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God of Vengeance is for Phil, Pietro and Drew, with whom I rowed the Dragon Harald Fairhair.
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I know that I hung

On a wind-rocked tree

Nine whole nights,

With a spear wounded,

And to Óðin offered

Myself to myself;

On that tree

Of which no one knows

From what root it springs.

Óðin’s Rune-Song


PROLOGUE
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AD775, Avaldsnes, Norway

THE WOODS WERE silent but the men were not. They progressed slowly and with care. No sudden movements. Round-shouldered like wolves, heads pulled in, eyes half closed so that their whites would not betray them. And yet every other footfall snapped a twig or disturbed the pine litter, making the guilty one curse inwardly and hold still as a rock to see if the bull elk would bolt.

For now at least the creature stood upwind and unaware, its hide dappled pale gold in the late morning sunlight threading through the trees.

Three hunters had broken off from the group. Two men and a boy, and all of them carrying spears, the boy’s one and a half times his own height, its haft almost too thick for his hand to grasp, though he had not dropped it all day. If he had learnt anything in his seven years it was that you did not drop your spear in woods where boar might be foraging. Or where an injured wolf might linger. You especially did not drop it in front of your father or the king, no matter how white your knuckles or how much your fingers ached.

They should have waited for the men with bows perhaps. The dogs too. But kings and jarls were not good at waiting and now the king turned around and grinned at the boy, putting a thick finger to his lips, his copper beard bristling in the breeze. Then he gestured to the boy’s father to skirt round to the right of the glade and the boy knew this was doing his father a great honour and pride bloomed hot in his chest. For once the king made to cast his spear the elk would sense it and take off eastward, and Jarl Harald would hurl his own spear and bring the creature down.

So the boy held still now, his heart beating in his ears, his stomach knotted with the thrill of it all. He would sooner die than be the one to scare the beast off now and ruin their casts.

The bull is magnificent, he thought, trying to be as still as his brothers had taught him, each measured breath rich with the sweet, pungent scent of tree bark and pine resin and the moss that crept up the lower trunks. All around him bracken quivered in the shadows. Something scuttled across an ancient animal track near by, and far behind them a dog’s bark echoed off the trees, but the boy kept his eyes on the elk, hoping his gaze could somehow hold it there, as though his eyes could bind the beast to the spot as Gleipnir, the dwarf-forged chain, had held the mighty wolf.

Then, shielding the gesture with his own body, the king waved a hand at the boy behind him, inviting him to be the one to throw the first spear. The boy blinked. Swallowed. They had been out since before dawn and this was the first worthy prey they had found and now he would have the honour of casting first. And if there was another thing he had learnt in his seven years it was that you did not miss when a man with a torc at his neck the thickness of your wrist invited you to launch your spear. Every day the boy practised with sword and shield but never with a spear so thick he could barely grip it.

He nodded to the king and the king nodded back. He would have acknowledged his father too and made sure of where he was, but he would not allow himself to tear his thoughts from the elk.

‘Even before you throw, see the spear in your mind, flying straight and true,’ his brother Sorli had told him, and no doubt Sorli had been told it by Sigmund, who had heard it from Thorvard, which was the way of it with brothers. ‘See the spear pass through the elk’s flesh and drive into its heart. Only when you have spun this picture in the eye of your mind should you make the throw.’

And so the boy spun the picture of it now as he eased his leading foot forward, making up ground and preparing to put all of his seven years behind the throw.

But the bull had many more years in him than the boy and suddenly he hauled up his great head and sniffed the air. He was a giant. Over seven feet tall at the shoulder and then there was his great head and the antlers which themselves spanned a distance much greater than the boy’s height. The beast’s hackles rose as he lowered that great head and flattened his ears, and the boy was close enough now to see the flies buzzing near his muzzle and hear the crunch of his teeth working through the tough plants he had rooted up.

Now!

The boy made three quick strides and on the fourth step hurled the spear and it flew, arcing slightly before striking the bull in its right hind quarters but not hard enough to stay in the flesh, as the bull roared and turned and galloped off through the trees.

Towards the boy’s father.

Harald gave a roar to rival the bull’s as he cast his own spear, the iron blade streaking like lightning, but somehow the beast swerved, too limber for its great size, and the jarl’s spear gouged a red streak along its neck but flew on into the trees.

‘Thór’s arse!’ Harald yelled, as the bull plunged off, snapping branches and twigs and vanishing deep into the pine wood.

But the king was laughing, great booming peals that echoed off the trunks and bent him double, hands on his knees, his spear stuck in the earth beside him.

‘What is so funny?’ the boy’s father called, an angry flush beneath his golden beard, for he had missed and that was bad enough without his host laughing about it.

Still laughing, the king straightened and came over to the boy, putting an arm around his shoulders, at which the boy straightened and puffed up his chest and tried to grow a year’s worth in a heartbeat.

‘It’s your boy, Harald!’ the king said. ‘By the gods he’s got a throw on him! I swear that proud bull shit himself when he saw young Sigurd’s face.’

The boy did not know if he was being complimented or if the king was making fun of him. He tried to smile but could feel that it was all teeth and nothing else, and then his father burst into laughter too and between the two men the sound was like the roar of the sea.

‘I would not like to get on your bad side, boy!’ the king said, giving his shoulder a shake that made his brain rattle in its skull.

But the boy was still thinking about the bull elk. About how he had failed to bring it down. Next time the spear would pierce the flesh, he told himself. Next time he would be stronger.

‘I don’t know about you, Harald, but I am thirsty,’ the king said, pulling his spear from the earth.

‘I am always thirsty,’ Harald said, as the rest of the hunting party drew nearer, the men eager to catch up with their lords and the dogs barking with the bull elk’s scent in their noses.

Sigurd gathered up his own spear and his father pointed at the blade.

‘See the blood there, boy?’ Harald said. ‘That was a good throw. Better than mine.’

And with that they turned north to make their way back to King Gorm’s hall and the mead that awaited them there.

And somehow the spear in the boy’s hand no longer felt too big.


CHAPTER ONE
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AD785, Skudeneshavn, Norway

THE JARL RAN his fingers through the scraps of gristle and white knuckles of bone on the platter before him. Then, his hand gleaming, he raised it to the rings of twisted silver which sat below the muscle of his left arm and rubbed the grease between metal and skin. A grin spread within his beard, growing broader still when one of the rings began to shift enough for him to wedge a thick thumb between the snarling beast heads that had for a year or more closed the circle.

‘This for the man who puts Olaf on his arse!’ he roared and was answered by the pounding of hands on the pine planks of the mead table as he pulled the ring from his own flesh and held it aloft, its greasy lustre catching the flicker of oil lamps before he slammed it down beside his trencher. ‘We need to give Hagal some new stories, eh! He has been giving us the same tales for years and thinks that simply changing the names is enough to fool us!’

