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To Elizabeth, Betsy, Joseph and Eve


PROLOGUE

Palace of Boukoleon, Constantinople, 28 May 1072

DEATH WAITS IN silence.

When he took the axe-oath in the ringing chamber deep beneath the house of Hormisdas, that had been the first thing Wulfrun was told.

Death waits, everywhere.

More than honour, more than duty, it was the lesson he had been supposed to take away from that rite. Never rest. Be always vigilant. Death waits for all.

Now, cocking his head, he listened.

Silence.

As he stood in the shadows at the back of the vast, sunlit hall, Wulfrun felt his heart slow, his breath still. From under heavy lids, he looked up into the golden glow that suffused the chamber. The air here was fragrant. The perfume of the pink mullein flowers tumbling down the white walls of the palace drifted into the hall on the warm breeze. Through the great window, light twinkled across the swell of the Marmara Sea.

Soon.

Wulfrun looked across the heads of the throng waiting to hear the words of Elias Cephalas, wise counsel to the emperor. Here were representatives of the greatest families in Constantinople. Gold spilled from their coffers. Their lands stretched to the misty horizon. These were the ones who wielded power like a sword, who commanded armies, who controlled the strength of the church, and the cutting tongue of politics.

And here he was, Wulfrun of Barholme. An English dog with the mud of the fens under his nails, now risen to the heights of a captain in the feared Varangian Guard, the emperor’s right arm. Here, in the greatest city on earth, at the heart of an empire that stretched from sea to sea. Aye, he had power too, of a kind. A quiet power. No one would look him in the eye unless bidden. His choice to leave behind England and its miseries had been the right one. Now he could be the man his father had always hoped he would be.

His smile faded, and anger flickered across his face at the loss he had endured. The grief was still raw.

Wulfrun shifted his stance, feeling the comforting weight of the hauberk he wore. His leather breastplate, oiled and scented with sandalwood, creaked as he flexed. Steel vambraces protected his forearms, and on his flank, under his crimson cape, he carried his broad, circular shield, painted red and white with his raven sigil black in the centre. His fingers closed around his long-hafted Dane-axe. As always, he was dressed for battle.

A man cleared his throat and the spell was broken. Across the hall, necks craned as the emperor drifted in.

The slight figure clambered up on to the throne. In the sunlight, his jewelled loros gleamed with all the colours of the rainbow. The ruby at the centre of the crown shone, a pool of blood surrounded by gold. Though Michael had seen twenty-one summers, he still had the face of a child. Unlined, cheeks permanently flushed, eyes too wide, too innocent. Wulfrun sensed the crowd’s odd mix of awe and contempt. Did the emperor know that he was so despised? Did he care?

Michael had been seventeen when his father, the old emperor, had died. He was of an age to rule, but even his mother Eudokia had recognized that her son had no interest in politics, no desire for anything but to continue his studies. Yet Eudokia did not want to lose her grip on power and had conspired to establish herself as the young emperor’s regent alongside his uncle John Doukas. Wulfrun turned up his nose. Politics in Constantinople was little more than a pit of snakes. When Eudokia’s fingers had eventually been prised off the throne and she was dispatched to a monastery, the ineffectual emperor was left at the mercy of anyone with ambition, and in this city there was no shortage of that.

Never had there been a worse time for such weak rule, not in all of the empire’s glorious history. Less than a year had passed since that crushing defeat at the battle of Manzikert. The Turkish hordes had decimated the ranks of the professional soldiers from the western and eastern tagmata. For centuries, the empire had been feared. Now its authority had been destroyed. The borders could no longer be defended, and the Seljuks moved closer by the day.

War was coming, anyone could see that. Bloodshed the likes of which Constantinople had never known. While the emperor hid away in his chambers, everyone else marched towards doom.

A tall man with burning eyes loomed behind the throne. This was the architect of so much of Constantinople’s misery, Nikephoritzes, the finance minister, the man who held Michael in thrall. Wulfrun narrowed his eyes. He had sworn no oath to protect that viper.

But then Elias Cephalas stepped before the throne. Tall and strong and draped in many layers of the finest embroidered silk, Elias radiated a potency that the emperor lacked. His kin had built their power-base in the green northern lands, and he towered over the imperial court in every way.

Wulfrun eased a path through the crowd, unnoticed by all as they hung upon every word. Would the counsel dare tell the emperor of the sour mood across the city, here, in such a public setting? Elias would dare anything, the warrior decided.

‘A storm sweeps towards us all.’ Elias’ voice boomed off the marble walls. ‘A storm of steel, a storm of blood. And this greatest of empires falls into shadow. We have stayed silent for so long in hope that the fate we all foresee could be averted by strong actions and a will to lead us back into the sun.’ For a moment, he bowed his head as if a heavy sadness weighted his shoulders. ‘’Twas not to be. I can see that now, as can we all. You are too weak.’

A shocked murmur rustled around the chamber. On the throne, Michael leaned forward, frowning. Even then he did not have the strength to speak out in anger.

‘As long as you sit there, always a child, the empire is doomed to fall.’ Elias’ voice hardened. ‘The candle of hope must be lit before the darkness consumes us. There must be an ending … now.’

Steel flashed from the folds of Elias’ tunic. His face twisting in fury, he lunged towards the emperor.

For Wulfrun, the world was calm. His heartbeat was barely a whisper, his features peaceful. The screams that erupted around him were as nothing. The commander stepped forward, and with an effortless swing of his axe he took the counsel’s head.

Blood showered across the imperial court.

Without emotion, Wulfrun watched the shrieking women staring at their red hands in horror, the men reeling in disgust. Never had these cosseted nobles been witness to such slaughter. They were soft, in spirit as well as muscle. They never took up arms, never fought for what they believed in. That was why the army withered and the Varangian Guard was filled with English and Danes, the fiercest warriors in all the world.

Wulfrun could have spared the court this sight. He had known of Elias’ plot for days now. How easy it would have been to drag the snake out of his bed and leave his head upon his doorstep. But a lesson was needed, and here it was.

