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Foreword

Down the centuries, the formation of England and its development into Great Britain, and then the United Kingdom, has often been presented as a logical, almost inevitable, process. However, as we know, there is nothing inevitable in history. As with all countries, there were points in England’s history that could have easily witnessed a divergence from our history. Perhaps this is most apparent with the first steps to the formation of England. King Alfred the Great is often attributed with forming England, though in truth he only initiated the process. It was down to the skill and fortune of his son and grandson to complete it.

Alfred spent his life resisting, containing and then beginning to roll back Danish settlement in the regions that were to become parts of England. In the late 870s, the Danes controlled the eastern half of that area: the East Midlands, East Anglia and South-East ‘England’. In seeking to conquer these regions, despite his determination and strategic acumen, not everything went Alfred’s way.

In January 878, Alfred’s forces were defeated by the Danes at Chippenham. Alfred and his family were compelled to flee to sanctuary in the marshy Somerset levels, an unhealthy environment. That spring, however, Alfred’s lieutenant, Odda, Ealdorman of Devon, was able to defeat the Danes at Cynwit. By May 878, Alfred was able to rally an army and defeat the Danes, compelling them to abandon their recent gains and leaving Wessex free. While battles occurred in the last twenty-one years of his life, Alfred had largely secured Wessex and half of Mercia, thus providing the basis on which England could have been built. This is one reason why he earned the sobriquet ‘Great’. Perhaps others may have been able to save Wessex and provide children who could have united the other Anglo-Saxon regions, but maybe not.

This novel is based on a simple premise: that, rather than escape into the marshes following the Battle of Chippenham, Alfred and his wife Ealhswith were captured and executed. Their children, however, proved able to go into exile. Having conquered Wessex and the remainder of Mercia, the Danish leader became King Guthrum of Danelagen. Rather than being compelled to convert to Christianity, as in our world, he has continued with his Pagan faith. The book is set a quarter of a century after King Alfred’s death, when an attempt is being made to restore Saxon Mercia and Wessex. In the wake of that, two particular siblings are sent to try to prevent further challenges to the Danish supremacy.

––––––––
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Note: Characters in this novel express racist, sexist and social discriminatory attitudes and use derogatory terms that, while keeping with common behaviour of the time, are not acceptable today in our world. They are attitudes not held by the author.

Links are included from the start of a chapter to the historical notes related to that chapter. Click on the number next to the marker ‘Historical Notes’ beneath the title of each chapter to jump to the relevant notes. To return to the story, click on the number next to the title of that chapter’s historical notes. Depending on the system you are using to read this book, in some cases the historical notes will simply appear next to the number at the start of the chapter instead. In either case, the notes can also be read at the end of the book.

Alexander Rooksmoor, August 2021.
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From the Fifth Book of ‘The History of Store Daneland’

‘...and early in the year which the Saxons named the 878th of their death god, Ælfrēd, then King of the West Saxons, was caught by surprise. His men were easily defeated at Chippenham by Guthrum the Old, then King of Danelagen. Ælfrēd and a small band of his men sought to flee westwards into the marshes, but were captured. He was taken to Sejrby, his sometime prime town, then known as Wintanceastre, and the blood eagle was performed upon him. His ribs were cracked asunder and his lungs removed through his back. Being a sickly man, Ælfrēd quickly died.

His sour witch of a wife, one Ealhswith, was dealt with as appropriate. Her tongue and eyes were removed, and she was forced to drink the water of horses until she was dead. The babe of the sickly king and his witch wife was borne away by devious priests of the death god to cause some little concern to King Guthrum and those who followed him in the founding of Større Danelagen. Yet, for the time, there was celebration now that the last Saxon kingdom had come under the rule of the Danes and, within weeks, the rump lands of Mercia were likewise within Danelagen.’
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Historical Notes [A]

East of Snoedeflod [Worcester], 13th Year of the Reign of King Eiríkr [903]

Øfura reined in her horse and looked the three or four rôst to where the Saxons – or Mercians, or whatever they felt themselves to be – were assembling. Her eyes had the keenness of youth and her whole being had an alertness to what was happening; a trait that uneased some. The land between here and the town was flat. Øfura guessed their commander, so-called Edward the Landless, had chosen this point to assemble for two reasons. It seemed exposed, but that also meant there were no real folds of land behind which Danelagen forces could assemble; any movement by mounted men would be seen immediately. The west of the town lay along the great river, Sabrina, and she could imagine no leader would want his men pinned with their backs to it, thus the Saxons had probably come forward to allow them much greater room to manoeuvre.

Karlsevni, recently installed as Jarl of Sejrby, did, on occasion, listen to what advice Øfura or her brother, Ræf, offered. Though she suspected that it was more because of how of seidhr – magic – they seemed to be, rather than acknowledgement that both had fought battles across Danelagen; within and north of the Kingdom of Jórvík, it felt, since they had come from their mother’s womb. Øfura had ideas how she would advance, but now considered what her jarl would do today. Was there any choice beyond a frontal assault across this flat land? Perhaps a hammer-and-anvil assault could be tried, but in this terrain with such clear views, the ‘hammer’ force would have to be kept well out of sight and that risked them arriving too late.

Already a thin defensive line had been formed up in front of the main Danish force. Øfura imagined Mercian scouts would have alerted this Edward before dawn, perhaps the day before, that the Danes’ army was advancing – and confidently. Karlsevni had begun with his own band of five hundred setting out from Sejrby. With the remnants of Gøtved’s men who had escaped Snoedeflod, and those that landmannur along the route had provided, the Danish force, in Øfura’s estimate, must now be nine hundred, if not one thousand. Of these, perhaps a sixth were mounted, but the rest were, in large part, clusters of veterans, generally well armoured and wielding swords or axes. As for their opponents, Øfura now tried to make out their nature. Experience had taught her well that victory came not simply from the number of warriors a lord possessed, but from the quality of each.