Everyone laughed at that apart from Hagal ‘Crow-Song’ who flushed crimson beneath his neat fair beard and muttered some half-hearted defence.

‘He thinks we don’t know he is serving the same scraps over and over,’ Harald roared, the huge silver brooch that pinned the cloak on his right shoulder glinting in the flamelight, ‘but what he doesn’t know is that while he is farting out of his mouth, we are sleeping.’ Folk crowed and hammered palms against the mead bench and the poor skald batted the air with a hand and put his horn to his mouth.

‘Don’t break any necks, Olaf!’ Harald warned with a glistening finger and woven brows.

Without turning to see if there were any challengers – for there always were – Olaf shrugged his broad shoulders and clambered out from the mead bench, brushing crumbs from the tunic stretched over the barrel of his chest. He put his drinking horn to his full lips and downed its contents to a din of cheers and table-thumping that all but shook the timbers of Eik-hjálmr, the jarl’s hall.

‘Take your time, Olaf! You will live many years with the humiliation of what is about to happen,’ Sorli said, grinning at his friends who hoisted their mead horns in appreciation of Sorli’s boasting. Men and women fumbled in the darker corners and dogs growled over scraps.

‘Ha!’ Olaf exclaimed, upending the mead horn on his head to show that it was empty, then flinging it at a dark-haired thrall who caught it with practised ease.

‘You’ll be making friends with the mice and the dogs soon enough, old man,’ Sorli said, stirring the new floor reeds with a foot and almost unbalancing with the doing of it. ‘Remember that one, Crow-Song!’ he called over to the skald, who curled his lip, beyond caring now.

Sigurd raised his own drinking horn to his lips and mumbled a curse into it. Beside him his friend Svein shook his head, the thick braids of red hair swishing like reefing ropes on a sail. ‘Your brother has pissed away his senses,’ he said, then grinned. ‘But we will get a laugh out of it, hey!’

Sigurd nodded half-heartedly. He was in no mood for laughter, as anyone around him would have known. And yet he would stay to watch his elder brother attempt to make good boasts that had often filled Eik-hjálmr the way breath fills the sky.

‘You should look away now, boy,’ Sorli barked at Harek who was conspicuous amongst all those grizzled growling men for his beardless face but more so for his hair which was white as ale froth and smooth as a girl’s. ‘I don’t want you seeing your old father dropped on his arse in front of his friends.’ Sorli frowned, scratching amongst his thick, golden hair which, when hanging loose as it was now, had earned him the byname Baldr because men and women both thought that Sorli resembled that most fair-faced god. But Baldr son of Óðin was also said to be the wisest of the gods and that, Sigurd thought, was where the similarity ended.

Harek did not look away, instead humouring Sorli with a gentle smile and nod. Then he looked at his mother who sat cradling Harek’s infant brother, though all you could see of the bairn was a shock of hair as white as Harek’s sticking from the blanket like cotton grass. His mother rolled her eyes, shook her head and went back to cooing in little Eric’s ear.

‘I’m ready, boy,’ Olaf said, shoving men aside who were gathering in the middle of the hall to watch the match. ‘No tears now. Your father and brothers are watching.’ Olaf winked at Sigurd and Sigurd could not help but grin at the man who was his father’s closest friend and sword-brother. It was strange, Sigurd thought as he climbed up to stand on the mead bench for a better view, how he wanted Olaf to answer Sorli’s crowing with a serving of floor rushes, and yet also wanted his brother to give a good account of himself, perhaps even surprise them all by dumping Olaf on his rear.

‘Don’t embarrass us, brother,’ Thorvard called out, raising his mead horn, his wolf’s grin doing nothing to disguise the sincerity of the command.

As the eldest of the brothers Thorvard took family honour more seriously than any of them but for their father perhaps, and Sigurd suspected that if Sorli were beaten too easily then Thorvard would feel duty-bound to challenge Olaf himself and salvage what he could of the family pride.

‘Hey, Asgot!’ Slagfid bellowed, his voice rolling through the hall like thunder above the din. ‘Who is going to win? What do your runes say?’ But the godi ignored Jarl Harald’s champion, perhaps the only man but for Harald himself in that hall who would dare address him thus, and sat like a cloud threatening rain to the right of the jarl’s high seat.

‘You and Asgot make for shit company tonight,’ Svein told Sigurd, taking the deer-antler comb on its thong around his neck and pulling its teeth through the beginnings of the red beard of which he was so proud. How many times in Sigurd’s seventeen years had he heard his friend claim to be descended from the thunder god Thór himself? ‘Is it the godi’s bag of bones that has you as sour as a woman sailing the red river?’

A great cheer went up as Olaf and Sorli slammed into one another like bull deer during the rut and grappled.

‘You know that isn’t it,’ Sigurd said.

Sorli slipped Olaf’s grasp and swung a fist but missed and the men cheered as Olaf glanced round the hall and asked if anyone had seen where that punch landed.

‘We’ll get our chance,’ Svein said. ‘If there’s one thing you can count on it’s that with old Biflindi as king there will be more fights than there are bristles on Thór’s ball sack.’

Olaf cracked a fist into Sorli’s temple and the younger man staggered backwards but kept his feet.

‘You and I will have years to make our fame,’ Svein went on, gesturing to a thrall to refill his drinking horn. ‘We’ll wear our swords down to stubs,’ he added, then gave a mischievous grin that suggested he had also meant the swords in their breeks.

‘But not tomorrow,’ Sigurd said, the bitterness of it working into him like iron rot into a helmet. He had trained with sword, axe and shield since he had been strong enough to hold them, and yet still he must stay behind while his three brothers and their father went into the steel-storm.

‘Ah, drink up!’ Svein said, thumping his mead horn against Sigurd’s so that liquid spilled over the lip and splashed onto the shoulder of a man who was enjoying the fight too much to notice. Not that he would have picked a quarrel with Svein, Sigurd supposed, for Svein was already built like a troll. Given a handful more years he would be a red-haired, red-bearded giant, perhaps even bigger than his father, Styrbiorn, who sat with a beard full of mead and a lap full of wench across the hall, paying no interest to the fight whatever.

Sigurd drank.

‘That’s better,’ Svein said, dragging the back of his hand across his mouth and giving a great belch that all but brought tears to Sigurd’s eyes. And just then Olaf ducked underneath Sorli’s leading arm, throwing his left shoulder into the younger man’s chest and rolling across him so that he took Sorli’s arm between both of his own and bent the hand back on itself, forcing Sorli to his knees lest his wrist be snapped.