And it was not yet over.

When he raised his arm, the men under his command flooded through the doors leading into the hall. Helms and hauberks flashed. Silent they were, eyes cold, jaws set. Only the heartbeat of their leather soles upon the flags announced their arrival.

A wave of steel broke upon the crowd. Plunging among the churning, terrified aristocracy, the Varangian Guard swept towards the remaining plotters. Elias’ allies clawed their way towards the doors, crying for mercy. There would be none.

Wulfrun watched, unmoved, as the short swords stabbed. Arcs of ruby droplets shimmered in the shafts of sunlight. Women slipped and fell on the slick, ruddy floor. Men stumbled over them, sprawling. The highest in the city, now stained by the mire of life that they had sought so long to avoid. The captain gave an approving nod.

Finally, the stabbing blades stilled. The Varangian Guard retreated to the edges of the hall, their swords dripping. Wulfrun looked around the scarred faces of his men and saw no emotion. That was good. He raised his left fist, then flexed the fingers forward. The warriors ghosted away into the depths of the palace.

‘You do your duty well, Wulfrun. Once again I owe you my life.’

The captain turned at the sound of the reedy voice. Someone had handed a cloth to the emperor and he was dabbing at the splatters on his tunic. Wulfrun bowed his head. Michael forced a wan smile as Nikephoritzes took his arm and guided him out of the chamber.

Lessons had been learned here, the commander thought, but none by those who most needed them.

Stepping over the bodies littering the crimson lake, the captain marched past the ashen aristocrats without giving them a second glance. Outside the door, he inhaled a familiar fragrance, as sweet as those flowers cascading down the palace walls. He saw her, half hidden in the shadows of the entrance to an antechamber. With a sweet smile, Juliana Nepa beckoned to him. She fairly glowed in the half-light, her fine dress the colour of amber, her blonde hair covered by an ivory headcloth. On her breast was the gold brooch, the token he had given her months before.

‘You should not be here, Juliana—’

‘You are so stern.’ Grasping his hand, she dragged him into the room. Once they were out of sight, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him upon the right cheek. ‘Wulfrun the warrior!’ she teased, reaching out to his iron helm. With a frown, he jerked his head back, but he could never resist her. Bowing, he let her take the gilded helm. His hazel hair tumbled free. For a moment, she caught her fingers in it. Her face grew serious, her thoughts flying away he did not know where. But then a smile lit her face once more and she murmured, ‘You are two men, Wulfrun, did you know that? Two men, and I know not which is the true one.’

He laughed at her playfulness.

‘There!’ She pressed the tip of one finger against his lips. ‘When you wear the helm of the Guard you never smile and never, never laugh. Your face is like stone, your voice so grim. Yet when you strip it away you are warm and caring, and gentle.’

‘You do not like the captain of the Guard?’

Juliana hesitated. ‘He scares me.’

Wulfrun flinched. But he understood what lay behind her words. The rite deep beneath the palace had changed him; remade him. The choking smell of the cloying smoke from the torches, the stink of fear-sweat on the naked men, the reek of the urine that they all would drink to usher them across the threshold to their new life. The blood of the lion, and the bull. To stand under the banner of the Varangian Guard meant being a man no longer. All weaknesses, all flaws, aye, and all kindnesses too, had to be put aside. Now he felt as if he were carved from stone. There were days when he could feel the heart of the person he had been begin to crumble, become dust, drift away. He peered deep into Juliana’s face. She was the last bond that connected him to that fading man. Without her, he truly would be lost.

Beyond the doorway, the aristocrats began to trail out of the hall. Amid the hubbub, a familiar creaking echoed. Wulfrun glanced at Juliana and saw a shadow cross her face. The Nepotes had suffered much during the last two years, but in Constantinople the price for failure was always harsh.

Juliana eased past him to spy on the throng. Sure enough, there was her father, Kalamdios Nepos. Four slaves carried his chair at shoulder-height on wooden poles. Wulfrun felt a pang of pity. Kalamdios too had lost the man he used to be, but his loss was not by choice. His face was fixed in a permanent scowl, and though his eyes swivelled in his head, seeing everything, he was cut off from the world like a ship adrift in stormy seas. His mouth could not form words, only the mewling of an infant. Drool dripped from the edge of his lip. He could not lift his arm to wipe it away, nor feed himself, nor walk. Wulfrun had seen his fingers flex, and his wrists had some movement, but that was all that remained of the once-powerful Kalamdios. On the side of his head, a large patch of hair was missing where the blade had cut through the skull and into his brain.

Beside him walked his wife, Juliana’s mother. Simonis Nepa was still slender, still beautiful, though silver streaked her auburn hair. Wulfrun thought she had the saddest face he had ever seen. When he first arrived in Constantinople in the stream of English refugees fleeing the devastation wrought by William the Bastard upon their homeland, he remembered Simonis laughing as she welcomed the wealthiest merchants in the city into her house.

He glanced down at Juliana, frowning as she watched her kin pass by. Did she believe her bloodline was cursed, as many said?

Juliana must have sensed him looking at her, for she glanced up and smiled. ‘All is well,’ she murmured.

A small figure pushed through the blood-spattered aristocrats like a rat swimming upstream. The head turned this way and that, searching, until Wulfrun glimpsed the thin face.

‘I must go,’ he whispered. ‘Ricbert looks for me.’

‘More news from your spies in the city? Or your scouts across the empire?’

‘Both, I would wager.’

Her eyes flashed with affection and she breathed, ‘Keep well.’ She kissed him on the cheek once more and then slipped out into the flow of bodies.

Wulfrun hailed. His aide grinned and elbowed his way through the crowd, caring little how many of the high-born snapped with irritation. In the anteroom, Ricbert pulled off his helm and ran his fingers through his lank brown hair. ‘You gave the great folk of Constantinople a fright,’ he said, showing his crooked teeth.

‘Aye. They will not be so quick to plot for a while. Until they start to wince under Nikephoritzes’ taxes again.’

The smaller man snorted. ‘A little blood makes them afrit? They have too many comforts here. They would not last a day in England.’