The enemy warriors standing looking towards her seemed to be pedyts: men with a shield, a helmet and a spear. Some might wear armour, but for the most, padded cloth would be the best they had. From their garb and the way they wore their hair, Øfura imagined these were not Saxons but rather Britons, men recruited or gifted by the rulers of Guent or Glywysing, across the River Sabrina and beyond. She could not imagine them wishing to rile their Danish neighbours, but perhaps there were one or two lords who were sympathetic to Edward’s cause. The worshippers of their ‘Kristus’ death god, she had heard, could at times feel a need to band together. Added to that, there were always some men, some lords, who simply yearned for battle and the loot it might bring.

Beyond the forty pedyts, there were probably eighty or one hundred more warriors. There were groups of better-armed men, too numerous to be leaders or clan chiefs or whatever system the Britons used. These would be the veterans: cadwrs – she was pleased to recall the alien name. These would be men in boiled leather armour and bearing swords. She tried to pick out all the cadwrs and found close to fifty in total.

With these numbers, if the advance guard of Jarl Karlsevni force arrived soon, Øfura had the sense that they could sweep away this relatively small enemy camp with little difficulty. Thinking that, however, made Øfura suspicious. Was this force of some two hundred men bait? Now she scanned the horizon again, and looked in particular back to the town. It was perhaps half the size of Sejrby, so, no more than three thousand residents. She guessed that Edward would have pressed locals to serve in his ranks, but would they turn out with more than spears and hunting knives? Would they have been equipped with shields?

Frustrated, Øfura wondered how long she might have to wait to gain a sense of the true extent of Edward’s army. Her mind ran through a range of possibilities – that Edward had actually withdrawn, for the large part, over the river and was hoping he had done enough to draw the Danes to cross. Did he think the armies now were those of King Guthrum or even King Sigurd, when they had acted like bandits rather than soldiers, so would recklessly charge headlong across a ford or bridge, into the arms of the enemy? 

Into Øfura’s mind came images of Edward and his followers, sat as rather unwelcome guests in the halls of Briton noblemen, scaring each other with stories of the demonic Danes that had defeated Ælfrēd the Sickly through magic. Øfura speculated that, no matter how inaccurate, perhaps that combination – the under-estimation of the discipline of her jarl’s army and yet the belief that they came with magical force – would work in their favour this day. If anyone knew the impact of what people simply believed about you, it was her and Ræf. Just because each had been born with unusual – not unique – appearances, a whole host of unearthly abilities were regularly ascribed them.

Then a shading of the sky to the west drew Øfura’s eye. Surely it was dust being thrown up. As she watched, Øfura had the sense that it betrayed the presence of many hundreds of men back there. Rather than the attempt to draw the Danes over the river, it seemed her first expectation had been correct. The main part of Edward’s army was now coming to this field and would take possession of it while even the vanguard of Karlsevni’s army was four or five rôst back. Perhaps on another field she would have been concerned at that turn of events; worried that the Mercian invaders would take the high ground. Here, however, while there were clumps of woodland between the fields and hamlets that might provide some protection for kings and commanders, the landscape was open. In such terrain, men going against a shieldwall would be as equally bloody or as effective some dozen fathmar from where she currently sat as it would be where the spearmen stood now.

Despite a sense of impatience, Øfura disciplined herself to sit and watch as more of Edward’s army emerged and spread out to line itself between two hamlets. Sunlight coming through the September clouds now glinted off the brook that jigged north-south through the flat lands. It was good that she had been alerted to it, but such a water course was a hurdle rather than an obstacle. However, if the forces were closely matched, then slowing up to jump across it, or splashing down and then back up on the other bank, might provide an advantage to the defenders.

Øfura tried to recall how many archers she had seen in Karlsevni’s ranks; how many gestar had come with the forces various landmannur had provided? Was it best to have them spread along the length of the brook across from the Mercians? Would they have better effect if concentrated against a weak stretch of the enemy’s line? Øfura laughed at her presumption that she could order even the levied warriors around so much. She imagined instead that any man, drawn from one of the villages between Sejrby and Snoedeflod, and wielding a bow would want simply to keep close to his neighbours equipped with spears.

Pushing such thoughts aside, Øfura tried counting the number of mounted men as they drew up their horses and the haze of dust began to settle around them. Leaders and commanders were typically mounted, unless fighting among upland peaks. They, however, were unlikely to come right into the battle unless the day seemed to be won. It was the others, perhaps equipped with a single horse, a shield and a spear, that concerned her. If they appeared in the right part of the field at the right time, even a small number of them could tip the balance of battle. Here, though, Øfura realised, the brook would work to the Danes’ advantage. Unless it was narrow enough to jump in one bound, then having a horse pick its way down one side and up the other bank would play into the hands of those opposing them even more than was the case with warriors on foot.

As the dust settled and her view of the newcomers cleared, Øfura saw that there were perhaps eighty mounted men. Their horses were the small stocky ones bred in Ceredigion. They might not be long-legged or fast, but they had stamina. When carrying a rider to crash into the flank of a band of warriors, let alone to chase down those withdrawing or fleeing, they were threat enough. She thought how they might be protected against away from the brook. Perhaps the poorly equipped levy men could be put on the flanks, but ready to raise their spears, or even sharpened staves cut in the woodlands, to at least keep the Briton horsemen at bay.