Helpless, Sorli barked a curse and Olaf had the better of him enough to stretch out one arm and give a gaping yawn.

‘Fuck!’ a man named Aghi exclaimed in the open doorway, still tightening his belt over his huge belly after a trip to the cesspit. ‘I missed it.’

‘Not much to miss,’ another replied.

‘Anyone else?’ Olaf asked, his gaze raking over the gathering like a smith’s tongs through hot coals. Several men called out or stepped forward but when they saw Thorvard press through the throng they stopped out of respect for him, and not just because he was the jarl’s son, either.

‘I will fight you, Uncle!’ Sigurd heard himself call and this raised some laughter but not much. ‘And if I beat you then I will earn my place aboard Reinen tomorrow.’

This threw Olaf off balance more than any man had ever done in Eik-hjálmr and he looked over at his jarl, but Harald was too busy frowning at Sigurd. Hagal the skald wasn’t frowning though. The challenge had hooked him from his gloom like a fish from the dark and he clambered up onto the bench to get a clear view, spilling mead with the flurry of it.

‘Sit down, boy!’ Harald called to Sigurd, wafting fingers that gleamed with silver rings. ‘I have seen one son made a fool of, for all that that is like wetting water. I will not have you on your knees too.’

‘Let him fight!’ a man yelled.

‘Aye, he’s got the makings of a good fighter, I’ve seen him and Svein working with spears. Let him have a swing at it!’ someone else shouted.

Olaf scratched his bird’s-nest beard and looked at Jarl Harald. ‘I won’t hurt him,’ he said. ‘So long as he doesn’t tickle me.’ He turned his broad smile on Sigurd. ‘I can’t abide tickling,’ he said.

‘Let him try, Father,’ Sigurd’s other brother Sigmund put in, standing on a mead bench beside the hearth, a pretty thrall under each arm. White teeth flashed in his golden beard. ‘If he can beat Olaf then he’ll be a useful man in the steel-storm tomorrow.’ Sigurd nodded to him in thanks and Sigmund nodded back.

‘No, Sigurd,’ Thorvard said. Their brother’s handsome face was carved in granite now. ‘Go back to your sulking. This is my fight.’ Do not embarrass us all is what Sigurd heard.

Sigurd burnt inside. All eyes were on him. Even Var and Vogg his father’s two house hounds had called a truce over a fleshy bone and were looking up at him with red-rimmed eyes. This was not the first time Sigurd had asked his father to allow him to stand in the shieldwall but it was the first time he had asked in front of his friends and every sword- or spear-bearing man in the village. With a feeling like a ship’s anchor plunging to the sea bed he knew his humiliation would be complete were his father to deny him now. Perhaps Harald knew this too, or else perhaps he decided that his youngest son needed to learn a valuable lesson about growing into a man. Whatever it was, Harald nodded then, and to Sigurd that simple gesture was sweeter than any mead he had tasted.

Thorvard swore, shrugged his huge shoulders and shook his head, stepping back to show that he withdrew his challenge.

Svein tapped a finger against his own head. ‘You are mad, Sigurd,’ he said. ‘The only time Olaf’s been beaten was after too much mead when he fell asleep standing up before the fight even started.’

‘That might happen again,’ Sigurd suggested.

‘And Asgot might pull some good portents out of a bull’s arse,’ his friend countered.

Sigurd curled his lip as an admission that neither was likely.

‘All right then, you run along and have fun,’ Svein said, batting the air with a big hand. ‘I’ll be over to scrape you off the floor when it’s done.’

Sigurd drained his mead horn and gave it to his friend who was muttering something under his breath, then he turned and walked into the same space in which his older, stronger, more experienced brother had failed only moments before.

‘Be gentle with Olaf, Sigurd!’ Sigmund called above the clamour. ‘When you’re that old it takes time getting up off the floor and we have a fight tomorrow.’

This got a table-hammering and laughter like the rolling surf upon the shore, though all of them knew Olaf was as strong as an ox and a fighter in his prime. Olaf himself did not dignify it with a response, instead leaning in to Sigurd close enough that Sigurd could smell the mead on his breath and the pork grease in his beard. ‘You sure about this, lad?’ he asked in a low voice through lips still spread wide for the crowd.

Sigurd hoisted one eyebrow. ‘I told her I would make you yowl like a kicked dog,’ he said.

Olaf’s eyes widened. ‘Told who?’ His smile contracted into a cat’s arse in the bush of his beard.

‘Her,’ Sigurd replied, nodding towards Eik-hjálmr’s door, and when Olaf looked round Sigurd kicked him in the bollocks. Olaf’s eyes bulged like a fish’s hauled from the depths and down he went, first onto his knees then falling over onto his side, hands thrust between his legs. For a moment Sigurd stood above the man, staring down at him as the men around them railed in outrage or laughed or acclaimed Sigurd as the new champion of Eik-hjálmr, the thunder of it so loud in that hall that Sigurd could not hear Olaf yowling though he could see the shape of it on his mouth.

And in the midst of this tumult Sigurd recalled the story of the hero Beowulf, so often breathed and bellowed by skalds beside Eik-hjálmr’s hearth. For just as the monster Grendel was drawn by the din of men carousing in King Hrothgar’s hall, so a shadow was coming to Skudeneshavn with the next day’s dawn, for all that those around Sigurd this night drank and feasted and fought as though they would live for ever.

He looked through the throng and caught Thorvard’s eye and his brother gave him an almost imperceptible nod that was the highest praise Sigurd could hope for or expect.

‘Father, the ring?’ Sigmund bellowed through the din. ‘My little brother deserves his spoils.’

‘Aye, give the lad his prize!’ Orn Beak-Nose called. ‘Seeing Uncle on his arse is worth that ring and more.’

Harald shook his head and slammed a big hand onto the arm ring before him. ‘Not for that. The boy needs to learn respect.’

Others agreed with this and Sigmund bawled at them, sweeping his mead horn through the fug. Sigurd ignored them all, offering his hand to help Olaf to his feet. But Olaf growled an obscenity and so Sigurd shrugged and turned to walk back to his bench where Svein was waiting with two brimming horns and a grin as wide as a mead-hall door.

‘You’ve ruined his night then,’ Svein said. ‘No notch for old Olaf.’

‘But his wife will thank you for a good sound sleep,’ a lad named Aslak said through a mouthful of bread. ‘If Olaf doesn’t spend all night scratching in the reeds looking for his balls.’

‘There was no honour in that, Sigurd,’ a man named Vígi said, his greying brows knitted above disapproving eyes. ‘You striplings mock the gods with your disrespect.’ He shook his head at Sigurd. ‘As the jarl’s son you should know better.’