‘They pay us well for our hardness, Ricbert.’

‘Long may they refuse to get their hands dirty.’

‘You have news?’

Ricbert shrugged. ‘Seljuks to the east, Normans to the west. So many enemies to the north, I would not know where to begin. But all is as it was. No movement towards Constantinople as yet.’

Wulfrun shook his head, feeling the weight of his responsibilities. ‘These soft people can lose themselves in the endless rounds of who-is-doing-what, but soon enough they will be forced to face up to the reckoning that is coming their way. Till then …’ He paused, sensing a hesitancy in his aide. ‘There is more?’

‘The scout has returned with news of England.’

For a moment, Wulfrun let the words settle on him. Then he removed his helm from under his arm and slipped it on his head. The world closed in around him.

‘The rebellion is over. In the fenlands, the English have been defeated. William the Bastard is victorious.’

‘And Hereward?’ Dead. He heard the word in his head before the other man spoke.

But Ricbert shook his head. ‘England is rife with tales of what happened to the rebel leader after Ely fell. The Normans claim he ran like a whipped cur and threw himself upon the king’s mercy, betraying his own men in the same breath.’

Wulfrun set his jaw. He knew Hereward too well. ‘More Norman lies.’

With a sly smile, Ricbert threw his arms wide. ‘Perhaps he flew away ’pon the wings of an angel. In the inns, they call him Bear-killer … Giant-killer … wielder of a magic sword which can cleave whole mountains in two, so the scout tells me.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘I would pay good coin for a sword like that.’ His smile faded when he saw Wulfrun’s cold face. ‘A ship set sail from Yernemuth with the last of the English rebels upon it, and, so it seems, Hereward among their number. It is said they come here, to Constantinople, to seek their fortune.’

Wulfrun felt a heat deep in his bones. He had thought himself stone, but it seemed there was a part of the old Wulfrun that still lived on, even under the colours of the Varangian Guard. ‘Then let him come,’ he said, trying to keep the tremor out of his voice. ‘If he dare walk through this city, his days will soon be ended. My axe will see to that.’


CHAPTER ONE

THE WARRIORS WATCHED the ship drift towards them across the green swell. With faces like winter, they took in the billowing amber sail and the cracking lines, the freshly painted shields lining the side and the tiller swinging at the mercy of the currents. For this was a ship of ghosts, they could see that now. The vessel looked as if those who sailed it had only just set its course, but no man walked upon that deck. And all that rolled out was the groaning of the hull as it flexed against the waves, a sound that seemed to come from beyond the grave.

‘Pull alongside,’ Hereward commanded. In the sultry heat, he was stripped to the waist. The tattooed blue-black circles and spirals of the fighting man flexed across his tanned arms. Placing one foot upon the side of his own ship, Hereward studied the deserted vessel. Though he could sense his men urging him to leave well alone, instincts honed on the field of battle demanded that he know more.

Overhead, the sail swelled as his men took to the oars. Their vessel was a warship, just large enough to accommodate the thirty men upon its benches. But some would say they were ghosts too, dead men all, stripped of their lives, their home, their loved ones, their hope. Outlaws, exiles, condemned to wander the earth for ever.

‘This is bad business,’ the Viking growled under his breath. Kraki was his name. Wild of hair and beard, his face was cleaved by a jagged scar. He scowled, trying to hide his unease. On land, he was a seasoned warrior, a former leader of Earl Tostig’s deadly huscarls, and axe-for-hire, trailing death behind him as he trekked from his cold northern home. But here on the whale road he seemed as superstitious as any drunken ceorl in the dark midwinter. Ghosts and portents and curses. He needed dry land under his feet to find himself again, Hereward knew. But he was not alone there.

Only one of those aboard was not a member of the war-band. Red Erik was long seasoned by the salt winds and, unlike the others, capable of navigating to distant shores. In the five days they had been upon the waves, the warriors had started to learn to be seamen under his command. Until the exile, many of them had never left the well-trodden paths of their villages in the fenlands of eastern England. Then they had been forced to venture into open water with waves as high as towering cliffs. But England was gone for good, of that there could be no doubt. The comfort of the winter hearth, the care of kin, the joyful feasting after the harvest, all gone, never to be seen again. King William had seen to that.

Hereward gritted his teeth. These good warriors had fought the Bastard long and hard after he had stolen the English crown that day at Senlac Ridge. And for a brief time, it had seemed the hated Norman invaders might be driven back into the sea. But betrayal came lightly to some, and while they had been looking out over the walls of their fortress at Ely they had not been paying heed to their backs, and the blades of their own.

He swallowed his bitterness. On the Isle of Eels, their forces had been strong. They had weapons aplenty and the walls stood firm. The secret paths through the treacherous bogs and dense woods and flooding watercourses were unknown to the enemy. Once they had destroyed King William’s camp at Belsar’s Hill, it had seemed the invaders were on the brink of collapse. But the monks of Ely, who had offered sanctuary to the rebel band, began to fear for their gold and power. And so they showed the Bastard the secret ways and led his army to the gates. In the face of such vast numbers of Normans and mercenaries, it was then only a matter of time until the hopes of the English crumbled.

In the end, his leadership had amounted to naught. He winced. To save England from the brutal retribution of the king, to save his birthland of Mercia, to save all the desperate men and women who had rallied to his standard, he had been forced to take the Bastard’s deal: leave the shores of his home for ever, and do so in secrecy so that the people for whom he had fought so hard would think he had abandoned them. What choice did he have? If he had stayed the king would have killed and maimed and starved the English until he had wiped out all trace of them. He had accepted that final twist of the knife; it was the only honourable course. And his most loyal warriors had followed him even then. He owed them everything. Now their fate lay on his shoulders alone. He could not, would not, fail them again. But there was hope. Though England was forbidden to him, he had heard there was a need for fighting men in the east. Perhaps there they could find a new home.

The ghost ship drifted closer still until his men could throw their hooks into the wood and drag it alongside. Before Hereward could peer into the vessel, cries rang out all around. Men crossed themselves or clutched the lead hammers that hung round their necks.

