voice to his terror, Blaise stirred in her sleep and stiffened his backbone with her helplessness.

				We may be sailing into the unknown, Arthur thought, but the Red Dragon leads the way. Perhaps I shouldn’t be so fearful, for Father is with us. All will be well.

				And then, against all reason, the snapping sail loaned him some of the dragon’s mythic power. Arthur felt the shade of his father, and even the tainted spirit of his grandfather, as they settled behind him to protect his naked back. For the first time since the attack by the mercenaries had robbed the Britons of their freedom, he felt a renewed sense of purpose.

				God still had a task for him to complete. He must have faith in his own abilities and, if he could only muster his courage, all would be well.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER I

				THE WRATH OF HEAVEN

				To the gull’s way and the whale’s way where the wind’s like a whetted knife;

				John Masefield, ‘Sea Fever’

				‘Wake up and take the bowl, Briton.’ The rich tenor voice with the execrable accent attempted to speak Arthur’s language with sufficient clarity to be understood. While individual words were unclear, the meaning was unmistakeable.

				With his eyes squeezed tightly shut, Arthur attempted to take his bearings. The pitch and roll of waves beneath the hull of the ship reminded him that he was a prisoner of the Dene, while the smell of salt on the wind explained more clearly than words that they were still far from land. Although he strained to catch a faint scent of vegetation or the distant shriek of seabirds, their lack mocked him for being a wishful-thinking fool. He had slept past the dawn, and nothing had changed during his slumbers.

				Arthur opened his eyes as slowly as possible and acknowledged Stormbringer, the captain of the vessel, when the Dene leaned over him with a wooden bowl in his outstretched hand. Under close examination, the Dene’s skin was thick, smooth and golden-brown where it wasn’t covered with curly hair. When he glanced down at the bowl, Arthur registered vaguely that it held an odd concoction of cold seafood. The food smelled pungent and fishy as it slopped inside the receptacle, so his appetite vanished.

				Arthur accepted the proffered food, but his expression must have shown his lack of understanding of Stormbringer’s mish-mash of language. The young Briton scoured his memory and tried a few hesitant words in the Frankish tongue, bolstered with Latin. He watched as Stormbringer nodded in surprised recognition.

				So, Arthur thought, learning snatches of Germanus’s language has proved useful.

				When he was a boy, Arthur had laboured to speak Frankish and the languages of the Hibernian tribes, primarily to build a link with his tutors, Father Lorcan and Germanus. Unfortunately, the language of the Britons had no written form, but Arthur had become proficient in Latin during his childhood, especially when he had access to the scrolls that Taliesin had passed into his care on the explicit instructions of Nimue, the Lady of the Lake. These scrolls had opened young Arthur’s mind to the art of healing, the stories of his father, the long wars to stabilise the British homeland and the nature of the Saxons who became their neighbours and their enemies.

				Bedwyr, Elayne and even Maeve had read Myrddion’s scrolls in those far-off days of peace and studious concentration, and all had learned much that was useful from that remarkable, well-travelled thinker. Arthur had found his own place in the world through the old healer’s stories of Artor and had come to feel pride in his ancestry. As a by-product, he had also become proficient in written Latin.

				Although the Roman Empire was now a distant memory, its language remained the one unifying factor in the West. Any man who spoke or wrote Latin could travel from Constantinople to Londinium or from Tolosa to Bremen, and still be understood by members of the local population. Arthur decided Stormbringer was a man of obvious intelligence, but he was unlikely to have had the need to master any written language, Latin or otherwise.

				Then Arthur glimpsed the runes carved into a walrus-ivory tablet that hung on a thong around Stormbringer’s neck. Stormbringer tucked the amulet away from Arthur’s prying eyes, but the young Briton wondered at its significance.

				‘Thank you, Master Stormbringer.’ Arthur spoke for his companions as he carefully framed each syllable. ‘We’re all hungry.’

				‘So . . . you speak the Frankish tongue,’ Stormbringer answered, his blond eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘You possess a host of talents and inconsistencies, young Dragonsen.’

				This man has educated speech patterns for a barbarian, the young man thought. He was disconcerted, but made no comment. Lorcan had cautioned his student against such rash preconceptions, so Arthur decided he should watch and wait before deciding what type of man this Dene really was. Time enough in the future to learn everything he needed to know about his captor.

				‘Did you know that the Franks were originally a northern tribe, and neighbours of the Saxons?’ Stormbringer asked; Arthur realised that he and his companions had fallen into the hands of a knowledgeable man. A moment of reflection convinced Arthur that only a highly respected leader would have been given the task of voyaging into the unknown on a mission of obvious importance. To jump to erroneous conclusions because Stormbringer and his crew were clad in hides and furs, and to decide that their culture was primitive because the Dene ship was held together with pegs rather than nails, would be a gravely wrong assessment of their technical ability.