Øfura now walked her horse along the nearest track, heading westwards that bit closer to the town. Her mare, Brand, was a chestnut, selected by Øfura to accentuate the sense that she was blood personified, just as Ræf rode a grey whenever he could now, to match the colours of his skin and his hair. Øfura knew it did not need that emphasis for people to be unsettled by either of them. Even in the streets of Sejrby, where they must be reasonably well known by now, as she rode or walked by, Øfura still saw people step back or clutch the talismans at their throats.

Risen up above the ground on her horse, Øfura could see better than she would on the ground, but still she sought out a hummock and directed Brand on to it. With an even better view, she waited, a little proud in how she was controlling her impatience. The dust that had marked the arrival of the horsemen was now come entirely to ground and she carefully looked the length of the Mercians’ lines once more. Saying that, the Britons were predominant among them. They would be from Guent or Glywysing, perhaps Demetia. That made her wonder if, in exile, Edward had learnt their language. Would his invasion even be welcomed by those who felt themselves Mercians; or, with so many Britons in the army’s ranks, could it be portrayed as just another raid from across the border? Øfura felt sure that had happened and, while they might be brother Christians, the people of Snoedeflod might easily be persuaded that the warriors were in fact no better than bandits. Øfura gave a wry chuckle to that thought; such persuasion had become redundant once Edward had taken the town.

Her final tally suggested to Øfura that there were around six hundred men facing the numbers that Karlsevni could bring. Both armies were filled out with inexperienced, ill-equipped men. She felt, however, that more among the larger mass of the Danish force could fight better, or stand in defence longer, than the majority of men across from them. The Danish horses were larger, and there were some twenty or thirty more of them. Such advantages, though, she knew, could easily be cast aside by employing them poorly. She trusted Ræf to ensure they were not wasted. For her, with the brook between them and the shieldwall, it seemed that the archers on both sides would be important to this battle. With the thickening of the Mercian wall continuing as she watched, Øfura felt it best to post the Danish archers at the hamlet where the brook arced westwards. They might have a chance to hit the wall in its flank.

Satisfied that she had seen all that she might, Øfura stirred Brand into action. She shook off her hood and released her hair as she brought him from a trot to a canter. Though the wind was light, her hair, that almost unnatural fire-red, streamed out behind her. It was matched by the large freckles that covered her skin, almost like scales of a mythical creature. Saying that, from where they stood, she knew the Mercians and Britons in Edward’s army would not see that detail. The stories of the gods had no manifestation of blood, and Sutr, the fire giant, was black from charring. However, Øfura knew her enemies lacked knowledge of these truths and she felt no compunction to pretend to be Blodet – The Blood – the one, she hoped it was said, who walked Midgard to bring the Kristus-worshippers doom.

Throwing back her head, Øfura cackled gleefully, realising she was letting go all those nagging worries that preceded battle. If the enemy thought her some witch, some spawn of a giant, then all the better. One man holding back from a superstitious fear of opposing her would be a worthwhile achievement. It was something she knew Karlsevni, of all those they had served, would appreciate.
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Historical Notes [B]

South of Snoedeflod on Road from Flodslør [Evesham]

They had left Flodslør at dawn. It was not yet noon, and Ræf felt that showed a good pace for having covered the fourteen or so rôst. The first scouts had said it appeared as if the Saxons were drawing up to the east of the town. It was probable that battle would be given that afternoon. Assuming it took a couple more hours to reach the field and array their forces, Ræf calculated that would leave some four hours for combat before night fell.

Snoedeflod was not the goal, despite Pridbjørn Biseson insisting that the ‘traitors’ should be punished. Instead Karlsevni had been right to argue that burning the place – turning the inhabitants fully against their landmanna, and perhaps the Danes as a whole – would do their cause no favours. He portrayed the border with the various kingdoms of Britons as a fence riddled with holes, so to damage Snoedeflod and punish its people would be like taking an axe to a fence post. No, the objective here was simply to crush the Saxon pretender’s army and, if possible, capture the man himself.

As the sobriquet suggested, Edward was a man without lands and almost only backed by men loaned to him by ambitious Guent lords. His importance was that, some twenty-five years after his father’s death, to some, perhaps many, he still embodied Wessex. He was the essence of a Saxon kingling who aspired to rule much of these lands. Perhaps as a memory, maybe even a ghost, Ælfrēd the Sickly was stronger than he had been alive. Legends had a robustness, an ability to improve, to strengthen in a way that it was hard even for a vǫlur to counter.

Edward the Returned, the Saxon lord who had beaten a Dane army, would quickly gather power. Men, many days’ march from this field, might then fight for him, or simply in his name. The Saxon uprisings had burnt out when Ræf was a boy so, perhaps now, there would be men of his age who might think they could win again; recapture Danelagen and Jórvík, including Gamlanorthan, for the heirs of their clutch of Saxon kinglings. Defeating this son of Ælfrēd, this day or on the morrow, would snuff out such aspirations, the way one would extinguish a reed light. Perhaps more than that, Ræf reflected, they might even dismiss the ghost of Saxon rule for good.

The feet of some eight hundred men wore down this road. Almost another hundred were mounted. As he paralleled the main column through dodging around arable fields, the clank and the clink of armour seemed, to Ræf, to indicate this was a strong army; one of veterans and well-armed men. Only vague estimates of the Saxon numbers had come so far. If Edward was at the field with only the small numbers so far seen, then Ræf knew him defeated within an hour. However, he could not believe such counts. While Ælfrēd might have been weak in body and always courting death in the bizarre god he followed, no man would say he had been anything worse than a middling general. Edward was unknown, but it was a fool who imagined he would lack skill.