Svein and Aslak knew better than to nettle the older man further and so held their tongues, but Sigurd held Vígi’s eye.

‘I know how to win,’ he said, ‘and that is enough for Óðin.’ The man shook his head again and went back to his food, and Svein, Aslak and Sigurd shared the sort of look that comes so easily to young men who hear what their elders say as rocks hear the river gushing over them.

The clamour rolled on as a stout man named Alfgeirr helped Olaf up and Jarl Harald’s champion Slagfid swaggered into the circle, rumbling a challenge to anyone drunk enough to take him on. And beyond that smoke-seasoned haven of pine and oak the Valkyries were riding the night, their presence felt by all those grizzled, drunken boasters though mentioned by none. Tomorrow, then, the storm of swords. Dragon against dragon out in the Karmsund Strait.

The red war.

Sigurd felt the fury knotting in his gut like a spitting serpent but he fought to subdue it lest he draw every eye to the quarrel. He had come down to the harbour – the allotted gathering place – dressed for war in his thick woollen coat which reached to mid-thigh and was belted at the waist, woollen breeks and his greaves made from iron strips fastened to leather straps; a gift from the man he had kicked in the bollocks the night before. He did not own a sword, for his father said he must earn such a weapon, but he had brought his spear which was a better thing for a ship fight anyhow.

Not that he would get the chance to use it now.

‘I made the challenge and everyone under that roof heard the terms, Father,’ he said, his rage threatening to consume him. ‘Did I not win?’

The jarl raised an eyebrow. ‘What a noble victory that was.’ He made a deep umm in his throat. ‘You are lucky Olaf did not flay you alive and beat you with your own thigh bones,’ he said, glancing at Olaf who nevertheless shot Sigurd a sympathetic look as he tied the helmet thongs in the snarl of his beard.

‘So you will go back on it? Like a fox skulking back to his hole?’ Sigurd dared.

‘Careful, boy,’ Harald growled.

Leading his pony by the bridle as he made to leave Skudeneshavn, Hagal Crow-Song stopped to take in the scene.

The jarl looked like a god of war on that jetty, the red dawn light across the black water like a bloodstain and glinting on the iron rings of his brynja. ‘Besides, what would your mother say?’ He nodded and Sigurd turned to look at Grimhild who stood on the grass-tufted rocks with Sigurd’s younger sister Runa and all the other women, their faces harder set than their menfolk’s as they watched them prepare themselves for battle.

Even war gods fear their wives, then, Sigurd reflected sourly.

‘She is already warping my ear for taking three sons into the same fight,’ Harald went on. ‘If I took you too she would make what you did to Olaf look like a kiss on the cheek.’ He frowned. ‘Look now! Her eyes are into us like cat’s claws.’

‘The wind is good, Harald, and the men are ready,’ Olaf called from where he stood on the jetty by Reinen’s prow.

Harald raised a hand and nodded, then barked at his thralls to hurry up with bringing all the spears they could carry down from Eik-hjálmr to load onto his ships: two longships of seventy-five feet, and a shorter karvi with thirteen pairs of oars. Reinen, the Reindeer, was Harald’s best ship and well named, men thought, for she was broad and yet fast, as worthy to ride the sea road as a proud bull reindeer was to strut across the uplands east of Karmøy. Sigurd had often imagined the day he would stand aboard Reinen armed for battle amongst a fellowship of warriors.

‘I will be careful, Father,’ he said, knowing it was the same as spitting into driving rain.

‘Ha!’ Harald almost smiled at that. ‘None of my sons knows the meaning of that.’ Then, loud enough for Grimhild to hear: ‘As your jarl I forbid it. As your father I forbid it. There is no more to say.’

‘Don’t worry, little brother,’ Sigmund said, coming up and slapping Sigurd on the shoulder. His hair was braided for battle, his helmet was under one arm and he was one of the few men wearing mail. ‘I’ll try to spare some of the whoresons so that you will have someone to kill when Mother finally lets you fly the nest,’ he said, smiling and waving at Grimhild and Runa. ‘Tonight we get drunk, hey?’

But Sigurd was watching Harald’s champion, Slagfid, carry the great set of reindeer antlers to Reinen’s bow. When the ship cast off, slipping into the fjord far enough away from Skudeneshavn not to upset the land spirits, they would mount the snarling beast head at the prow and Slagfid would set those antlers either side of the creature’s eyes. As the man who would fight at the prow that day it was Slagfid’s honour to mount those antlers in their iron sockets and, thus prepared for battle, Reinen and Slagfid both would strike fear into the enemy.

Sigurd felt a strong hand grip his shoulder and turned to look into his father’s eyes. ‘Your time will come, Sigurd,’ Harald said. ‘A warrior must master patience just as he masters the sword and shield.’

‘I may be of use to you, Father, if things go against us,’ Sigurd said, gripping his spear as tightly as he yet gripped the hope of changing the jarl’s mind. ‘Asgot said that you should not fight today, that the omens are bad. Another spear can only help.’

‘That old crow’s omens are always bad,’ Harald said. ‘If I listened to every cast of his runes I would never leave my hall.’ The jarl turned to his men now, spread as they were across the jetty, the surrounding rocks and some already at their places aboard Reinen, Harald’s second ship Sea-Eagle, and the short karvi which was named Little-Elk. All of them hefted shields, spears and axes, some wore iron helmets but most had leather skull caps or even fur hats for the protection they provided, though these men would be sweating soon enough.

‘Men of Skudeneshavn!’ Men could no more ignore Harald’s voice than they could ignore a long-axe in a killer’s hands, and it boomed out across the still water of the harbour and surged across the rocks like surf. ‘We have been called out to fight for King Gorm, to whom we have pledged fealty and whose high seat we are oath-sworn to protect. Biflindi’s lands to the east have been threatened by Jarl Randver. And our king is not happy about it.’ There was a flash of teeth then in Harald’s fair beard. ‘That dog Randver has slipped his leash and his appetite has outgrown him. Today we whip the hound!’

The men cheered at that and those who carried spears banged the shafts against their shields and it was like an echo of King Gorm’s byname Biflindi, meaning ‘shield-shaker’. Even Hagal the skald seemed to be lifted like an eagle on a warm wind, despite how the jarl had teased him the night before.

‘With the king’s own men and those bondsmen he will have rounded up we will have the advantage of numbers.’ Harald hawked and spat a wad of phlegm onto the slick decking of the jetty. ‘But do not underestimate Jarl Randver for he is the kind that will wait until you are looking the other way and then bite your arse. Besides which, you know as well as I that bóndi more often than not run off back to their farms as soon as the first spears are thrown.’