				‘To underestimate an enemy is to be half-defeated before the battle commences,’ Germanus had told him on many occasions.

				‘Is this the reason you speak my language, because it’s so similar to the languages of Roman Gaul?’

				The Dene captain shrugged. ‘I have a gift with tongues, which is one of the reasons that my king sent me to your most pleasant island. We can speak Latin, if you prefer. As a boy, I was tutored in this language by a Roman priest who had come to our land, Dene Mark, to convert my people to the Christian faith.’

				The Dene chuckled at a sudden recollection. When he spotted Arthur’s curiosity, he offered an explanation. ‘The silly fool had almost convinced us that he wanted to be drained of blood – and then eaten.’

				‘I beg your pardon?’ Arthur gulped.

				‘I can laugh at the humour of the situation because my people are now familiar with the Christian Mass. But when the priest first arrived, my father and his king thought the priest wanted them to drink his blood and eat his flesh. Of course, our king was revolted and insulted by the request. The priest almost lost his life for implying that we were cannibals.’

				Arthur laughed lamely.

				‘I’ll never forget Father Stephan’s face when he realised how we had misunderstood his words. He almost fainted with shock.’ Stormbringer shook his head contemplatively, a slight smile on his lips. One hand caressed his reddish-blond beard.

				‘The priest tarried in the Dene lands for many years and taught the sons and grandsons of Halga, the king of the Dene, and any other noble children whose fathers wanted their sons to benefit from a wider education. Latin enabled me to communicate with both enemies and friends from all the southern lands, regardless of their native languages. The peasants have embraced Christianity eagerly, so even our slaves remain peaceful and are well behaved. Christianity encourages both endurance and submission, however, so we aren’t entirely Christian.’

				Arthur learned much about the Dene and their attitudes towards the world through listening quietly to Stormbringer’s conversation. His people had slaves; they had reached the Frankish lands by sea for trade; and they were able to grasp the importance of education. Stormbringer had also indicated that he was a nobleman, whatever the Dene interpretation of aristocracy might be. He might have learned far more from the captain if their attention had not been caught by a call from a tall, whipcord-thin warrior working as the ship’s lookout. The crewman had climbed to the apex of the prow where a wooden serpent’s head reared above the decks and spat eternal defiance at the waves. The lookout was now gesticulating furiously as he pointed towards the distant horizon.

				‘Master Valdar,’ the lookout called, addressing the captain by his given name, a nomen which Arthur filed away for future use. The conversation that ensued was in a language that sounded deceptively like Saxon but was delivered far too quickly for the Briton to follow, although he caught an ominous reference to the word storm. Fortunately, the tall man was pointing to a line of black clouds scudding along the rim of the horizon.

				‘What’s that?’ Arthur asked, with one cold hand shielding his eyes from the glare reflecting off the slate-grey water.

				‘A winter gale,’ Stormbringer snapped, before spitting out a list of crisp commands that set the Dene warriors scurrying to complete their foul-weather orders.

				‘The food in the bowl is for you and your friends to share. I’m sure you understand it’s impossible to heat it,’ he told Arthur over one shoulder. ‘That storm might become dangerous very quickly, so we’ll batten down in case it changes direction and crosses our path. We could turn and run towards Britain or Gaul but they’re too far away to ensure our survival. We could be driven off course, and that would lead to worse problems. But for now, your companions must eat. Immediately, hungry or not, because there’ll be no chance if we meet up with that little kiss from the gods.’

				Blaise, Maeve and Eamonn were awake and listening to the hurried conversation with varying degrees of comprehension. Arthur nodded and hunkered down near the tiller, calling to his friends to join him and to remain out of the path of running warriors as they secured any loose items on board the vessel with ropes of plaited flax and hide, especially the large bladders of fresh water. As quickly as possible, Arthur explained the situation to his friends.

				‘What’s in it?’ Maeve asked suspiciously, as she sniffed the glistening brown and green slop. The crew and its captives had been at sea for over a week now, but the Dene had taken in a store of fresh food and water for the journey home, so the captives had a goodly supply of stale bread, cheese, cured meat and dried apples. To supplement these staples, Stormbringer’s men were forced to subsist on what seafood they could catch as they travelled, and very unappetising it appeared to be.

				‘That bit looks like a baby octopus!’ Blaise exclaimed with revulsion as she pushed with her forefinger at a tentacle that had risen to the oily surface of the stew. ‘I’m prepared to eat cockles, fish – even oysters – but I can’t look at those tiny legs with suckers all over them. Urgh! I could never eat them, even if I was starving.’

				‘I can!’ Eamonn interrupted and plucked the tiny octopus out of the bowl and tossed it into his mouth. He chewed vigorously . . . and chewed . . . and chewed.