Leaning over the side, the Mercian saw what had dismayed them. Blood sluiced along the deck from prow to stern, a lake of it, gleaming darkly in the midday sun.

‘Still wet,’ Kraki mumbled, moistening his lips. Thirty pairs of eyes flickered towards the horizon, searching for whatever had brought about this curse.

‘You have waded through a sea of Norman guts on the battlefield,’ Hereward called to his crew. He pushed scorn into his voice, trying to cut through their superstition. ‘Are you afrit of a little blood?’

Kraki heaved himself off his bench and leaned in. ‘Now it is not ghosts that trouble me.’

Hereward stared into the distance. They had sailed without incident past Normandy and Brittany, Guyenne and Navarre. But then they had put in to the rocky shore of Leon and Castile to replenish their food and water and there the fearful fishermen had issued their warning. A vast fleet of sea wolves was laying waste to the coastline, searching for one of their number who had robbed them of some great prize.

A cry rang out from the prow.

Hereward whirled. A figure was standing on the side of the ship, arms outstretched, ready to throw himself into the waves. The Mercian glimpsed the red hair, the pale skin, and realized it was Sighard, the youngest of the war-band. Men scrambled over the benches. They knew as well as Hereward that a black despair had eaten its way into the lad’s heart since his brother had been slain by the Normans.

For an instant, Sighard teetered on the brink. But just as he lifted one foot to take a last step on to the green fields of the whale road, a huge figure rose up and strapped his mighty arms around the lad’s chest. Guthrinc was an English oak who towered over every man there, with a heart just as big. He wrenched back, and the two men sprawled across the deck.

Hereward thrust his way through the circle of warriors that had gathered around them. Guthrinc kept his arms wrapped around the lad, just in case.

‘Let me die. I am no use to anyone,’ Sighard mumbled, one arm thrown across his freckled face.

‘You are a brother to us all,’ the Mercian said, crouching down. ‘You have proved yourself in battle a hundred times. There is not a man here who would not give up his life for you. Do you hear?’

‘Let me die,’ Sighard repeated.

As Hereward stood up, Alric caught his arm. The monk’s brown hair was lank from salt spray, his sodden tunic clinging to his slim frame. They had been friends for long years now, and knew each other better than any men there. Alric pulled the Mercian to one side and whispered, ‘You cannot leave Sighard to his own devices. I have seen this affliction before. There will be smiles, and kind words, but the blackness will gnaw away at him, and sooner or later he will take his own life. He needs hope.’

‘Every man here does.’ Hereward felt the weight of his burden. All of his spear-brothers had lost so much during the long war against the Normans. Exile had left them with nothing, and they looked to him, as their leader, to give them that hope once more. ‘All will be well when we reach Constantinople.’

The monk nodded. ‘Aye. Gold and glory. That promise keeps them going. Without that—’

‘They will get their gold and glory. I will see to that,’ Hereward said curtly.

As he pushed his way through the warriors towards Kraki, the Mercian knew that nothing less would do. He had to deliver them to Constantinople. Only then would they be able to put the past behind them. Only then could their lives begin anew.

Though the Viking hid his own loss better than most, the Mercian knew it still consumed him. Kraki was a fighting man. He lived for battle. But then he lost his heart to a woman, and when he was forced to send her away to save her life the agony had cut deeper than any blade. Hereward weighed his choice, and realized it was the right one.

‘I need your aid,’ he said.

‘You always need my aid.’

‘Sighard must have a wise head to guide him. I cannot find one, so I have chosen you.’

Kraki snorted. ‘Am I to wipe the snot from the noses of babes?’

‘He mourns his brother still. More … that loss is turning his heart black.’

Kraki looked away, understanding.

‘He is a good man, you know that. And he has always given all for his brothers. But now he needs us,’ Hereward continued. ‘Watch over him. He is wounded, and this battlefield is no less dangerous than any other.’

After a moment’s thought, the Viking grunted his assent. Though he scowled at the prospect, he seemed to be pleased to be given the task, the Mercian thought.

On the horizon, lightning flickered. A low boom rumbled across the waves, and the wind picked up. As Hereward looked towards the approaching storm, he glimpsed tiny dots of colour in the distance. Sails.

Kraki had seen them too. ‘Sea wolves?’

‘We should not tarry here,’ Hereward replied. ‘Push us free of this ship of ghosts, and let us be away before we join them.’


CHAPTER TWO

THE SPITTING FIRE-POT trailed showers of sparks with each wild swing on its creaking chain. Shadows flickered across the rain-lashed faces of the men hunched over the oars. Like statues, they seemed, as they looked out across the heaving waves to the black horizon. The light of the pot’s flames carved deep furrows into their drawn features. All eyes watched the distant ship. The roiling clouds had near turned day to night and they would have missed it if not for the blaze of lightning sheeting across the horizon.

‘What do you say?’ Kraki bellowed.

‘A fisherman. Or a merchant. Lost in the storm.’ Hereward shielded his eyes against the elements and waited for the vessel to reappear on the roll of grey swell. He could sense all his men waiting for his judgement. He braced himself against the bucking deck, holding still with a warrior’s strength and grace. The rain pasted his long fair hair to his head and stung his eyes, but still he watched.

The ship came and went, came and went. Scarlet sails billowed, but whoever manned that vessel was lost to the gloom.

Kraki heaved himself to his feet. Dragging his axe from under his bench, he used its weight to balance himself. ‘Or a sea wolf, blown off course?’ he growled. The howling wind almost snatched the words from his lips.

‘Perhaps.’

Hereward looked across the bowed heads of his men and saw many quaking with the terror of the waves. Who could blame them? The sea was a monster that could not be tamed, only respected. Few of these men were sailors, and they had learned their new skills the hard way, with stomachs filled with sea water.

A figure clawed its way across the benches. As it neared the fire-pot, Hereward saw it was Alric. The flames lit the terror that contorted his face.

‘We must put to shore,’ he yelled above the gale. ‘This storm will send us to the bottom.’