‘That’s why Biflindi is fighting Randver at sea!’ Slagfid roared from Reinen’s prow, ‘because the goat-fucking bóndi can’t run away if they’re on a ship.’

Men cheered that rare wit from Harald’s chosen prow man and more than ever Sigurd burnt to be one of them, a sword-brother going into a fight, instead of the jarl’s youngest son who must stay behind with the women and the boys and the old men.

‘See my son Sigurd here!’ Harald exclaimed. ‘Brave Týr himself could not be more eager to fight with us today!’ Harald threw a brawny arm around Sigurd and pulled him into his chest, against the brynja’s polished iron rings. ‘I am lucky that all my sons are wolves. They thirst for the blood of our enemies!’ Sigurd could smell the mead on his father’s breath. A man needed mead or ale in his belly before he gave himself to the steel-storm, or else, Olaf had told him once, thoughts of blades slicing into flesh will send a man mad. ‘The lad will fight amongst us soon enough.’

Then the jarl released Sigurd and turned his gaze on Asgot who was snarling at six thralls as they hauled on the halter of an ox, trying to bring it down to the water. The godi was dressed in animal skins and had bones plaited in his long, wolf-grey hair, and some of the women near by clutched their broods a little closer as if they feared Asgot might steal the children for some dark purpose.

‘The Allfather craves blood, too!’ Harald called, ‘and we shall let him drink.’ All eyes were turned to the godi and the ox, which was bellowing pitifully, either because it could smell the sea and feared it, or more likely because it had seen the wicked-sharp knife in Asgot’s hand and had enough clever in it to know what was coming.

Asgot raised the knife in one claw-like hand, pointing the blade to the sky. ‘Óðin, accept this offering. Show us your favour and together we will turn the sea red with the traitor’s blood.’ With that he stepped behind one of the thralls holding the ox’s halter, threw an arm around the young man’s face, hauled his head back and sliced open his throat in a crimson spray.

The women gasped as the thrall fell to his knees clutching the savage, blood-spitting wound and Harald’s warriors beat their shields with spears and swords and the ox roared as the stink of blood filled its flaring nostrils.

‘He was a good thrall,’ Sigmund said above the clamour. Men were chanting ‘Óðin’ and the young thrall lay on the rocks, gore-drenched, wide-eyed and spluttering.

‘He was,’ Jarl Harald agreed, ‘but the omens were bad. Today I would rather have the Allfather’s favour and one less slave. Leave the beast, Asgot,’ he called, then turned to Sigurd. ‘Have them slaughter it properly, Sigurd. We will eat it at our victory feast.’

‘Yes, Father,’ Sigurd said, watching the godi drag the dead thrall towards the sea, his blood smearing the rocks. Then Asgot dropped the body into the plunging surf where it floated, limbs buffeted this way and that, its bloodless face turned up to the sky, the eyes bulged with the surprise of being dead.

Asgot looked at Harald and Sigurd, pulling the braids of his beard through his gore-slick hands so that those hair ropes wicked the blood and made him look even more feral. ‘It is no bad thing to remember Njörd, too, before a sea fight,’ he said and Harald nodded in agreement and put on his helmet which was a thing that would make even a king envious. Forged of the finest steel, it boasted many decorated panels of polished silver plate, and a high crest of bronze that came down to a raven’s face, the creature’s beak dividing two thick eyebrows of brass. Below these were eye guards and a nasal that made the wearer look like one of the Æsir come down from Asgard, and Sigurd had never seen anything more beautiful.

‘He who stands with me this day to feed the wolf and the raven is my brother!’ the jarl bellowed.

Olaf raised his spear. ‘Harald!’ he roared. ‘Harald!’ Then more than one hundred warriors took up the chant, ‘Harald! Harald!’, the din of it filling the new day, carrying to the gods like the call of the Gjallarhorn announcing the beginning of Ragnarök, the final battle, and Sigurd felt the thrill of it thrum in his blood like wind through a ship’s rigging.

‘Good luck, brother,’ Sigurd said to Sigmund who was tying the thong of his own helmet beneath his golden-bearded chin.

‘I will tell you all about it tonight, little brother,’ he said with a grin, then turned to join the others boarding Reinen, Sea-Eagle and Little-Elk. Harald and five of his best warriors took up positions at Reinen’s bow and the rest seated themselves on their sea chests which served as row benches, as the spruce oars were taken from their trees and handed out. Mooring ropes were untied and at the command of Reinen’s helmsman, Thorald, those on the port side used their oars to push the ship out from the berth.

Wives and daughters came onto the jetty now and called out their farewells, wishing their menfolk good luck and commanding them to be careful, and the men mumbled their replies or simply waved or nodded, reluctant to be singled out amongst their sword-brothers.

In the time it takes to sharpen a knife all three ships were out in the deep water, heading east into the Skude Fjord towards the sun, their oars dipping and rising neatly for there was not much wind for sails, besides which Harald knew it was no bad thing to keep the men busy before a fight.

For a while the folk of Skudeneshavn watched them go, many touching Thór’s hammers and other amulets and charms at their necks and muttering to the gods to bring their husbands, fathers and sons safely back from this day’s bloodletting.

‘I’m coming with you, Sigurd,’ Sigurd’s sister said, appearing beside him as he stared after Reinen as though strength of will alone would carry his body over the sea to land on the deck like a raven, would stand him beside his brothers Thorvard, Sorli and Sigmund.

‘Did you hear me, brother? I’m coming to watch it,’ Runa said.

Sigurd nodded to her then turned to Svein. ‘We will have to hurry or it might be over before we get there.’

Svein shook his head. ‘I told Thorvard not to kill any of the toad’s arseholes until we found a nice spot with a good view.’

Someone whistled and they turned to see Aslak waiting up in the long grass of the bluff overlooking the harbour. He had brought the ponies, as Sigurd had asked. One extra by the looks.

‘I told him I was coming, too,’ Runa said before Sigurd could ask the question.

‘I knew you would,’ Svein said, smiling.

Sigurd might have guessed it too, though he was not sure that his younger sister should watch the battle with them, being only fourteen and too young for such things. He was about to say as much when their mother, who was amongst the other women leaving the jetty, called for Runa to walk back up to the village with her.

Even after five children, and four of them boys, Grimhild still owned a beauty that turned men’s heads, but now her face was drawn tight as a ship’s knot with the worry of seeing her husband and sons go off to fight for their king.

‘Runa!’ she called again. ‘Come, girl! We have much to prepare for the men’s return.’

‘I want to go with Sigurd,’ Runa called back. Her golden hair hung in two long braids and Sigurd knew that his sister was enjoying being able to show it off while she still could. In another year she would be of marriageable age and would have to cover her silken tresses. Yet her being too young for marriage did not stop men looking at Runa the way they looked at silver.