				‘It might be tough but it’s still edible,’ he pronounced as he made a valiant attempt to swallow. ‘Just don’t look at it when you put it into your mouth.’

				Maeve and Arthur used their fingers to lift some unrecognisable pieces of dried fish and other seafood scraps out of the bowl. They ate tentatively but with determination, for they knew they would weaken and become ill if they failed to sustain themselves.

				‘You have to maintain your strength, Blaise, so don’t be so stubborn!’ Eamonn made no attempt to disguise his irritation with his recalcitrant and argumentative sister. Very little love was lost between the siblings, but Arthur was convinced that his excitable Dumnonii friend would die to preserve the life of his kinswoman. And so Arthur persisted and held the bowl under Blaise’s nose until she fished through the meat and ate some large chunks of unrecognisable vegetables. Her face was a study in revulsion as she forced the food down and then gulped rainwater out of a leather flask that Stormbringer had left for them.

				‘It’s seaweed!’ she gasped, once she had caught her breath. ‘I’ve eaten it before when I was sick and my nurse forced me to take it to build up my strength. And there’s sand in the stew. Who’d willingly eat seaweed?’

				‘Anybody who had nothing else to keep them alive,’ Stormbringer interrupted from his position beside the tiller. His expression was scathing. ‘If the winter is very cold in my country and the harvest is poor, my people will eat seaweed when the sea is kind enough to deliver it up . . . and then thank God for his mercy. Otherwise the older people must go out into the snow when the food supplies run low.’

				‘But they’d . . . they’d die.’ Blaise’s voice trailed off as she looked at the iron expression on Stormbringer’s face.

				‘You’re right – they go out into the snow and they die! Now, enough! This is all the food that anyone will have today, and my own men will go hungry because the storm is likely to strip us of our supplies. Once you’ve eaten, you must tie each other together and lash yourselves to some part of the ship that is unlikely to be washed overboard. The base of the mast would be the safest place, perhaps? This gale that lies in our path is out of season and, as such, it will be dangerous and unpredictable. If we can’t outrun it, we’ll need every person on board to be at the oars.’ He nodded towards Arthur and Eamonn. ‘Are you prepared to row for me? I lost some of my men when we were taking you prisoner, so I’ll need your help on the rowing benches.’

				Arthur glanced across at his friend.

				‘I could manacle you to the oars and force your compliance, but I need men who are willing to row for their lives, not slaves who are terrified of death. And I don’t need prisoners whose reluctance could fuck up our chances of survival. Do you understand?’

				The crudity hung in the air to underline Stormbringer’s urgency, so both young men nodded and rose to their feet.

				‘I meant what I said, girls! Lash yourselves down and cover yourselves with blankets or hides that will give you some protection when the waves start to batter us. The sleet and whatever else that Loki throws at us will freeze you rigid if you’re exposed or washed overboard. Move quickly now, because I don’t have time to watch out for you.’

				As Arthur and Eamonn were pushed and shoved into their places in the oar stations, they took the opportunity to stare behind them at the advancing sky. An impossibly heavy mass of black, billowing cloud with a rolling straight edge at its head seemed to boil in the upper air. Although it was just past noon, the freshening wind was steering the storm towards them at an incredible rate as its centre continued to swell. The air currents around the ship were already gusting, causing the great sail to billow and snap until the forward momentum of the Dene vessel began to slow. The hull screamed and shuddered along every plank.

				Stormbringer pointed upward and shouted something incomprehensible at two crewmen who began to climb the mast until they reached the spars holding the giant sail in place. Once they were hanging over empty air, they struggled to lash the sail into a long roll that they secured to the spar with lengths of rope and strips of hide. Freed now from the sail’s drag, the ship swung sideway into a small trough that brought curses to Stormbringer’s lips when a larger wave filled the scuppers with freezing, salty water. Then, almost magically, the prow of the ship turned directly into a wind that had now risen to gale force. The man at the tiller at the stern of the vessel put his back into the task of forcing the ship to remain head-on into the wind.

				‘To your oars,’ Stormbringer bellowed, as another large wave broke over the prow of the vessel with a hard blow that caused the hull to shudder. ‘Helmsman! Steer straight into this bitch or we’ll founder! Put your backs into it! On my mark, bend your backs! If we have any hope of passing through the storm, we’ll need you whoresons to row as if the Ice Dragons are lusting for your souls.’

				He paused. The air was thrumming as if the gale was an angry insect.

				‘Row, you bastards, row!’ The shrieking wind was already alive with noise as the moan of the sail’s rigging, the howl of disturbed air and the dull thud from waves breaking over the prow gave Arthur a taste of the destruction that could be inflicted by the sea gods.