From the accounts Ræf had heard – and the saga of the war for Større Daneland was a popular one – until the last, the final West Saxon king had fought cleverly. Perhaps his gravest errors had been to underestimate the strength of the Dane army and its desire to control the entirety of the Saxon lands. There were those, like Lekfrøth, who imagined this would be an easy victory against a man who had never been battle and whose force was untrained and poorly armed. It might be the case, but Ræf saw danger in assuming it so. Always better to find that your enemy was weaker than you had assumed, than stronger than you believed. Added to that, even a poor commander could, on occasion, be counter-balanced by good advisors. Among the Britons of Guent, and beyond, would be men with extensive experience of raiding. While this battle would be of a different scale, no-one could doubt such men’s courage or cunning.

‘Reluctant to fight? Holding back?’

Hearing the voice of Wikar, Ræf twisted in his saddle. He was a tall man whose legs looked to stretch well below the line of his horse’s belly. Despite his sleek lines, Ræf knew Wikar was like willow wands bound together – flexible but strong. At times his manner was awkward, as if having to sift through a dozen things to say and not always finding the right one. His attempt at what Ræf assumed was supposed to be humour, but to some men would sound like hectoring, was a prime example.

‘I was worried I would win the battle before you had a chance to unsheathe your sword.’

‘You think...’ Wikar began but then trailed off into a grin.

‘Has Karlsevni decided where I am going to fight? On foot; on horse?’

Though Ræf knew he was trusted by their jarl, indeed sometimes with the most sensitive of tasks, he was not always included in the planning. As older men like Thjodulf retired or died – until this recent uprising they had been less likely to be killed – Wikar was becoming an established part of that inner circle. The fact that his ideas could appear peculiar, perhaps even mad, seemed to commend him to Karlsevni, rather than the opposite.

‘We will see what your sister reports. The news so far is that there are at most two hundred men assembling, but—’

‘That could be a trick. So, you and I leading the decoy force, appearing to fall for the trap while the main part of the army waits for Edward to reveal his actual formation.’

Ræf knew he was far from being the only one who tended to draw analogies from battle to the game of hnefatafl.

‘Sorry, yes, I guess that was what you were going to say,’ Ræf said to head off any thought he had uncovered this plan by unnatural means.

He always responded quickly when he knew what was liable to come. Usually he reined in his enthusiasm for concern to rile those around him. Today, though, the anticipation of a battle that felt to have been so many days in coming was making him revert to his instinctive responses.

Fortunately, Wikar grinned once more. Ræf’s ‘gift’. ‘You see things, Ræf, you react to them. You are the best at that; you and your sister. Once you know, you can pull back your helmet and the men can see where they should be heading.’

There were times when his pure snow-white hair, even the chalk shade of his skin, were a liability. He was seen as Spøgelset, the Ghost; someone – something – spectral or of another world. Close to, his pale amber eyes made some think he could walk in the form of a wolf. Down the years it had elicited awe, unease, hatred or disbelief from different people. On a battlefield, where there might be a hundred men on horseback, let alone those on foot, with mud- and blood-streaked armour, the white ‘flame’ of his nature could provide a clear goal; the point around which to reassemble.

‘So, you have decided, no matter what the Saxons think, that you are going to fight the battle here?’

It was Gunwald; the heavy-built old warrior had drawn up his horse and was looking back and listening now to the two younger men. Many of the men looked on Gunwald as an ‘uncle’, and perhaps he was Karlsevni’s closest advisor. Certainly he was almost the last of the old men who had fought Ælfrēd or the Angle and Saxon lords of that generation. His comment was effectively a repeat of Wikar’s line, but Ræf grinned all the same.

On the boring days of a march, it was the banter of this kind which kept relations between the men smooth. Ræf and Wikar stirred their horses into life and up to a decent walking pace. They were soon with Gunwald and, beside him now, they kept parallel to the road as it headed northwards. Then, however, abruptly Wikar rose up in his saddle like a hunting dog that had caught the scent.

‘What is it?’ Gunwald asked urgently.

Wikar gestured to where the ground rose; as he looked, Ræf made out the silhouette of a rider.

‘It’s Blodet,’ Wikar said with an edge to his voice, as if it was blasphemy to use the term without care. ‘Your sister.’

‘Well, at least now we will have an idea what numbers we really face – and even, knowing her, how best to face them.’

The other two gave a wry laugh to that. Some men, Ræf knew, would find it out of place for a woman to expound as Øfura did on matters of war. However, not just himself, but Wikar and Gunwald knew, he felt sure, that it was foolish to try to ignore her advice. Øfura might not be the human manifestation of blood-letting, as some would say, but Ræf had no doubt that she was the suitable heiress of skjöldurmeyja ancestors back in Danemark.
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Historical Notes [C]

East of Snoedeflod

From somewhere behind her, Øfura could hear Brand snickering. She had left one of the levied archers, the youngest of those that had come, back there in order to keep the mare calm. He had complained, but though she doubted that her band of bowmen would be in the heart of the fighting, that one from Flodslør itself seemed too young to lose his life or his looks just yet.

Moving through the hamlet’s cluster of houses, Øfura became conscious of how long the shadows were becoming. The day had remained bright, and the sun turning to gold was a distraction in her left eye. Would the Mercians seek to delay the fight until the following morning? Fighting after nightfall was always chaotic, but perhaps Karlsevni would believe it gave the Danes an advantage. As yet, there had been no direct command either way; Øfura made sure that her detachment was anyway ready to go into battle before sunset.