‘You are coming home with me, daughter!’ Grimhild said, her face flushing now at her daughter’s defiance.

‘Let her come, Mother,’ Sigurd said, suddenly determined that Runa should go with them. He had had his fill of being told how things would be. ‘She’ll be fine with us.’

Grimhild frowned and Sigurd turned to Runa. ‘Just keep walking,’ he hissed. ‘She won’t want to make a big thing of it in front of her friends.’

‘There’s work to be done,’ their mother protested, but Sigurd, who blamed his mother for his not being aboard Reinen, saw a chance to challenge her now and took Runa’s hand in his own. And he did not need to look behind them to know the thunder that was on their mother’s face, though no peal rolled after them. It was a pathetic piece of impudence, the kind that would have earned him a backhander from his father had Harald been there, and he felt the shame of it as they climbed the shingle-strewn track up to Aslak and the waiting ponies.

‘Thank you,’ Runa said, but Sigurd said nothing. He had other things to think about now as he nodded to Aslak and the four of them turned their mounts north to take the coastal track up towards Kopervik and beyond that Avaldsnes. For somewhere in between the two settlements they would look out and see the fleets of King Gorm Shield-Shaker and the rebel Jarl Randver come together in the appointed place. The two fleets would bind themselves together with ropes and grappling hooks, men and shields crammed in the thwarts.

So that the killing could begin.


CHAPTER TWO
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BY THE TIME they came to the place they were sweat-sheened and the ponies were lathered. The sun had passed overhead and now sat high in the western sky like a golden shield hung below the gabled roof of Valhöll, Óðin’s hall of the slain, and Aslak said it was a good day for a fight.

‘Not when there are arrows in the sky,’ Sigurd replied, grimacing at the thought of a shaft streaking out of the sun’s glare to bury itself in a man’s eye socket.

‘Then a man just keeps his shield up and his head down,’ Svein suggested helpfully, at which Runa asked, a wry smile on her lips, if Svein had learnt all this from the many battles he had fought in.

But it was no easy thing to take the edge off Svein’s eagerness, especially when he was talking of fighting, and now he turned his smile on all three of them. ‘You will know sure enough when I have stood in the skjaldborg, Runa,’ he said, dreaming of the shieldwall, ‘for the skalds will be singing of it for a year after.’ He tugged his fledgling beard. ‘And the women will blush redder than these hairs whenever I am near.’

‘Talking of skalds, I thought Hagal would be here,’ Aslak said. ‘It’s not like him to miss a fight.’

Svein nodded. ‘The gods know he needs some new threads to weave into his tales,’ he said.

‘Why would he need to see the thing with his own eyes when he can make it all up from the comfort of some wench’s lap?’ Sigurd put in. Still, Aslak had hit the nail square. It was unlike the skald to miss with his own eyes the makings of a saga tale which he could sell in a hundred mead halls throughout the land.

They had ridden the fifteen or so rôsts as fast as they could and, far from anyone whose land they rode across questioning them, some offered them ale or food and one karl brought out a bucket of water for the horses, because men knew who Sigurd was, especially when Svein reminded them. And they respected Jarl Harald enough to do whatever they could to help his son watch him and King Gorm put Jarl Randver back in his place. Which would be in a haugr, a dark burial mound, covered in earth and worms if he were lucky, but at the bottom of the fjord, draped in cold sea wrack and picked at by crabs if he were not.

‘I hope all this lot are here to cheer for Biflindi,’ Aslak said, for they four from Skudeneshavn were not the only folk who had come from all over Karmøy to watch the fight.

‘They had better be,’ Svein rumbled loud enough for a group of five lads near by to hear. ‘For anyone cheering that sheep’s dropping Jarl Randver will find himself ten feet that way wishing he were a bird,’ he said, hurling a pebble over the bluff. ‘Or maybe a fish.’

Groups had come north from Kopervik, south from King Gorm’s fortress at Avaldsnes and east from Åkra, Ferkingstad and from several other villages, all of them eager to glut their eyes with the spectacle of a ship battle. And what a sight met them now as they gathered at the edge of the pine and birch wood on the bluff overlooking the Karmsund Strait which divided Karmøy from the mainland. Since Sigurd was a boy he had heard men say that the thunder god Thór waded those straits every morning on his way to Yggdrasil, the tree of life.

He will be wading through blood tomorrow morning, Sigurd thought.

Their bows pointing east towards the mainland, Reinen, Sea-Eagle and Little-Elk had their sails up now, their thwarts bristling with warriors and blades as their skippers, helmsmen and the skeleton crews manning the sails sought to bring them into line with King Gorm’s seven other dragon-prowed ships. It was slow, laborious work because there was very little wind to speak of and what there was had to be caught on the sails and used wisely and patiently. But this, along with the calm sheltered waters of the strait, made conditions perfect for a ship fight, which was why the two sides had agreed to meet at the place.

‘Even a fart’s worth of wind can make a ship fight all but impossible,’ Harald had told Sigurd once. ‘You have as much chance of lashing boats together in a wind or current as you have of getting your wife to sit arse beside arse with a pretty young thrall and be happy about it.’

Yet, Shield-Shaker and Jarl Harald would need more than a still day and a sleeping sea to be sure of a victory here and Sigurd looked for signs amongst the rebel ships that Randver was an unfit overreaching jarl, but found none. The man’s ships looked neat and clean and his crews looked able.

‘Now I see why Jarl Randver was happy enough to fight in the shadow of Avaldsnes,’ Sigurd said, for all men knew that it was those fighting nearer their home that most often had the victory. ‘He has a lot of ships for a piss-in-the-wind upstart jarl. Maybe there is more to the man.’

‘Aye, he has the ships but does he know how to use them?’ Svein asked, though not even he would deny that six ships, four of them easily as big as if not bigger than Reinen, was more than anyone expected to see turn out against the king.

‘The sheep turd has more money and men than your father,’ Aslak said, giving voice to what they were all thinking as he fingered the iron Thór’s hammer at his neck. ‘Last year’s raiding has filled his sea chests with silver and his head with ambition.’

‘Still, six ships will not be enough,’ Sigurd said, fixing on his sister’s eyes because she was beginning to look afraid. ‘Shield-Shaker has fought many ship battles. He would not be a king if he had not won most, if not all of them. And my father has sea-luck and the Allfather’s own talent for war.’

The others mumbled their agreement at that and the white knot of Runa’s hand relaxed a little around the silver pendant of Freyja which Sigurd knew was inside it, hot and clammy against her palm.