The monk’s fear seemed to ease Kraki’s own worries. The Viking raised one eyebrow and said, ‘Are you not praying to your God? Surely at your plea his great hands will scoop us up and carry us all to calm waters.’

Alric glared. ‘He tests me, I know. I have been all but drowned every time I have dared to cross the whale road. Enough, I say!’

‘We should have been warned of this before we agreed to sail with you,’ Kraki said. He jabbed a finger into the monk’s chest so that the younger man almost tumbled backwards. The men around laughed, the humour easing their concern.

‘These waters are known for their terrible storms, so we have been told,’ Hereward said, ‘and putting in to shore is a good plan. But first we have another worry.’

Kraki’s eyes flicked out across the waves once more. The red-sailed ship was nearer still. In that gale, there was now no question it had set a course for them. ‘Fight, or run like dogs?’ he asked. Both options had their risks.

‘How do you fight at sea?’ Alric asked.

‘The same as on land,’ Kraki replied. ‘For your life.’

Hereward’s hand fell to the golden hilt of his sword, Brainbiter. He sensed his friends’ fear. If fight they must, they would have to rely on their instincts and God’s judgement.

‘No doubt now,’ Kraki said, peering into the storm. ‘Those curs are bearing down on us.’

Hereward nodded. ‘Ready yourselves,’ he bellowed, his voice cutting through the gale. Heads ducked down to search for spears and axes secreted beneath benches. He gave an approving nod. Though his men were afraid, they showed none of it. They all knew death had many guises. It came as a winter storm. The thunderclap of a full-throated roar. The lightning strike of a keen axe blade in a churning field of mud and blood. Or a soft autumn wind when the leaves are turning gold and the fruits are heavy, or a whisper in the still of midnight. If they wanted to see their days continue, they had to be always vigilant, always ready.

As he clambered over the benches towards the prow, he felt the first flames of anger flicker to life. He was already sick of running.

‘We will draw them on,’ he shouted. ‘If they decide a chase in these waters is a trouble too far, so be it. But if they come on, let them think us weak. They will let their guards down. And by the time they find the truth, it will be too late.’

More lightning flickered along the horizon. The pitching waves glimmered as a rumble of thunder rolled out. For one moment the world became black and white, and then the blood-red sails carved above the roll of dark water. Hereward felt the blood in his head begin to match the pounding of the elements. The part of him he loathed, the part of him that brought him bloody and brutal victory in battle, began its insidious whispering. So much had been torn from his grip, but now, by God, he would deny any man who would try to take all that he had left: the lives of his men, and the future they sought together.

‘Keep your heads down,’ he roared. ‘Act as if you are bedraggled merchants lost at sea, little fish to be gutted and eaten.’

His crew obeyed in an instant. At the prow, Mad Hengist danced, his lank blond hair whipping in the gale. His feet whisked across the bucking, slick boards as if he were in an earl’s hall. Since the Normans had slaughtered his kin his wits came and went, but he seemed to see things hidden to other men. He turned his rodent features towards Hereward, his eyes glittering. ‘I smell gold,’ he cackled, glancing ahead.

‘And blood?’ Hereward asked. ‘Do you smell that on the wind this day, Hengist? Victory for the last of the English?’

The smaller man gave a wolfish grin.

Hereward nodded, grinning in return. ‘Victory for the last of the English!’ he called to his crew. ‘Hengist has listened to the wind!’ He watched the light begin to burn in the eyes of his men. They were wet and cold and their stomachs growled for the next meal. The terror of the sea tugged always at the back of their thoughts. But they trusted Hengist, for he spoke with God and gods. And if they were to go to the bottom this day, it would be with a fire in their hearts.

The storm loomed at their backs with towering cliffs of black thunderheads. Yet it did not advance. Perhaps God had smiled on them, Hereward thought. He watched Alric kneeling on the deck as salt water washed around his legs, hands clasped, eyes clamped shut, face contorted in desperate prayer.

The Mercian beckoned to Guthrinc at his place in the centre of the front bench. His old friend levered his huge frame up and cracked his knuckles.

‘Put those hawk’s eyes of yours to good use,’ Hereward said.

Guthrinc wiped the spray from his face and peered towards the approaching vessel. ‘I see shields along the side. I see the glint of axes, and helms, and bodies hunched over oars, speeding the ship towards us.’

Death, then. Death like a winter storm.

‘Has the king recanted and sent his dogs to drive us to the deep?’ the tall man added.

‘The king is a butcher and a bastard, but he has honour. He said we could leave with our lives, and he would not go back on his word.’

‘Sea wolves, then.’

Hereward nodded. ‘They think us merchants, our ship laden with goods for the hot lands to the south.’

Balancing on the balls of his feet, he peered across the water as he made his way aft. The red sail glowed in the half-light. It had seen better days, he could now tell. The bottom edge was ragged, and it had been patched here and there. The paint on the shields was old and worn, the wood showing through. On one, a skull stared out with hollow eyes. Now the vessel was close enough for him not to need Guthrinc’s sharp gaze to discern the outline of the dark figures crowded on deck. They heaved on the oars, adding to the force of the wind. Their ship sped towards their prey like an arrow.

‘Wait,’ Hereward growled to his men. ‘Wait.’ If the dogs did not fear resistance, any archers aboard would not waste shafts. ‘Now. Ready yourselves,’ he rumbled.

Hands ducked down for spears and axes. Guthrinc had his bow, though even his skill with an arrow would be tested on those heaving waves.

Hereward cast one furtive glance over his shoulder. The red-sailed ship was barely a spear’s throw away. It had not slowed or deviated from its course. He saw the helms, and the leather armour the rowers wore, despite the heat. Ready for battle. He saw pale skin, too. These were not the swarthy, dark-haired people who lived along this coast. These warriors came from colder climes.

When he looked back towards the prow, a booming rose up above the sound of the ocean. At first, he thought it was more thunder. But it was too rhythmic, and soon it was accompanied by a low, steady chant. The curs were hammering out the war-beat with their feet upon the deck, and they were singing open the gates of hell, as the Norman bastards always did before battle.