				‘Faster! Dig into the waves!’ The helmsman cursed as the tiller was almost pulled from his arms by the ocean’s force as it battled against the rudder. Stormbringer had to add his extra weight and strength against the straining blade of solid timber.

				Bizarrely, the warriors began to shout a measured chant; Arthur thought they had all turned into madmen. Bearded faces were split with wide, manic grins and the song was a roared challenge to the might of the ocean. Then, after a few seconds, he realised the oarsmen were rowing to the beat of the chant. As loudly as he could, and inventing words in his own tongue, Arthur joined the refrain as his muscles dug into the task.

				He soon learned why these tall men were so powerful in the shoulders, upper arms and thighs, while the rest of their bodies were lean and hard. The bite in his muscles as his long oar struck the water, dug in and then scooped itself free with flesh-tearing force sent a wave of hot pain screaming through his upper body. His thighs tensed as the power expended at the oar coursed from his toes to his groin.

				He knew instinctively that only flesh and muscle could drive the ship through the face of this storm, and then only with luck. The forces of nature were so powerful that the combined efforts of thirty rowers would be barely sufficient to make the ship respond.

				Maintaining a momentum in this chaotic weather seemed an impossible task at first. Soon, each rower found himself engaged in a solitary battle with the elements as he felt the long, slow swell of the ocean’s sinews trying to tear the oar from his trembling hands. After ten strokes, Arthur could almost have imagined himself alone in the lung-tearing and bone-wrenching battle with his oar. Around him, the other warriors applied their strength to their own tasks in the same deadly isolation, while Stormbringer helped the helmsman at the rudder. The ship’s commander threw his weight and his height against the wooden bar that hung above the deck. His powerful back bent like a great bow of bone and muscle, pitted against the might of the sea and the storm.

				Because he had his back to the prow of the ship, Arthur had been obliged to turn his head painfully to one side to watch the advancing gale, but he still managed to keep one terrified eye on the captain. Stormbringer’s expression remained unchanged throughout the inhuman struggle, but he showed no trace of fear, even when the waters boiled around his vessel and she began to take in water. He continued to shout his orders to the crew in a calm and controlled voice.

				‘Here she comes, brothers! Don’t lose the beat! For your lives, drive the bitch down!’

				The severity of the storm increased and the Dene vessel was hit with a sudden, crushing wave that rose over them like a mountain. Up went the prow until the serpent’s head seemed to roar defiance at the storm gods above them.

				Then the ship came down into the empty trough behind the wave with a crash that not only threatened to drag the oar out of Arthur’s hands, but also jerked his body down to a sudden halt that sent a thrill of agony from the base of his spine to the muscles of his neck.

				‘Jesus Christ, save us!’ Arthur screamed as he spat out a sudden gobbet of blood from where he had bitten his tongue. And now the air was full of sleet, blown horizontally by gale-force winds that shrieked like all the blue hags that had ever lived.

				Objects tore loose from their bindings and flew through the air to strike warriors or the ship. The benches on which the warriors crouched were wet and freezing, while the oarsmen were soon ankle-deep in gelid salt water. Yet no man, Briton or Dene, would cease his defiance or falter with the steady beat of the oars. If they weakened, they would rot in an icy sea, unmourned and unsung.

				By now, Arthur had caught the words of that chanted refrain, and he roared it out as fiercely and as furiously as the bearded madmen on the benches around him, even though he scarcely understood what he sang. In a world of wind, fiery ice and mountainous seas, the rowers alone were real in the maelstrom of the ocean’s boundless strength.

				Above them, the sun was extinguished and even the distant stars were blotted out, as if they had already fallen into the cataracts at the edge of the earth. Arthur was unafraid and his blood sang to the beat of his oar as if there was nothing else but this primal struggle against the forces of nature. If they were lost, the gods would know that they had risked their lives bravely in a gamble with eternity. All else was foolishness.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				CHAPTER II

				WHEN LOKI JESTS WITH MEN

				There is one safeguard known generally to the wise, which is an advantage and security to all, but especially to democracies against despots – suspicion.

				Demosthenes, Philippics

				When Arthur came to his senses, the Dene vessel was bobbing on clearer water and he was bent over his oar like a drunken bar-room brawler. He was chilled to the bone and doubted that his legs would hold him if he attempted to stand.

				From where he sat with his back to the prow, he could see the gale as it scudded away from them. As impossible as it seemed, the Dene ship had only experienced its edge, for Stormbringer had expertly steered the ship away from the worst of the storm. Had they experienced its full force, every soul on board would have perished. Now the Dene ship began to be lashed by squalls of driving sleet mixed with cold rain, so that Arthur thanked his own god and the Roman Mithras that he hadn’t yet been called to join his ancestors in the shades.

