
        
            
                
            
        

    erilaR

Stranger from Another Land
“Here strolls the Herulian with his glaucous cheeks, inhabitant of Ocean's furthest shore, and of one complexion with its weedy deeps.”
- Sidonius Apollinaris (478 AD)
* * *
Stones, weapons and ornaments bearing ancient writing have been unearthed throughout Scandinavia.
The men who fashioned the inscriptions referred to themselves as “erilaR”.
One of these stones, which dates back to the fifth century AD, depicts twelve images of boats, with an accompanying inscription:  “I, the Stranger from Another Land”.




Prologue

On the 8th day of June, in the year 793 AD, a band of heathen Northmen from Scandinavia attacked the priory on the island of Lindisfarne in the north-east of Britain.
In the years following the raid, the predations intensified.
These Vikings, as they became known in later years, first raided, then colonised many lands, including Britain and France. 
The rest is, as they say, history.
Yet a question remains.
Who were these warriors and where lay their origins?  Were they Scandinavian farmers who one day decided to cast away their ploughs and take up the sword?  Not likely.
The story begins three-hundred-and-forty years prior to the raid on Lindisfarne, on the Great Pannonian Plain, north and east of the Danube…




Chapter 1 – Great Khan

The Great Pannonian Plain, east of the Danube – March 453 AD
(Present day Hungary)
Concealed by the moonless darkness, he watched the entrance to the tent, remaining motionless until he was sure that all was abed.
At a crouch he approached the tent of Ildiko, the daughter of Abdarakos.  Like all who met her, the Gothic prince was mesmerized by the beauty of the daughter of the Heruli war leader.
He pushed aside the flap and looked over his shoulder one last time.  Better to be safe than sorry, he thought.
An hour passed before Theodemir, prince of the Ostrogoths, returned to his quarters.
He nodded to the two Heruli guards at the entrance of his tent, placed there for his protection.  They were dressed in full armour and wore full face helmets.  One held a spear, the other, a bear of a man, gripped a bearded war-axe.  For a moment, the prince’s eyes lingered on the intricate etchings decorating the iron head of the vicious weapon, then he pushed aside the felt cover and entered.
He sensed a presence inside and his hand found the hilt of his dagger.
“Stay your hand Theodemir, son of Vandalarius”, growled a voice from the far side of the tent.
His eyes became accustomed to the gloom, and he noticed the outline of a hulking warrior, the dim light reflecting off his armour.  His massive chest slowly expanded and contracted with every breath, the motion causing the many overlapping iron scales to emit a soft hissing sound, like a serpent ready to strike.
“Sit”, the voice commanded.
Abdarakos, the war leader, the erilar of the Heruli, was a man best taken seriously.
Obediently the Ostrogoth prince sat down on the furs, cross-legged.
“We are but two days from his camp, Theodemir.  My daughter is promised to him.”
The big man drew breath again, audibly, and slowly exhaled through his nose, controlling his anger.  “Not to you, Theodemir.  To the Great Khan, the ruler of the world.”
“You have seen what he is capable of.  If he finds out, you will die.  Ildiko, my daughter, will die with you, and your passing will be agonisingly slow.  Then there will be war within the alliance.  Your people, the Ostrogoths, will be wiped from this earth.”
The Heruli chieftain was a man of few words, but the seriousness of the situation warranted an exception.
“Theodemir, you are no pup.  You have seen more than thirty summers.  You are a war leader of a mighty people.  Do not allow this foolishness to destroy all.”
The big Heruli stood then, towering over the prince.  “If you come near her again, Theodemir, as the gods are my witness, I will kill you myself.”  For a moment he paused.  “Your father would support me in this.  Remember, you are not the only son.”
With that, the Heruli turned his back on Theodemir and left the tent.
The Goth prince had the utmost respect for Abdarakos.  The Heruli was a favourite of Attila’s, a pillar of strength that helped to keep the alliance of the Scythian tribes intact.
The Goth remained seated for long, pondering the foolishness of his actions.
Eventually he came to a decision.  He would heed the wise words of Abdarakos.  Among the Scythian nobles, marriage was a tool to create power, nothing more, nothing less.
Come morning, Theodemir was ready before first light.  He patiently waited outside the tent of the erilar.
The big man emerged at long last, half a scowl on his scarred, tattooed face.
Theodemir inclined his head.  “Lord, I have received ill tidings of an incursion into Gothic lands.  Please pass on my apologies to the Great Khan.”
A hint of a smile touched the corners of the Heruli’s lips.  “I will do as you ask, Prince.  Go with the gods.”
Theodemir mounted his magnificent gelding, looking resplendent as the first rays of the sun lit up his gilded scale armour.  He kicked the horse and rode off, his band of oathsworn following close behind.
* * *
The wedding of the khan was a lavish affair.
The king had many wives, but Ildiko was by far the most comely.  More than that, the mighty Heruli would now be bound by marriage to the house of Attila.
The festivities carried on deep into the night as the host and his guests surrendered to Bacchus.
On the morning after, all was slow to rise.  Some die-hards only retired to their tents as the first rays of the sun breached the horizon.
At midday, guests assembled at the gates of the palace of the king to bid him farewell and start their long trek home.
But of Attila there was no sign.  None would dare disturb him and risk his ire.
Eventually, an hour after midday, his guards feared that some ill had befallen the king.  They summoned the only man who would be able to disturb the king and live:  Atakam the shaman.
Under the watchful eye of the wise one, the ornately carved doors of the khan’s private quarters were opened.
They found Attila long dead and cold to the touch.  He had drowned in his own blood.
In the corner, weeping, they found Ildiko.  The oathsworn of Attila suspected murder and wished to put the girl to death, but their hands were stayed by Atakam, who could find no wound on the body of the king.
The shaman explained to all.  “Tengri came from the heavens to take the king to his abode.”
With great skill, he channelled the anger of the men into the arrangements for the funeral.
So came to pass the death of Attila, son of Mundiuch, ruler of the Sea of Grass, overlord of the Germani and Scythian tribes.
Ildiko escaped death by the intervention of Atakam the shaman, and Abdarakos, great warlord of the Heruli who gave his daughter in marriage to the eldest son of the king, Ellac the Hun.