He cocked his head and listened. Words reached his ears above the moan of the wind. English, it was, he was sure. They sang of bones and blood and gold and glory.

In the prow, a warrior stood, his axe raised high. Hereward could see why this man had taken to a life on the whale road. Women and children would find it hard to rest their gaze upon him, so fearsome was his appearance. His nose was gone, sliced off in some fight or other. Two holes remained, so that at first glance his face had the look of a death’s head. Both ears were missing too, and part of his hair had been torn out or burned away. His bottom lip was split in two. His eyes were sunken, one of them milky. What remained of his features seemed little more than a mass of ragged scars. Battle had not been kind to him; it looked as if he had been whittled down bit by bit. And yet he still had his life, and his stripped torso was powerfully built. If he could survive such deprivations and come back for more, he would never die easily. Hereward knew he should not underestimate such a warrior.

The ruined man pointed directly at the Mercian, and as his ship neared he tore his mouth wide and roared. As one, his men drew in their oars and roared in unison so that it seemed a wild beast was bearing down on them.

‘Wait until you smell the reek of their sweat,’ Hereward said, just loud enough for his own men to hear. ‘And with luck we will take some more parts of their leader.’

The red-sailed ship’s tillerman guided his charge with dexterity as it swept alongside. Still roaring, the crew rose from their benches and braced themselves. They were a motley group. Wild-haired and bearded, skin lashed red by the elements. Hereward wrinkled his nose. They stank of vinegar sweat, yes, but shit and piss too, as if they had not put ashore in many a day.

Iron hooks flew across the gulf and bit into the wood along the side of the English ship. Amid cheers and jeering laughter, the wild men of the sea braced themselves and hauled on the attached ropes to bring the two vessels together.

Wait, Hereward thought. Wait.

The churning black water between the ships shrank to a spear’s width. The noise from the pirates grew so loud it drowned out the distant rumble of thunder. The English remained silent, heads bowed, as still as stones.

As the ships drew closer, the ruined man sensed something was wrong. Slowly his axe lowered. He looked across his quarry until his gaze settled on Hereward. The Mercian held that look, a warrior’s stare, and though he could read nothing in those destroyed features he knew the other man must sense the deception.

‘Now!’ Hereward bellowed.

With a roar that dwarfed the enemy’s battle-cry, the English wrenched up their weapons and leapt to their feet. Silence fell upon the other ship, but only for a moment. Fury erupted as the pirates recognized the trickery, driving them on to even wilder exhortations.

Guthrinc rested one foot upon the front bench, nocked an arrow and let the shaft fly. It rammed through the eye of a red-bearded man and burst out of the back of his skull, flipping his helm off his head. Stunned by the speed of the attack, the pirates were wrong-footed. A wave of English fighting men crashed upon them. Axes slammed down. Spears thrust. And for a while the spray turned red.

Once his fingers closed around the cool hilt of his sword, Hereward launched himself off the side of the ship. The heaving swell flew beneath his feet. As he came down with a furious yell, he swung Brainbiter in an arc. The blade tore through the neck of the man in front of him, almost severing the head in one stroke. Snarling his hands in the dead man’s tunic, he yanked him forward into the brine between the ships, then stepped into the gap and hacked right and left. Two men howled as they buckled.

On the rolling swell, he felt as if he were fighting while standing on the back of a bucking stallion. But the reeking bodies were so closely packed in the confined space, he was locked in place. Unable to swing his sword, he gut-stabbed one man, then drove the blade up into the exposed jaw of another. Beside him, Kraki hooked with his axe. Guthrinc heaved a man above his head as if his victim were a sack of flour and hurled him into the sea. Others sliced groins or the backs of knees. Those with spears stayed by the gunwale, creating some room with their constant thrusting.

Under his feet, the deck was as slick with blood as the ghost ship they had discovered. The sea wolves fought on to the last. What else could they do? There was nowhere to flee, and any man who ended up in that turbulent sea was unlikely to survive long enough to swim to shore. And these were not true warriors, Hereward could see now. They handled their weapons like butchers’ knives. No grace, no skill. They were only interested in plundering those who were weaker than they were. Now they would pay the price for a life without honour.

The Mercian drove Brainbiter through the stomach of the man in front of him. As the dead man toppled over the side, Hereward looked around and saw he had no more foes to fight.

A hubbub rose up from a crowd of his spear-brothers gathered at the prow. They had disarmed the last of the pirates and herded him towards the edge.

As the spears drew back to thrust, Hereward called out, ‘Hold!’

At his command, his men held fast, looking back. The Mercian pushed his way among them. At the front, Sighard stood with the tip of his spear pressed against the neck of the pirates’ leader. The fighting seemed to have cleared his despair, if only for a while.

The ruined man peered up at his captors with his one good eye. Hereward saw no fear in that look.

‘Let him live,’ the Mercian ordered.

‘What value is his life?’ Sighard snarled. ‘He would have ended all our days if he had his way.’

‘We will show mercy.’

Kraki stepped forward and snatched Sighard’s spear away from the ruined man’s neck. For a moment, the younger man resisted. Then, with a sullen expression, he unfurled his fingers from the shaft and let the Viking take his weapon.

‘We will put him to shore and let him spread the word to any other wolves who sail these waters looking for lambs to prey upon,’ the Mercian said, his voice brooking no resistance. ‘The price for attacking Hereward and the last of the English will be more than any can stomach.’

‘You are Hereward?’ The ruined man’s one good eye narrowed. His words came out muffled by his ragged bottom lip.

‘You have heard of me?’

‘Aye. There are few who do not know of the man who bloodied the nose of William the Bastard.’

Hereward weighed the man’s accent and said, ‘You are from the north?’

‘Eoferwic. I owe the Norman dogs for this.’ He raised one trembling finger to his face. ‘One wrong word can cost a man everything.’

‘Few escaped the hard hand of the enemy.’ The Mercian eyed the sea wolf. He could tell a man’s character from the briefest tremor on a cheek, or the curve of a lip, or the glimmer in an eye, but this man’s disfigurement made him unreadable. ‘What is your name?’