				Somehow, against the will of the gods, Loki’s Eye was still afloat and under control. But the pace was much reduced by the sheer weight of the water that slopped around their legs and streamed from the scuppers.

				When he straightened his aching spine, Arthur was conscious of the presence of every iron plate sewn onto his leather tunic for, when their weight was compounded with soaking wool and wet leather, his clothing seemed almost too heavy for his overstretched muscles to bear. Still, because he deemed himself a man and refused to be shamed by his bodily hurts, Arthur rested his oar and checked the safety and condition of the men around him.

				The breathless Dene warriors leaned on their oars in various stages of exhaustion as normalcy returned to the ship. Stormbringer appeared above them on the upper deck and shouted orders with much laughter and a show of strong white teeth. From the few words he understood, Arthur deduced that Stormbringer was congratulating his men on their survival. Then, at a sharp order, the warriors began to draw their oars into the vessel. Arthur was happy to follow suit as he watched two of the sailors climb the mast to unfurl the dragon sail. With sighs, curses and winces of pain, most of the crew lay on the rowing benches, their chests still labouring as lungs and hearts returned to a normal pattern.

				Loki’s Eye wallowed under the accumulated weight of water that slowed her pace to a crawl. Using helmets, leather buckets or any of the variety of utensils floating around the warriors’ legs, everyone on board began the dreary task of bailing water from the ship. This unpredictable storm could turn in its tracks and attack them from the rear. Carrying such weight of water, Loki’s Eye could easily founder from the first great wave that crossed her bows.

				Impossibly, and against every scream from their tortured bodies, the warriors bent their backs to the task. Arthur forced his shaking arms to dig the helmet he found into the swirling water and empty it over the side.

				In a short space of time, the ship was made watertight and dry one more. Everyone and everything was sodden, but the gods of chaos would search in vain for the souls of these doughty seamen. The she-dragon must look elsewhere for bones for her ossuary on this particular day.

				Freed once again to make use of the churning breezes that blew in the wake of the storm, the ship resumed its original course, a feat which only Stormbringer appeared to understand. On several occasions, he consulted an odd, circular piece of metal with strange runes carved into it, but Arthur had no idea what purpose the object served. The young Briton smiled ruefully. The Dene could do something that even the Romans had never mastered: they could sail beyond the sight of land.

				Arthur dragged himself to his feet. Climbing over bladders of water, sodden rags of clothing, wooden boxes and other flotsam that lay in no more than a finger-joint of freezing water over the decking, he inched his way to the base of the mast and pulled a bundle of hides and wool away to reveal Blaise and Maeve huddled together with their arms around each other. A line of blood snaked out of Maeve’s hairline where some flying object had struck her, but his sister was otherwise unhurt. Luckily, Blaise had suffered no harm either.

				With unspoken thanks to God, Arthur slumped into his usual position against the mast and leaned back with a sigh.

				‘We’re still alive,’ Blaise murmured, then laughed shakily as she pulled the bowl holding the remains of the seafood stew out from the mess of blankets. An inch of viscous weed and vegetables still clung to the edges of the container. ‘Look, I’ve saved my supper,’ she chortled with a trace of hysteria. ‘Master Stormbringer was wrong. We’ll have something to eat after all.’

				The captives fell asleep with the ease of young animals, but a strange sound woke Arthur with a rush.

				A smiling Stormbringer stood above him. ‘At last!’ the commander said. ‘I thought you and your friends planned to sleep all the way into harbour.’

				‘What’s that?’ Arthur asked. The faint light around them seemed to suggest that night was falling although common sense told him that the hour could scarcely be past mid-afternoon. Arthur’s thoughts were scrambled, but his ears had been charmed to wakefulness by the mournful song of one of the warriors who was coiling a long piece of flaxen rope. As he sang, his shoulder and arm muscles flexed and relaxed in turn to the repetitive pattern of his labour.

				‘Ranalf sings of the birth of the Dene people and the long and perilous journey of the Scyldings to our first home,’ Stormbringer told him. He sat at his ease on the half-deck that raised the helmsman up in order to control the great tiller. Even with extraordinarily long legs, clad in trews of leather for warmth and laced along the outside, Stormbringer was forced to swing them like a child on an overlarge stool because the half-deck was very high. Arthur had difficulty concealing a smirk of amusement.

				‘Who are these Scyldings? I presume we’re to be taken to your king who’ll determine our fates. I’m inclined to think that slavery will be the most likely outcome, so I’m anxious to know as much as possible about our future masters. I understand the fates of captives, although I’m upset that my sister and Blaise have been captured with me. If mercy can be granted to outlanders in our position, I’ll happily beg for consideration for both of these young girls. They’ve done nothing to hurt anyone, so why should their lives be laid waste?’