Passing the warriors sat or even lying on the ground, Øfura was glad that they were obeying orders. While she imagined she could not keep the presence of the archers here a complete secret from the Mercians, she trusted that they would have no idea of their true number. The men, and indeed one woman, were a mixed bag. Those skyttur from Karlsevni’s Sejrby garrison were veterans equipped with good bows and arrows. They knew Øfura reasonably well and her reputation even better. None of them had baulked when she had been set to command them. The levied men, more often hunters pressed into battle than bowmen, looked in large part rather dazed that the walking, whether just this day or a number more, had brought them to an actual battle. They looked to anyone in decent armour for guidance and seemed grateful for clear direction no matter whether that came from such a man or woman.

It was the others, some eighty men drawn from the small household or garrison forces of the landmannur along the route, who were the most fractious. Those like the men of Øskuvatn and Blåbakke had been with this army four days and were beginning to feel their standing was higher than the newcomers from towns closer to this field. It was from these eighty that Øfura felt the most resentment. As she had heard one of them gripe, they had sworn service to their landmanna and were there at the jarl’s command, not that of a seidhrkona – a witch. Knowing she did not have the time to fight this attitude, Øfura had deputised Nafne to order this group around. He was a little slow and too heavy, but he had the kind of bluff manner that she trusted the assortment of levied archers would respond to.

Øfura came to the edge of the hamlet and looked northwards across the brook, to the flank of the Mercian shieldwall. She knew she had to trust – or at least hope – that all those assigned to her would act without delay. This battle, and especially the tactic she had advocated, relied on speed and discipline. Men lagging as they grumbled would blunt the attack and, indeed, perhaps put them all at risk.

The front of the Mercian position had continued to thicken, and now extended beyond its stretch when she had first identified it. Better equipped and armoured men had also come to replace those she had seen. Those pedyts had remained, but more to bolster the men who would do the first of the fighting; to shield them from arrows and to fill any gaps that casualties brought. What heartened Øfura was that none had turned to guard their southern flank. Their focus was eastwards, to where the mass of the Dane troops was assembling. With their shields on their left arms – to the northern side – Øfura retained the faith that even the first loosing of arrows would inflict grave harm on the Mercians. While none beside her wore proper armour, she knew they all had axes or seaxes, even the occasional old sword, and that would be enough to fight for an escape if a group of Mercian levies was sent to stop them. For now, depending on the demeanour, they all stood, crouched or lay.

‘Ingwar,’ Øfura called as quietly as she could.

From between the daub walls of two of the houses, the slender Dane emerged. Despite being slightly younger than herself, he was a member of the Sejrby garrison and Øfura had seen his skill.

‘With me. Have you seen Neel— Nelda?’ Øfura corrected herself.

Like a lot of the people who had come under King Eiríkr’s rule, the woman bore a Saxon name. Perhaps in Sejrby they changed them to something at least sounding more Danish, but she imagined it would take some generations before there would be Mildernas in place of every Mildrithe; Bothilda rather than Bergevilde.

‘Here, my lady.’

The woman was a head shorter than Øfura, but broad. The weathered features, and then the various creatures’ tails that adorned her belt, had shown from the start how this woman had managed to be among the bowmen from whichever town she had been drawn.

‘Do not loose when I command the others. There will be men... important men, among the Mercians; they will be your targets. I will call them out if I can.’

The odd pair nodded agreement. Øfura wondered if there would be competition between them, and whether at the end of the day so many commanders would be found with two arrows in their side.

‘Thank you, my lady, for...’

‘I know you have to be good... better than them to be here,’ Øfura gestured to the archers around her. ‘I need the best archers I can get.’

For a moment Øfura worried that she sounded to be treating the woman like a child, but then told herself that there was no point in pretending. There were probably half-a-dozen decent female archers on the fringes of whatever town this woman had come from and no doubt in ten towns more, but their skills, while good enough, would not have been sufficient to face down opposition from their families when Karlsevni’s call for every kind of warrior had gone out.

Øfura now moved to the side of the last house in the hamlet that faced towards the Mercian lines. She crouched down and Ingwar, who had done little more than mutter, matched her. Nelda, however, began to clamber up on to the roof and, reaching the main beam, then lay down like a cat in the sun. She would have her own ways, Øfura knew, and was not that pig-headed to insist every warrior here stuck to what she felt best. Unless matters went badly wrong, they would not be fighting hand-to-hand, so the best place for them to shoot their arrows from surely had greater importance.

The erratic September breeze brought various sounds to Øfura and her band. Insults in Danish, in Anglo-Saxon and, Øfura picked out, in British, had begun to be thrown back and forth between the two frontlines. That suggested that the battle would begin soon, though not quite yet. For the moment, though axe and spear shafts were hammered on shields, it was in a desultory way.

Given the relative strength of their position and the fact that, by now, Edward must know he was outnumbered, the Mercian army was not going to initiate this battle. Saxon tactics, like the Danish – and, Øfura imagined, those of the Britons – were primarily defensive. The shieldwall was the main method, and smashing it was the usual way of winning. While unsubtle, Øfura knew many men found it difficult to conceive of anything else. Both sides would try to provoke at least some of their opposition to rash action. However, for now they each seemed as disciplined, as undisturbed, as those they faced.

Øfura thought about the battlefield as she had seen it, and the position now of the two sets of warriors in and around it. Perhaps the reason why both she and Ræf had risen, not simply to scout and to hunt men, came down to their ability to perceive battles in their minds as if they were made up of some many hundred hnefatafl pieces seen from above. In contrast, many warriors, even among lords and commanders, looked instead just to the simple strip of shields standing before them. She guessed that Karlsevni was not one of those, but even if he lacked that skill, for those matters he could not see or could not understand, he was happy to employ those that could and rely on what advice their expertise could bring. That manner was what made her feel he was a man suited to jarlship, perhaps even being a king.