‘Ragener.’ His tongue flicked out to moisten his lips. ‘Ragener the Hawk.’

Sighard laughed without mirth. ‘You have the eye of a hawk? Only one.’

Recognizing who held the power here, the sea wolf ignored the younger man and kept his gaze fixed on Hereward. ‘Put me ashore near a village and I will make sure you have gold to send you on your way.’

‘Stolen gold, splashed with blood?’ The Mercian shook his head slowly.

The Hawk flinched, his mouth jerking in what could have been a sneer. ‘Too tainted for the likes of the great Hereward? Some of us have not been smiled upon by God and must make our own way in the world as best we can.’

Kraki growled and raised his axe. Hereward raised one hand to stay the Viking’s arm. ‘This world has not been kind to you, that is true. But a man shoulders his burden and makes his own way—’

‘Words like that come easy. Walk in my shoes and see if you say the same. Women cannot look at me. Nor men. Even begging for alms is a trial.’

Kraki snorted. ‘I have seen men who have suffered more than you. Aye, I have. Men without hands or feet. Eyes put out by hot iron. Even then they live their days with honour.’

Ragener’s lips curled back from his teeth in rage. Before he could lunge, Sighard put one foot in his chest and drove him back on to the boards. The sea wolf’s emotion was now so hot that the Mercian had no trouble reading it: the Hawk would kill them all if he could.

‘Your life has no worth, then?’ Hereward said. ‘You would throw it away so easily?’

‘You will end my days whatever I say,’ the ruined man snapped. He caught himself. His good eye darted and he moistened his lips. ‘I can offer you more than gold. Something with value beyond your dreams.’

Kraki laughed with contempt. ‘Aye. You sail the whale road for joy alone.’

Ragener ignored the Viking, his eyes narrowing. ‘Something that will set king against king, and see rivers of blood spilled to win it.’

Hereward looked around with a wry expression. ‘And where is this great treasure? Not here. Only the blood of your men fills this boat.’

‘You do not have the right eyes.’

The Mercian nodded. ‘Speak, then.’

‘Hereward!’

Spinning at the sound of his name, Hereward looked back along the ship. Alric had leapt aboard and was squatting next to a bench, pointing towards a mound of sailcloth aft. ‘I saw it move. Someone hides there,’ the monk called.

‘Watch him,’ the Mercian said with a nod to Ragener. ‘I think he is more snake than hawk.’ Drawing Brainbiter, he clambered over the benches to where Alric waited, a knot of men at his back. As the vessel heaved up on the swell, he watched the sailcloth. Nothing moved.

‘I saw it!’ Alric repeated in answer to the unspoken question.

As the beat of the Mercian’s feet thudded along the deck, the mound shifted, barely perceptibly but enough for Hereward’s keen eyes. A cowardly pirate hoping to escape the judgement of the rebel crew, he guessed. Catching the edge of the filthy cloth, he yanked it up. The figure beneath lunged so fast the Mercian barely saw it. A bloodstained blade lashed out. Wrong-footed, Hereward could only watch as the short sword whisked to open up his guts.

But Alric was quicker. The monk threw himself into his friend, propelling Hereward just beyond the reach of the cutting edge. Yet the figure rising from the mound of sailcloth was as fast as a viper. It struck again, this time catching Alric a glancing blow. Stunned, he flew over the edge of the ship and into the surging waters. Within an instant, he had been sucked beneath the surface.

For a moment, Hereward could not move. For the murderous attacker who might well have claimed his friend’s life was a naked woman. Slaked in blood, seemingly as feral as a wildcat, she hunched over, spitting and snarling, and ready to slay any man who came near her.


CHAPTER THREE

WAVES BOOMED OVER Alric’s head. The turbulent current’s claws wrenched him into the maw of icy darkness. Brine surged into his nose, his mouth, and for a moment the shock of the cold slapped his senses away. As he flailed in the grip of the crushing swell, he felt the candle of his life gutter.

The last of his breath seeped away. Lights flashed in the dark deep in his head. Memories rushed up as if they had been freed from a sealed vault: times he missed, faces he half knew, days he hoped he would never recall again. His father, struggling to find the words to say goodbye as the old man delivered him to the door of the monastery at Jarrow. Fierce, cruel Father Leomas thrashing him with a willow cane for failing to recite the catechism. Dark, cold nights in his cell, listening to the scratching of the rats.

The blackness clawed at the edge of his vision and he thought his chest might burst.

More memories flooded his skull, some almost too painful to bear. His hands around the throat of Hereward’s treacherous brother Redwald, throttling the life from him so that his friend could be free of that hated man’s curse. And his desperate fear that, however selfless his actions, Hereward would only despise him if he discovered the truth of his crime.

Water surged into his mouth. I am dying, he thought. His arms drifted to the side. His panicked movements ebbed. Soon all would be gone. Perhaps it would be for the best.

But then his mind burned with one image: a sword, raised high, glinting in the sun. Hereward, a good man who carried a devil inside him. A soul to be saved, God’s work that only he could do, for without him the devil would be free, and Hereward would kill wantonly, foe or friend, until he ultimately destroyed himself.

Once more he began to flail. He could not die, he would not. For if he did, Hereward, his friend, would be doomed. But the world was as black as pitch, he could not tell up from down, and he had no air left in his lungs.

An arm gripped him.

Instinctively, he tried to wrench himself free, but whoever was there held him fast. Strong kicks propelled him on. The water lightened. Dimly, Alric realized he was being dragged to safety. Bubbles streamed past his face. Though the swell tore at him, trying to suck him back down to the deep, his rescuer did not relent.

And then he broke the surface. With a cry, he filled his aching lungs. The waves heaved him up, tossed him around like a leaf in a winter gale. Alone, he would not have had the strength to resist.

‘Go limp, monk! You will be the death of both of us!’ It was Hereward’s voice that bawled into his ear, his friend’s arm pinning his chest.