				Stormbringer shrugged with his usual enigmatic lack of expression, but Arthur thought he saw a shadow of regret pass through the Dene’s startling blue eyes. Then it was gone.

				‘My lord, Hrolf Kraki, who is also known as the Crow King, is the king and my master. He alone will decide your fate and the separate destinies of your friends. Although I’ll explain to my king that you were betrayed by a fellow Briton called Mareddyd, I will have no part in his decision. I might add that I refused to accept any coin from Mareddyd for his treachery because I considered that you might be of use to me if I were to take you to the Dene lands. In fact, Arthur Dragonsen, I gave three rings of pure silver to Mareddyd to have you lured into our ambush.’

				Arthur shook his head, too angry to speak aloud of his frustration that Eamonn, Maeve and Blaise should suffer because of his feud with the traitorous prince of the Dobunni tribe.

				‘I will tell my king how well you assisted my warriors during the storm, so my lord may decide to be generous. He can be extremely fair when the mood takes him.’

				Stormbringer paused as he considered his next words.

				‘In days gone by, the throne of Hrolf Kraki’s father, Halga, was stolen by Snaer Frodhi, the son of Frosti, who used trickery to usurp Halga’s crown. Snaer ruled our people in cruelty and oppression for the next fifteen years. During that time, many good Dene lords were forced to wander the earth else Snaer would have them murdered. Hrolf Kraki was one of these, banished after the assassination of his elder brothers. Ultimately, my master regained the throne and I returned from the Frankish lands where I had fled with my warriors. I know what it is to be a stranger in a foreign land who must prove himself with only the strength of his arms and the purity of his heart. Now, my king hates traitors and he might show mercy towards you, though only Loki or Jesus Christ can tell how he will respond to your pleas.’

				‘Any assistance you can provide to your king that will protect my companions will place me in your debt, Master Stormbringer.’ Arthur rose to his feet and bowed his head to the Dene leader. In this obeisance the Briton lost no dignity, for Stormbringer judged correctly that Arthur asked for nothing for himself. He nodded to the younger man and extended his own sword hand in friendship.

				‘We’re men, aren’t we? I’ve been told by your friends that the British people call you the Last Dragon, and they believe you are the son and grandson of the ruler from the Red Dracos. Is that true? If so, I deem you to be a lucky man who’s been blessed by the god of Father Stephan, for a sensible man hedges his wagers when it comes to recognition from the lords of Heaven. I’ll help you all I can as long as you don’t ask me to betray my own kin or my people, Arthur Dragonsen, for I have a feeling that you’ll be a greater asset to our king as a warrior than as a slave.’

				Stormbringer inclined his head in a gesture of respect as Arthur hastened to thank him.

				‘You asked about the Scyldings? Listen, Arthur Dragonsen, and I will tell you an ancient tale that will explain much about my people. Then you might understand what it means to be a Dene.’

				And so Stormbringer told Arthur a story of Opland, the Dene’s ancient homeland in the frozen wastes of the north, a place of mountains so high and bare that snow crowned their heads all year round like a cap of white hair; a place where strange lights blazed across the night sky like a gift from the gods of Asgaad; and huge deer came briefly in vast herds. The winter was long in these lands, so the ground was permanently frozen and no plough could break its crust of ice without a superhuman effort by those poor humans who dwelt there.

				‘In this land of deep fjords and long nights, where the sun is mostly a memory, the Dene people starved and suffered in silence, although they were good fishermen and clever farmers. In Opland, death stalked the people throughout the winter months if the harvests failed. My great-grandfather once told me of how children were forced to eat grass and leaves to still the agonies of hunger during times of famine. Despairing, the people decided to challenge the way that life and death afflicted them. They fought back against the will of Heaven.’

				Shocked by the tale of children forced to eat grass, Arthur rejected it. Instead, he tried to picture a sky filled with many-coloured lights that flowed through the dark, velvet night in rivers of incredible beauty. The young man had never heard of this river of light. But Stormbringer swore he had seen its magic and Arthur was certain that Stormbringer never lied.

				While the Dene leader spoke, several warriors paused in their assigned duties and hunkered down on the deck to listen to his tales with rapt attention. Not only was Stormbringer a gifted storyteller, but he used words and gesture to bring the ancient sagas to life. Arthur too became ensnared in Stormbringer’s net of words and images, and was dragged into the world of the Dene.

				‘Eventually, a man called Skiold was born and grew to manhood in the tribe. Under his guidance, the first of the Dene people made their trek across treacherous rivers and glaciers of ice until they reached a softer land that was bounded on one side by the sea. Here, beyond the coastal dunes, the land was rich, flat and aching for the plough.