Then it was as if the very air around Øfura had changed. Her ability – one she shared with Ræf – to comprehend something happening that she could not see was one which added to the sense, for many, that she was cloaked in seidhr. She picked up her conical helmet and pulled it into place on her head. She checked her weapons. Øfura carried no bow herself. Her strength was her speed, and she did not waste time with swinging a long axe or thrusting with a spear. She closed quickly, slashing with her sword or stabbing with a seax; in her mind, the best thing the Saxons had ever produced.

When the two opposing sides closed, a man would struggle to bring down a long axe without his arms being hampered. Death was close, it was thrusting a seax blade up into a man’s throat, even through his unguarded mouth. Among the houses here, Øfura knew it would be much the same. Horsemen would struggle and would not be able to turn or draw back while the muscles in their mount’s legs were slashed. Here a long axe would as likely lodge in the fringe of a thatched roof as cleave a foeman’s skull.

As Øfura had anticipated, something like a wave of Dane warriors now surged forward to smash against the defenders’ shieldwall. With her side’s roars sounding out across the field, she hoped that not a few of the Mercian army would feel unnerved and might even break. Øfura twisted back to the men she commanded and saw that they had remembered; they had obeyed. Every one that she could see, even Nelda and Ingwar, had a nocked arrow.

‘Ready!’ she shouted, and all raised their bows.

A bowman might aim his arrows straight at a target; he would have to when hunting. However, Øfura knew from skirmishes, let alone battles involving hundreds as this was, that the unseen arrow coming from the sky was the deadliest. It might clang against a helmet, but it might also slice into a shoulder, a forearm with a shield or spear at the end of it, into the thigh of a leg braced. One did not need to kill every last opponent. Rendering them screaming on the ground as blood oozed out around their thigh was enough.

Øfura shot a glance back now to see that, up towards the middle of the battle, the first of the Danes had reached the brook. It was not the case yet close by to her, where the warriors had had longer to run to reach it. Still, if she delayed now, Øfura risked raining arrows on Karlsevni’s own men. She wanted to have weakened the shieldwall, even just this end of it, before the Danes crashed against it.

‘Loose!’

The air around Øfura was filled with the swishes of tens of arrows, as if a flock had decided to take flight. As she had instructed, though they went skyward, their direction was quite narrow; where they fell would be no more than a spread of two or three fathmar.

‘Ready!’ Øfura bellowed.

The archers hurried to nock their next arrow. This was when she could see those who were experienced not simply with a bow, but with battle. Some fumbled or even shook as they tried to do it; all eager to complete before the commanders said to shoot once more. Now even the nearest Danes were at the brook and Øfura hoped her band could get in one more shot before they were at the wall.

‘Loose!’ Øfura commanded.

This time the ‘rain’ was a little more erratic, but still she felt sure that tens of the arrows had hit home. Indeed, as she looked, she saw Mercians falling out of line, some to the ground or staggering backwards. The shieldwall was far from broken, but closest to Øfura, men from the lines behind were having to come forward to fill gaps that her archers had opened up.

‘Lady?’ Nelda asked.

Øfura looked to her, and then to where she pointed. A man in a mail brynje and an ornamented helmet was on the ground, but clearly driving men forward, telling them where in the shieldwall they should go.

‘Yes – Ingwar, you see him? With that chainmail, I want to make sure.’

‘Yes, my lady,’ her man agreed.

It was a matter of seconds before she saw the two arrows hit home. One went in close to the hip, the other probably into his right lung. How deep they had penetrated, who had shot which, Øfura could not tell. The man looked down at the wounds and tried to grasp at the one in his chest. Before his hand could reach it, another landed closer to his belly; as he raised his head, another crashed into his jaw. His body crumpled slowly; it appeared as if he was simply kneeling to pray before he toppled sideways. The effect was immediately apparent. Some men coming forward now stooped to him, others milled around him, looking uncertainly where to go.

Then came the sound, that man-made thunder as the bosses of the Danish shields came against the Mercian wall. The sound rippled as those closest to Øfura reached the wall later than their comrades to the north. There was the clang and the smash of metal, the thumping of shield against shield, and the screams in no known language except that of pain.

‘Keep shooting, but aim for the men behind the wall, I don’t want any of your shots falling on our men!’

Øfura shouted, but was not certain if any of those beyond a few steps of her would hear above the sounds of battle. Moments later, though, she caught some of Nafne’s words saying much the same. She watched intently, trying to spot when any of the Mercians was brought down by an arrow. Nelda and Ingwar – her sharp pair – looked to have gained in confidence; any man who appeared to be giving orders or whose armour marked him out would become their targets. Where Øfura had expected rivalry, they instead worked together, going against the best armoured, finishing off one the other had brought down.

Though uncertain if it was no more than wishful thinking, searching out hard evidence, Øfura had the sense that this end of the shieldwall was drawing in northwards, that it was weakening. Surely having to staunch this part of the line would deny others reinforcements. No-one appeared to have realised why casualties were higher here. Maybe those who had were those ended by Nelda and Ingwar. Danes still fell, run through with spear thrusts or cut open by sword slashes. Some staggered back to the brook or fell where they stood, their comrades with no choice but to press on over their still-warm bodies. It was too early to claim the battle had been won; too many of the Danish warriors teetered on the edge of the brook and some had been pushed or fallen back. However, Øfura felt that her plan, if it had not secured victory, had done nothing to reduce its likelihood.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

6.