The Mercian kicked out once more, fighting the furious force of the sea. And then, over the pounding of the water, Alric thought he could hear shouts of encouragement. In no time at all, hands were grasping his soaking tunic and he was hauled out of the waves and dumped on the sodden deck. Seawater sluiced around his face. For a long moment he lay there, gulping in deep draughts of air.

Once the darkness washed away from his thoughts, he felt a rush of passion and he all but cried in joy that he yet lived. Murmuring a prayer of thanks, he looked up, only to find he was alone.

His spear-brothers were clustered around the woman. Someone had draped a filthy cloak over her naked form. She crouched like a cornered dog, lips curled back from her teeth. A murderous look glowed in her eyes as she searched the faces of the men around her.

Alric could now see that she was not English, nor from the north countries, like the others who had sailed on that ship. Where the spray had streaked the blood on her face, dark skin showed through. Her eyes were almond-shaped and seemed to glint with gold at the core, her lips were full, and her matted hair had the lustrous sheen of raven wings. He guessed she had seen twenty-five summers. The monk had come across her kind before, on the quayside in Eoferwic and Lincylene. Strange men in loose-fitting tunics and trousers of bright amber and sapphire, thick layers of cloth wrapped around head and neck. They had journeyed from the hot lands in ships reeking of unfamiliar spices.

Alric watched the woman give Hereward an ugly look. She seemed afraid behind her anger, but she would not allow herself to show it. Yet for all the hatred that hardened her features she had a delicate beauty and a poise to the arch of her neck. Not peasant stock, this woman.

Hereward stood over her, his face like thunder. ‘What is your name?’ he growled.

The woman glared at him, uncomprehending.

‘Like as much, she does not speak our tongue,’ Kraki said, studying her. ‘Stolen from her home, I would wager. These dogs no doubt thought they could make good coin selling her as slave or whore.’

Guthrinc towered over the woman. ‘Only one? If these were slavers, they would have more on board.’

Alric watched Hereward soften as he crouched to look the prisoner in the face. Still defiant, she pressed herself back against a bench as if he might strike her. ‘This blood is fresh.’ He plucked up a length of rope, the ends frayed where they had been cut. ‘They had her bound, lying here on the deck. She would have been soaked in the blood of those who had fallen. Her bonds were cut. Likely by herself, from a fallen weapon.’

Alric stumbled over the benches as the boat swung up and down on the back of the swell. ‘Can you not see she is afrit?’ he protested. ‘She does not need fierce warriors poking and prodding her as if she were a side of meat.’

‘Aye, I see that, and more.’ Hereward ripped off a length of sailcloth and dipped it in the seawater running along the deck. He held it out to the woman and made a cleaning motion. For a moment, she held his gaze with those piercing eyes, and then she snatched the cloth from him and began to wipe the blood from her arms. As she did so, Hereward snatched her wrist and yanked it up. The woman cried out and made to strike him with a free hand, but the Mercian caught that wrist too.

‘Hereward! Leave her!’ Alric said, horrified.

‘See here,’ the warrior commanded.

Where the gore had washed from her skin, a patchwork of bruises showed, and long grooves cut into the flesh. Knife cuts.

The Mercian let go of the woman’s wrists, his features softening once again. He reached out and she recoiled, spitting, but he held his arm steady, pointing at her left eye. Alric could now see it was black and swollen. Hereward’s finger dropped to the woman’s exposed thigh. A tapestry of bruises embroidered by rough hands. ‘My words are strange to you,’ he said in a gentle tone, ‘but you may take some meaning from what I say.’ Though she still eyed him with suspicion, Alric saw she seemed to respond to his calm voice. ‘You will not be treated harshly by my men. You will be well cared for.’

He turned back to his men, his features darkening. ‘These curs used her.’ His words were almost lost beneath the pounding of the sea, but their power burned. Alric knew his friend was remembering his mother, beaten to death by his father’s fists, and his wife, whose head was taken by the man he had called brother. ‘They stole her days to come.’ He looked along the ship to the prow where Ragener sprawled, the tip of Sighard’s spear pressed against his neck. ‘Bring the woman,’ he snapped, ‘and bring the fire-pot.’

Alric felt chilled by what he saw in his friend’s face. Hereward’s killing rage was a terrible thing to behold, but somehow this was much worse.

Guthrinc touched his leader’s arm. ‘Hereward. Those storm-clouds are drawing nearer again. We should not stay here. We will be caught in the storm and pay a terrible price.’

Hereward seemed not to hear.

As two men heaved down the fire-pot on its chain, the Mercian strode over the benches with such force, Alric thought he would gut the sea wolf where he lay. Yet Brainbiter never left its sheath. Hereward loomed over his captive in silence for a long moment. Trying to contain his emotion, the monk thought.

Guthrinc and Kraki brought the woman up, swathed in the cloak. She raised her head as she stepped over the benches, ignoring the stares of all the men there. But when she saw Ragener, her features contorted and she bared her teeth. Her eyes held such murderous hatred that the sea wolf flinched from her gaze. With a hiss, she tried to wrench herself free from Kraki and Guthrinc’s grip upon her arms. Her fingers clawed and she lunged to rake out Ragener’s eyes.

Hereward held out an arm to block her. ‘You offered me gold,’ he said to the pirate. ‘There is no gold in the world to pay for what you took from this woman.’

Ragener knitted his brow, unable to understand the Mercian’s anger.

‘But you will pay with your life,’ Hereward added.

‘You do not know what you have there,’ Ragener snapped, refusing to meet the woman’s accusing stare. ‘If you take her with you, it will be the end of your days. A curse will hang over your head. You will be hunted wherever you go. Enemies will wait at every turn ready to take your head. There will be no safe place, no peace.’

‘Because of this woman,’ Hereward said with contempt.

‘You have been warned.’

Alric watched shadows cross the faces of the men. They were a superstitious breed at the best of times. Talk of curses and portents troubled them. But here they could see the commitment in Ragener’s face; he truly believed every word he was saying.

‘Who is she?’ the monk ventured. ‘Why would
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