				‘In this land, fish seemed to leap into the coracles that those first Dene built, while cows stood belly-deep in green grass. The rivers were gentle and broad, and a great lake fed them with sweet water that flowed down from the mountains. The further south they travelled, the more blessed and hospitable were the lands that they took as their own.

				‘Sadly, the lands they settled were part of Vestra Gotland, whose king opposed the Dene invasion of his fiefdom. When his army came to kill the Scyldings who ventured onto his soil, Skiold led his desperate followers in a great massacre of the defenders. It was a time when brave men stood awash in blood and counted this land as a good reason to give up their lives, if their families could free themselves from the terrors of starvation.

				‘Vast rewards were won on that day of blood and courage, and when victory finally came, many songs were sung of the feats of Skiold’s warriors, so those who survived were, forever after, proud to be called one of the Scyldings.’

				Stormbringer paused for breath and a warrior pressed a fresh water bladder into his hands. The captain drank deeply before resuming his story.

				‘Many were the battles between the two tribes, but the Dene triumphed and held the coastal lands in their clenched fists. They set down their houses, built of flint, stone and timber which they found in abundance along the low hills. Skiold built his hall both tall and strong, and filled it with rich carvings that told the story of his exploits. These wooden panels were set into the lintels, so the Dene children would never forget the sacrifices made by the glorious dead for their safety.

				‘And so, the Scyldings came into being and Skiold’s hall flouted the might of Vestra Gautland when our leader took the name of King of Reidgotaland so many years ago. His son, the first Frodi, followed Skiold and extended the lands of the Dene into the south. In Skania, Frodi called on his people to master the seas, so the Dene put aside their coracles and turned to those men who could sing the trees.’

				Arthur had never heard of tree singers, although trees had always been sacred to his people. Stormbringer explained. ‘Those of you who have grown to manhood in the halls of the Dene know that some women are gifted with the Sight and can sing the sea to gentleness. It’s a pity we have no sea-wife with us on this voyage, but I am deemed to be Christian and few of the sighted ones choose to travel under the sail of the Christian God.’

				‘But your sail bears a red dragon,’ Arthur said, with a quick glance to where the wool billowed in the wind.

				‘Aye, but I’m not just a Christian, you see. No Dene would ignore the dragons of ice or the serpents of Mother Sea. I’m a Dene, but I’m not a fool! A sensible man treads both paths.’

				‘I understand,’ Arthur said. ‘But I still don’t comprehend tree singing.’

				Stormbringer donned his storytelling face again; his voice deepened and became more authoritative.

				‘A man called Ragnarsen lived in Opland with many of those people who would become Dene. He had a talent. It was a strange, wild gift that allowed him to read and understand the secrets hidden within a tree. When a jarl needed a large beam that could hold a roof high above the chief’s head, Ragnarsen would stare fixedly at a tree as if he could see through bark and foliage to its heart. He was rarely wrong and the trees gave up their hidden selves to his needs.

				‘Ragnarsen would beg the tree’s forgiveness before he took his axe to its trunk, while he always promised that its timber would never be wasted. Every tree that Ragnarsen and his sons took from the forest was replaced by a number of seedlings, planted in open areas, while every part of the tree that was harvested was used for one purpose or another. Ragnarsen had always stood tall in the eyes of his tribe, for he gave succour to every family in his village. But even Ragnarsen suffered in the tree-poor hills of Opland and starvation had laid waste his family.

				‘And so, as a valuable member of the tribe, Ragnarsen travelled with the first Scyldings to a new home in the broad flatlands of the south.

				‘When Frodi, the son of Skiold, looked towards the islands that lay so close to the shore of his new realm, he understood that ships to carry his warriors into new lands would soon become necessary. And so Magnis Ragnarsen, the son of the first tree singer, was set to work on the great labour of building a ship. No Dene had ever needed seagoing vessels in past times, for Opland had been landlocked.

				‘Magnis Ragnarsen sat and thought for a very long time. Fridlief, who succeeded Frodi, grew impatient to see his father’s dreams come into being, but Ragnarsen would not be hurried. Eventually, the first Dene to become a shipbuilder took his axe to a tall tree and used its one-sided blade to shape a long keel.

				‘Fridlief had heard that work had begun on the ship, so he travelled to the Ragnarsen home on a sunny morning in spring. The virginal forests of Vestra Gautland began a stone’s throw from Ragnarsen’s simple croft. The place where he was to build his ship had a roof put over it, and wooden walls were raised around it, because Ragnarsen built his workshop while the ship was under construction.

				‘What King Fridlief saw in that wooden structure became the stuff of legends, for he beheld a skeleton with great curved ribs rearing up as if to strike at the sky. Fridlief saw immediately that this rudimentary vessel demanded a tall figurehead on its prow for he could recognise in it the bones of an ice dragon. And so Ragnarsen promised to construct the head and wings of the magic beast that would carry his king across the waters in future conquests.