[image: image]


Historical Notes [D]

East of Snoedeflod

It was with impatience that Ræf watched the last of the men with him ride up from the brook. Though the obstacle was not broad, it might have taken a man on foot instants to cross. Getting the horses down the almost sheer bank and then back up somewhere it was possible on the other side, however, had proven time consuming. Somewhere, Ræf felt sure there must be a bridge for oxen and other livestock to be driven over. However, coming to a battlefield where the enemy was already forming up gave little opportunity to search for one. He guessed he could not blame his sister, or any of the other scouts, for being more concerned with where the Saxon army stood and in what number.

Maybe Øfura had expected all the fighting to be on foot. Ræf knew that somewhere to the south, beyond where the dust and shouts were being thrown up by the spear-, axe- and swordsmen clashing, she would be standing, urging on the arrows of her own selected band.

‘All across?’ Ræf called, even though he imagined it was the case.

Still, he had fifty mounted men with him, and they stretched out many fathmar back northwards from him. He had seen none in difficulty, but yet was loath to ride off to find that some horse’s ankle had been turned or one of the men had slipped and was now dripping water. There were a few well-intended shouts in response; satisfied, Ræf drove his grey, Kridt, away from the bank of the brook. He extended his arms either side of him and trusted that his command was understood.

As the gesture had directed, the horses were quickly ridden to line up out from Kridt in both directions: westwards towards the town and eastwards to the brook’s edge. While the horsemen manoeuvred, Ræf kept looking southwards. He tried to make out, from the banners displayed, the position of the men fighting there and which side was gaining the upper hand. So much, however, was concealed by dust. Only occasionally a man would come clear of that veil, typically to slump down, his battle at an end.

‘We keep to the brook side of that hamlet,’ Ræf commanded loudly, trusting that this far out, his voice could reach clearly to each end of his line.

He had no desire to break up his relatively small force even more and, while he expected the hamlet’s residents to cower inside their homes, if they had not already run, he had no desire to be surprised by any spear-armed men emerging from homes, byres and barns.

‘When we reach the Saxons, you to my left,’ he raised the relevant hand, ‘come down on the shieldwall and the men right behind it. You on my right will arc a little, aim to hit the men standing some third of the way down the wall from us.’

Ræf hoped this tactic would allow the Danes to crumple in the northern portion of the wall, exposing the men in the middle to a flanking attack by the swordsmen whose opponents had been cleared by his charge. Surely, Ræf insisted to himself, seeing the wall broken that way, even if just in part, would encourage the other Saxons, Britons or whatever they were, at least to draw back.

The question was whether those who rode with him could achieve this move effectively. Though he knew many of them, he had not seen most in battle. Their mounts were varied – as, he imagined, were their skills – and perhaps, Ræf conceded, the best he could do would be to sow confusion on this flank as he trusted Øfura was doing to the south.

‘Watch out for their horsemen. If you see them, all withdraw to this hamlet.’ It seemed the easiest location for them to identify in battle.

The image of Saxon horsemen sweeping in behind him from the town side now plagued Ræf. Yet he guessed that, unless he took his men in search of them (perhaps a fruitless task with little benefit to the Danish foot soldiers trying to break the shieldwall), he would just have to be alert and trust to Odinn and, perhaps, the decisions of Freyja.

Now Ræf raised his sword, a gift from Karlsevni. The men around him drew their own. Even when not mounted, these weapons marked them out as among the richer members of the army. Though he had only commanded a dozen of them before, Ræf was glad that all looked to him now without hesitation, nor did they charge ahead before he had given the signal. He lowered his blade and pointed towards the northern end of the shieldwall. Then, almost as one, the horses started forward.

Their pace grew slowly from a walk to a trot; when they were some twenty fathmar out, they rose to a canter. Now the noise of the battle was all around them, the sensation of the horse advancing with greater speed fed right through every man’s body. It took a skilled soldier to time the stroke of his sword when charging home, so that it cleaved his target. Yet the force of the horse itself crashing into the line was enough to knock foot soldiers down, even break their bones.

It seemed only instants since he had given the order to advance and now Ræf found himself at the Saxon shieldwall. Like his right-hand men, he rode beyond its end. However, he was the tightest into it and when a Saxon spearman staggered back, Kridt reared up. Ræf’s uncanny skill meant he was able to slash down backhanded over his mount’s left side. The last stretch of his blade ripped up into the spearman’s throat and he fell away, with Kridt continuing on over his dying body. Ahead of Ræf, he was pleased to see that, as commanded, the men there had turned in, coming on to the backs of men in the Saxon lines. Some quickly realised what had happened and struggled to turn, Danes on both sides, uncertain from where the greatest danger came.

Rather than press on to reach his men, Ræf wheeled Kridt as best he could, lashing down with his sword on any man that came in reach. Just a few fathmar ahead of him, the Saxon shieldwall looked to be thinning and he realised he was cutting down men that would have replenished it.

‘Drotten!’

The Danish word cut across the Saxon, perhaps even Briton, shouts; Ræf saw it was Dværg Roaldson. There was a cluster of eight or so riders around him; they were pressing in on the shieldwall, compelling it to contract as some men turned from facing east to face north against the Dane riders. Roaldson’s face was intense, but as he batted away a spear and then slashed across the chest of the man wielding it with a backhand stroke, he grinned almost manically. As a spear head shot up between his belly and Kridt’s head, the attack Dværg had been warning him of, Ræf realised the risk. A lone horseman might slice into foot soldiers all around him, but with time and numbers, they would cut at his mount’s legs or simply heave him from the saddle.

Ræf urged his horse on, directing him towards where Dværg and his comrades were shattering a whole section of the Saxon defences. He slashed across the back of one man jabbing at Elef Øthison and, as he fell, let his blade’s momentum carry on to slice into the cheek of the Saxon beside him. There were men here in brynjes and spangenhelms, but they were outnumbered five or six times by men with textile armour and a hard-leather helmet, if they were lucky.