Outnumbered as he was, Jarl Randver was expected to lash his ships together side by side to form a great raft and wait to be attacked. Sigurd knew this tactic allowed a greater concentration of fighting power within a small space and enabled men to move from one boat to another as and when the advantage might be gained. And yet Jarl Randver’s ships, sails down and oars shipped now, were barely shouting distance from each other and it was Jarl Harald who had drawn his three vessels close, like a man reining in his hounds. It was his crews that were busy with hooks and ropes.

‘Your father is making a raft then,’ Svein said, and from his frown and Aslak’s face it was clear they thought this a strange scheme from Harald given how things stood.

‘Why is he doing that, Sigurd?’ Runa asked, unnerved by her friends’ dark expressions.

For a while Sigurd watched his father’s ship but eventually he grinned. ‘Because he has done all this before and knows the ebb and flow of it,’ he said. Only by putting himself in Harald’s place had the answer come into Sigurd’s mind, bright as a hooked mackerel glittering to the surface. ‘With the king’s ships holding off over there, Sea-Eagle and Little-Elk are vulnerable,’ he said. ‘If they remained separate Randver’s ships would isolate them like wolves stalking a small deer, and take them. Lashing them together with Reinen gives my father a floating stronghold he can easily defend. He will draw the rebels in like crows on a fleshy bone and then the king will come.’ His blood ran hot with the thought of it. ‘Together they will smash that arse welt and be ship-rich for the trouble of it.’

Svein and Aslak nodded at this, grinning at their jarl’s sea-craft. And yet Sigurd felt an unease gnawing at his guts like a rat on a coiled rope. Because once his father’s three craft were lashed together and surrounded, if things went badly it would be no easy thing in the fray to separate them and let them fly.

Still, Shield-Shaker had seven other ships and by rights those ships should beat Randver’s six even if Jarl Harald had stayed in his hall that morning. Sigurd clung to this thought, watching the two fleets which had set themselves up like pieces on a tafl board.

‘Jarls are good at tafl,’ he said under his breath, ‘but kings are better.’ The day would go well and the rebels would either yield or they would die.

King Gorm’s men were cheering now, rousing themselves to the coming butchery, the sound of it drifting up to those gathered on the bluff. Sigurd and the others were right at the edge overlooking the rocky shoreline and the skerries out there in the Karmsund Strait, their arms anchored round birch trees that had themselves made a precarious stand on the sloping edge. Below them within a pebble’s throw was a shingle beach upon which a knot of fishermen stood, their faces seaward but doubtless as wide-eyed as everyone else. Sigurd guessed they had been out in the strait when they had noticed two fleets bearing down on them. He imagined the curses that must have flown around those skiffs like shrieking gulls, so that the boats were now hauled up on the stones and the men’s fishing was interrupted.

Five of King Gorm’s longships, including Shield-Shaker’s own ship Hríð-visundr – Storm-Bison – were strung out in a line now off Jarl Harald’s port side, but two other ships were coming round Reinen’s stern to protect Harald’s steerboard side.

‘You were right, Sigurd. Your father means to draw them in and start the fight,’ Aslak said, ‘and hopefully it will be Jarl Randver himself who will take the bait.’ He made hooks of his hands, the fingers clutching each other, to make his point. ‘When they are grappled with Gorm’s ships and the fighting is thick, those other two coming round will come together like stones and crush the traitor like a louse.’

Sigurd nodded, for Aslak had it right. ‘It is a good plan,’ he said.

His father would have the honour of being the first to blood the enemy and King Gorm would no doubt reward him for it afterwards. Loyal men earned silver on such days as this.

‘Here they come!’ one of the other young men on the bluff yelled. Perhaps his own father was aboard one of the king’s ships, too. If so his stomach was no doubt twisting over itself now like Sigurd’s was.

‘It’s Fjord-Wolf, Jarl Randver’s ship!’ someone else called. ‘I have seen it before. That is the jarl standing there at the sternpost.’

‘Aye, where it is safest,’ an old man put in, spitting in disgust.

Sigurd did not know if the man standing at the sternpost of the breakaway ship was Randver, but he was dressed in mail and wearing a rich helmet and so it was entirely possible. And if so Sigurd did not blame the jarl for starting the fight at the stern, for all that it was not saga-worthy, because were Randver to die in the first spear and arrow exchange, not much would come of his ambition.

‘It does not matter where he is standing,’ Svein said, ‘for my father can throw a spear twice the length of that ship. Jarl Randver would be better off back at Hinderå hiding under his mead table if he wanted to stay where it is safest!’ He grinned. ‘Though if the wind was right he would not be safe even there.’

‘Which ship is your father on, lad?’ the greybeard asked, rheumy eyes all squint and water as he willed them to be young and far-seeing again.

‘He’s the prow man on Sea-Eagle, that longship off Reinen’s steerboard,’ Svein announced.

‘Aah, then he must be a big ’un like you,’ the greybeard said. ‘I was a prow man once.’

Svein and Aslak shared a look that the old man’s old eyes did not miss and he batted the air with a hand as if to say what did young men know anyway? And Sigurd was glad that the greybeard had not asked on which ship Aslak’s father was. Olvir Quick-Spear had been killed in the last fight Jarl Harald had been obliged into because of his oath to King Gorm, and no one likes being reminded that their father rots in an earth mound outside the village. Not even if they live again in the next world, drinking and feasting in the Allfather’s hall, as Olvir Quick-Spear surely did.

Sigurd’s muscles had begun to thrum now, the blood in his veins seeming to bubble, the fame-thirst in his heart demanding to be slaked. The ash shaft of the spear in his right hand whispered to him, pleaded to be taken down into the fray where it could rip and rend and fulfil its purpose. But Sigurd must deny the spear as he himself had been denied, the pain of that still smouldering somewhere in him.

A hand clapped him on the back. ‘There they go,’ Svein said, as down in the strait the arrows streaked from ship to ship now that Jarl Randver’s fleet had come within range of Jarl Harald’s. These arrows would cause little harm to either side, though, for men had their shields up and those limewood planks now began to sprout feathered shafts.

Harald’s men were still lashing his vessels together as Jarl Randver’s ship came within range for the strongest men on either side to hurl their spears, which often had some good effect because a good spear with good muscle behind it could crack a shield and leave a man defenceless, at least until a new one could be taken up.

Randver’s other ships were backing oars now, giving their jarl room to manoeuvre, to bring his prow, which bristled with his best warriors, up to Reinen’s prow where Slagfid stood with a spear in one hand, his great long-axe in the other and his helmet glinting in the sun. It was no easy thing, not even on a sleeping sea, to get those prows kissing, but Randver’s oarsmen knew their work and Sigurd’s hand clutched the spear tighter still as the thump of the bows carried up to them on the bluff and a great roar from both crews filled the still day.