				‘When the king asked for the drawings of his ship, Ragnarsen smiled and shook his head. He explained that the plans lived within his head and there they would remain until the craft was completed. Even today, generations later, Ragnarsen’s family are still our people’s greatest shipwrights. No drawings were used to build our vessel, which has just survived the full force of the sea’s fury. The drawings live on in the minds of those men who sing the trees.’

				Arthur nodded his understanding and smiled. Even Stormbringer, accustomed as he was to praise for his storytelling skills, was gratified by the young man’s appreciation.

				‘In the reigns of Havar, Frodi the Second and Vermund the Sage, trade began between the Dene and their neighbours, the Jutes and the people of Angeln. Within a century, the people of Skania grew rich and their influence spread inexorably into the islands close to the Sound. Sjaelland and Fyn, the largest islands, absorbed some of the Dene people, but most of the emigration was to Jutland, part of the mainland which the Romans called the Cimbric Peninsula. Many years of trade and migration by those Dene citizens followed, but the day inevitably came when the great king, Dan Mikillati the Magnificent, founded the Dene Mark by sending warriors to secure remote outposts in Jutland. Long was the rejoicing in Dan’s Hall in the south, but the Jutes resisted the annexation.

				‘The kings of the Scyldings gradually became the masters of the islands, large and small, and the tribal lands of Jutland and the Angeln became Dene. Pitched battles were fought and the Sae-Dene came into existence to rove ever further at the bidding of their own kings who answered to the overlord of the Dene Mark. King Hnaef, who was the master of the mercenaries, Hengist and Horsa, was one such sea king. I’m sure you have heard of Hengist, Arthur Dragonsen, for it was he who became the first Saxon thane to carve a kingdom from the soil of your homeland. Yes, Arthur Dragonsen, the histories of the Dene and the Britons are intertwined like the tails of the ice dragons that rule the northern seas and skies.’

				Arthur’s face stiffened. Taliesin had told him the tale of how Hengist saved the child, Myrddion Emrys, from the malice of Vortigern, High King of the Britons. He recalled that Vortigern had also waged war against Arthur’s grandfather, Uther Pendragon, and his brother, Ambrosius Imperator.

				‘The skeins of our histories are indeed tangled together, Master Stormbringer.’ Arthur shook his head in perplexity and, out of long habit, his hand moved to stroke his lost knife. Although Stormbringer noticed his captive’s confusion, he continued with the ending of his long tale.

				‘When Ranalf was singing, he mourned the death of the hero, Beowulf. King Hrothgar Scylding, in his hall at Heorot, had called for the hero’s assistance. The Dene people mourned the passing of the man who slew the traitorous Grendel and his kin for many years. But those who bear arms must risk a violent death. And so it was that Beowulf, the Geat, perished in battle against the mercenaries of the Angeln. I was a small child
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THe DENE KiINGs — THE SCYLDINGS

Note: The details that follow are a representation of Dene kings in the fifth and sixth
centuries. The kings shown below are those considered important to this novel. Records

are sketchy, so information on personages and dates are approximate.

Skiold (dates unknown)

Frodi I (dates unknown)
Havar (dates unknown)
Vermund the Sage (dates unknown)

Dan Mikillati the Magnificent
(dates unknown)

Frodi 1V (dates unknown)
Frodi V (dates unknown)

Hoc Healfdene (dates unknown)

Hnaef Healfdene (c420-c448)

Healfdene Scylding (—c495)

Hrothgar Scylding (c495-525)

Sighere (dates unknown)

Halga (7530)

Snaer Frodhi (>—c530)

Hrolf Kraki (>-c530)

Frodi VII (c530-c548)

Halfdan IIT (c548—c580)

First of the Scylding kings. He led the Denc people

down from Opland to the coast of Sweden.
Danish king. The son of Skiold.

Danish king.

Danish king.

The legendary founder of a new Danish dynasty.

The last of the ancient Scyldings.
The start of a new order in the dynasty.

Born to mixed parcntage, he was half-Dene. He was

a Seylding by marriage.

Probably the son of Hoc Healfdene. He was the
sub-king of the Sac Dene. Hengist was his comrade

in arms.
Nephew of Hnacf. First of the (new) Scylding kings.

Son of Halfdan I, he was married to Wealhtheow.
He features in the Beowulf saga.

A king of the Sac Dene who is mentioned in the
epic pocm, Widsith.

Son of Healfdene, he was also called Hundingsbane.

Son of Frosti. He was a brutal and oppressive king

who dishonestly usurped the throne by trickery.
Son of Halga, he was called Storm Crow by his
subjects. He was the Dene king during the period
of Arthur’s captivity.

Danish king.

Danish king.