As Ræf reached Dværg, it was as if something had changed and that the tide had turned. Here it was men rather than water that slowly, but steadily, seemed to begin to go the opposite way. It proved easier now to turn his horse, and as he did, to line it once again with ten of his left-hand men, Ræf saw that Saxons not yet fully committed to the fight were stepping back from the shieldwall, letting it ebb down to one man thick; a man who was fighting.

Close by, a cheer went up and Ræf saw the first proper breach in the shieldwall as a Saxon warrior, and then the one next to him, had fallen beneath long axe blows. Now the Danes surged into the breach and turned, cutting off a section of the shieldwall that the horsemen quickly pressed in to crush. The need to turn to face the flanking manoeuvre meant another section shortened, but it was no solution as that simply widened the gap for Danes to come through.

The Danes had to struggle across the ground made slick by blood and treacherous by the corpses that now floored it. With the two dozen men remaining at the far end of the shieldwall cut down, Ræf’s horsemen drove along the line of the shieldwall. The appearance of the mounted men, coming on to their side, was more apparent to the Saxons than Danes on foot. Despite the persistence of clanging metal, the shouts and screams, there was another shift, an intangible alteration in the air.

As Ræf cut down into the shoulder of a spearman seeking to flee the wall, he saw that, beyond, the rest of the Saxon line was dissolving like a hunk of salt lowered into water. He kept heading southwards, slashing down at anybody that appeared to be in reach, hoping that he could distinguish Saxon from Dane well enough.

‘For Jarl Karlsevni!’ Ræf shouted.

The echo, “Karlsevni” was taken up around him and then ran among the advancing Danes the way fire would spread across dried grass. Some clusters of Saxons remained, trying to hold back the Danish flow tide. Ræf geed Kridt to walk in line with the fleeing soldiers. As they struggled, abandoning shields and even spears, it was easy to match their pace and for Ræf to swing his sword blade into the backs of their necks, the weight of the blade almost severing heads. Men dropped before him as he advanced, a scene matched around him as the two halves of his band of horsemen were reunited.

The Saxons were in greater number to the southern side, away from where the Dane horsemen had ridden in. However, beyond them, Ræf began to see the wall had been bent in by other means. Almost a pile of spearmen, edged by swordsmen, lay strewn along that flank. They bristled with arrows, and he saw that, though his sister’s work might not have been so fast and as brutal, had still worn away that flank of the Saxon line. In many battles more would flee the field than lay dead on it, but this time, this battle of Snoedeflod, Ræf felt sure now, would see a different pattern. He and his sister would be responsible for much of that.

Still conscious that there might be Saxon horsemen readying to have one last throw, most likely to give the defeated leader time to get clear, Ræf raised his sword as the signal for his men to gather around him once more. Saxons still ran on past him, but most remaining had disarmed themselves. Dane foot soldiers followed on behind, caught up by the flames in blood which came in a battle. Still armed and armoured, they were, however, slower.

Suddenly curious, looking westwards, Ræf made out that the gates to Snoedeflod remained open. He imagined few of the residents wanted a siege, and many would have remained loyal to Jarl Malgest Ulfbjørnson anyway, even though he had been driven out by the Saxons and lay wounded, perhaps dead by now, back at Sejrby.

‘The Saxons are ghosts, they have no kings, this is Danelagen,’ Ræf said aloud.

‘Yes, Drotten it is,’ Elef responded.

Ræf looked to the man and saw concern in his face. It was not unknown for a fighting man to lose his wits during a battle, whether from a blow to the head, some other wound or simply his exertions. While Ræf felt tired, he knew, aside from various familiar aches, he was unharmed. It was more that his mind would soar away from what was around him, to show him what might happen in the hours, even days ahead. To tie himself back to where he sat, Ræf scanned around him. There were fewer than forty men here, so some were missing.

‘Dværg?’

‘He fell, but lives, I believe, carried back across the brook by the jarl’s men.’ Elef gestured in that direction.

‘Uthwagin, Ingimund, Bjerne, Ernbjørn, Lekfrøth have all been killed.’ This came from Gerbiorn, a good fighter, but a man Ræf found too serious in his manner.

‘And from our horn: Finwith and Nøk – Nøk Åmundison, not Thorkilson,’ Palnir Ofrathson, another of the veterans from Sejrby, added. ‘I cannot see Eggert, Regnwald or Galen.’ They had been three of the quartet who had joined at Blåbakke.

Ræf liked the sense that he had split the horsemen into ‘horns’. That was certainly eight men lost, and Dværg perhaps to add later. Would Karlsevni feel the casualties too high? Given that the Saxon line had been broken, perhaps whatever price was paid would not be seen as costly.

‘Where will he go? They will not try to hold Snoedeflod. Gerbiorn?’

He was a thinker, or at least a contemplater, and for this question, Ræf realised, that was the kind of man he needed. Then, however, he felt concern that they were sitting here and every moment this Edward, and the seeds of perhaps another army, were escaping.

‘They have subdued Hærford.’ The town’s Danish name differed little from the Saxon and Briton ones it had been given. ‘He will have some garrison there and will seek refuge if he can.’

‘That is to the south-west?’

‘Twenty, twenty-five rôst; they could be there by nightfall.’

While he had not mentioned it in recent days, perhaps uncertain whether Edward would be at the battle, at the outset Karlsevni had been insistent that he would take and kill the man. Of course, Edward the Landless may have fallen on the battlefield, even taken down by one of Øfura’s arrows; but there was no point in simply trusting to chance. Given that the warnings against ravaging Snoedeflod had been re-emphasised before the battle, there was no incentive to head into the
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