Randver’s prow man was too eager to make his fame and as he lowered his shield, pulling back his arm to hurl a hand axe, Slagfid cast his spear with the speed and fury of Thór’s lightning and it ripped through the prow man’s throat in a spray of gore, embedding in the shield of the man behind.

‘Slagfid!’ Svein roared as those on the bluff cheered and Jarl Harald’s men beat their swords, spears and axes against their shields with pride for their champion. The dead man was hauled away and the warrior who took his place was wise to keep his shield high, but Slagfid had killed more men than were on Randver’s ship and this would be simply one more. Gripping the huge axe in two hands he reared up like a bear, bringing the axe over his head in a great, death-promising arc, and the blade sliced into the warrior’s shield, the lower horn cleaving the shield in two, the upper horn cutting through the man’s collar bone and tearing down into his breast and trunk, splitting him like oak.

They cheered again, and then again when Slagfid hooked the next man’s shield and leant back, hauling him over the top strake into the sea where he flailed, crushed between the ships’ bellies. But Sigurd held his tongue and looked to Fjord-Wolf’s stern because he knew what would happen then if Jarl Randver was any type of leader at all. Sure enough the jarl was striding forward now, flanked by retainers with shields raised before him as he sought to let the sight of him raise his men to greater deeds.

The other men at the prows were jabbing with spears and probing with long-axes and some archers were climbing up onto the sheer strakes to loose their arrows from deadly range, but it was Slagfid who was doing the real killing. And yet Randver’s other ships were like hounds desperate to get their teeth into the prey and one of them came alongside Little-Elk, hauling in their port-side oars quickly before the hulls banged together and Randver’s men shot arrows and hurled spears as others threw grappling hooks into Little-Elk’s thwarts. These men put the rope around their backs and pulled with all their strength, bringing the ships together in the hope that their weight of numbers would see them clear Little-Elk’s decks.

But Little-Elk’s crew had other ideas and they presented a wall of shields the length of the karvi, a second row thrusting spears over heads and through the gaps. Asgot the godi was aboard her and he was as good with a spear as he was with the runes. Her skipper, a man named Solmund, was probably as old as the greybeard up there on the bluff but he was a solid fighting man who had earned Harald’s trust. The chances were Solmund would need help from Reinen at some point, but he would not ask for it before it was absolutely needed and Harald knew it. If Harald could kill Randver before that happened he might win the battle before King Gorm even had to draw his sword.

Back in the pine wood behind them a raven was croaking and Sigurd felt Svein’s eyes on him because Svein knew Sigurd attached meaning to such things. But Sigurd kept his eyes riveted on the battle below them and Svein let the thing go before giving it voice. Yet the raven kept up its protest, a gurgling croak rising in pitch that had Sigurd thumbing the runes he had etched into his spear’s shaft. Not that the spell, a charm to make the spear fly straight and true, would do much to ward off the ill-omen that Sigurd heard in the bird’s call, tangled like a sharp fish hook in a ball of twine. Not unless he could spear the bird itself, which Asgot would tell him was the same thing as spitting in Óðin’s one eye.

And yet the gods favoured Harald and King Gorm still, for Slagfid had cracked another skull and the dead were piling up at Fjord-Wolf’s prow. Olaf was beside the champion now, thrusting his spear at enemy shields, knocking men back into their companions whilst further back men on both sides yelled encouragement and waited their turn to enter the fray.

On Reinen’s port side Little-Elk was holding its own, the shieldwalls evenly matched, but on the steerboard side the men of Sea-Eagle were enduring a steel-storm from the crews of two more of Randver’s longships which had rowed into position, one prow on to Sea-Eagle, the other coming alongside and grappling the vessels together even as Harald’s men took axes to the ropes or tried to fend the ship off with oars.

Wielding his own hafted axe, Svein’s father Styrbiorn was a giant at Sea-Eagle’s prow, looming there like Thór himself, roaring his challenge at the enemy stuffed in the thwarts of the prow coming at him head on.

Svein reached out again, clamping a great hand on Sigurd’s shoulder, and Sigurd winced at the strength in it but he did not pull away as his friend growled encouragement at his father in the strait below.

‘Your father is as good as Slagfid,’ Sigurd said, which might have been true had Styrbiorn not too often been too drunk to stand so that no one really knew how useful he was in a fight any more. Not that anyone, Slagfid included, would have the balls to tell Styrbiorn that. Since Svein’s mother Sibbe had died the only thing that could pull a smile out of Styrbiorn was mead or murder.

He killed the first man cleanly enough, with an overhead swing similar to Slagfid’s but using the heel of the axe rather than the blade to crush the helmeted head of the man opposite. Now, though, it seemed he could hear his son cheering him on from the cliff above, or perhaps it was Loki who was whispering in his ear the promise of great saga tales, for Styrbiorn pissed all caution into the wind and clambered up onto the sheer strake, his left arm wrapped round Sea-Eagle’s prow beast, his right hand gripping the long-axe low on the shaft. With incredible strength – and no little balance for a drunkard, Sigurd thought – he stepped along the sheer strake and, roaring, scythed the axe round in a great horizontal arc, the blunt side hammering into a man’s shield and knocking him and others down in a heap of chaos. Then he brought the axe up and over for another swing, this time deftly spinning the haft in his hand so that the blade flew first, slicing a man’s head from his neck and seeing others cower down behind their shields.

Those on the cliff roared their approval, none louder than Svein himself, and those aboard Sea-Eagle hammered their shields to let Reinen’s crew know that they were not alone in this fight.

‘I have never seen such a thing!’ the greybeard exclaimed.

Neither had Sigurd ever heard of such. It was the stuff of fireside tales, but so was the next part of it, for all worthwhile tales have their sour parts. Styrbiorn should have climbed down then and got behind a shield for a breath or two and been happy with the fame he had woven for himself. Instead the blood-lust was on him and maybe too much mead was in him for he brought the axe round in another big loop but this time the shaft hit Sea-Eagle’s prow beast, snagged on the creature’s pointed ear perhaps, and before Styrbiorn could correct the swing a man at the other prow reached out and thrust a spear into his belly.

Styrbiorn doubled over and his comrades managed to pull him back into the thwarts and Svein’s hands clawed into his flaming red hair.

‘Damned whoresons,’ the greybeard muttered, shaking his head, and Sigurd wanted to tell Svein that perhaps it was not a serious wound and he looked at Aslak who shook his head. For there had been enough muscle and fear in that spear thrust to stop a charging boar. That had been clear even from the top of the bluff and from the giant’s grunt that had carried across the water even above the battle din. Besides which, Styrbiorn did not wear a brynja because he could not afford to have one made that would fit his massive frame.

Perhaps that was the raven
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