Chapter 2 – Shaman

Moesia Superior – December 453 AD
(Present day Serbia)
Atakam slowly drew the blade of his dagger across the surface of the bone.  Again and again he repeated the movement, applying just enough pressure to remove the flesh and sinews without cutting into the delicate surface.
As usual he found comfort in the familiar task.
He had been on edge for days.  At first the omens were good. But all had changed in the blink of an eye.
For at least another hour he continued, until the shoulder bone of the sheep was smooth to the touch.  The shaman put it aside, careful not to place it too close to the hearth fire in the centre of the tent.
Near the felt covered door, on a flat stone, lay the liver of a freshly slaughtered sheep.  He had personally chosen the animal earlier, a magnificent ram without blemish or deformity.
The shaman lifted the stone slab and placed it on the furs in front of the fire.
He rummaged through a nearby chest, producing a fired clay model of a sheep’s liver, wrapped in soft leather.  The clay piece was worn smooth from many seasons of use.  It was as old as the plains, handed down from generation to generation.   The model was studded with holes, each one representing a feature of the real organ, only discernible to the trained eye.
Atakam traced his bloody finger over the still-warm surface of the liver, then transcribed the features onto the model by inserting wooden pins into the appropriate holes.  When he was done, he reverently placed the meat on the glowing embers, watching intently for any sign of rejection as the fire-spirits consumed his sacrifice.
He walked to the door and unfastened the leather cord keeping the felt flap from closing.
With the opening secured, he took a small golden container and expertly scooped a glowing coal from the flames.  The shaman placed a smaller bowl, similarly decorated, into the first bowl and positioned it on the bloody stone which had held the liver moments before.
The rain of blood that had poured from the heavens only a day before, was a message from the gods, one he was unable to interpret.  There was only one solution:  Atakam had to visit the sky-world, ruled by the son of Tengri.
From a small leather pouch, he poured hemp seeds into the golden dish.  He inhaled deeply, the sweet smoke filling his nostrils.  The shaman removed his upper garment, revealing a torso covered with swirling tattoos, the magic markings of his cult, necessary to secure his passage.
He sat down cross-legged in front of the fire, chanting an age-old mantra, allowing the vapour to seep into his being.
Slowly, the spirit of the shaman took the shape of a bird and ascended to the realm of the sky-god.
When Atakam woke from his dreamwork, drenched in sweat, the inside of the tent was near pitch-black.  A few coals still glowed faintly in the hearth.  The air was stale and suffocating, but the shaman felt invigorated, filled with the power of the gods.
Without delay he stacked dried sticks onto the dying embers.  Before long a raging fire replaced the smouldering coals.  Atakam took the cleaned shoulder bone of the ram and gently placed it in the fire.  When it was ready, he removed it from the coals, and holding it up against the light, read the message from the gods.
He gave the bone back to the fire, his hand moving across the pegs in the clay liver.
A smile broke the face of the god-touched shaman.
He had confirmed the strange message from Tengri. 
The meaning he did not understand, but he knew what had to be done.
* * *
The two burly Hun warriors who guarded the door wore full lamellar armour, rounded off with conical plumed helmets.  Their left hands held the hafts of spears while their right palms rested on the pommels of their swords.  The man who approached paid them no heed.  He bent low, pushed aside the felt flap and entered the spacious tent of the king.
Ellac, son of Attila, raised his eyes from the sword he was studying.
“It is not yet midnight, shaman.  Were you unable to delay it for a couple of hours?”
Atakam dropped his gaze in shameful resignation.  “Not even the strongest of the herbs has the power to hold back the spirit when it is sent back to this world by Tengri.”
“It is said that a boy-child born in the last month is destined to cause the fall of the dynasty.  That you know, shaman.”
Atakam nodded, but did not offer an answer in reply.
“Lord, the wine for the bath of the child has been poured.  You are needed to perform the ritual.”
Ellac sighed.  “I did not wish to marry her, shaman.  She should have died with my father.”  He continued:  “Abdarakos of the Heruli is likely to leave me in peace while I am married to his daughter.  Mayhap he is craftier than I thought.  Mayhap this child will be the one to bring the Huns under the rule of the Wolf without a fight.”
Deep in thought, the king walked from his tent accompanied by the shaman.
The tent of Ildiko, daughter of the war leader of the mighty Heruli, was but fifty paces away.  They could hear the crying of a babe above the howling of the wind as it raced across the plain.
“To me, shaman, the portents are not good.  First the rain of blood, then the timing of the birth.”  He gestured with his chin to the clouds gathering above, slowly obscuring the full moon from view.  “Now, a storm is brewing.”
Ellac turned to the guards following a respectable distance behind.  “Wait outside”, he commanded.
He paused a moment before entering the tent, drew breath, and said:  “Let us find out what the gods have planned for us.”
Inside, the tent was richly decorated with thick woollen carpets from Persia and multi-coloured furs from the forests of the north.  Ildiko, the Heruli princess, was wrapped in a cloak, reclining on a couch at the far side of the tent.  She held herself well, even though she was clearly exhausted from the ordeal of childbirth.
Clustered around the mother was an older woman and her helpers.  She cradled the babe in her arms.  When all was staring at her for the inevitable sign, the midwife indicated that the child was male and placed it on the furs.
On a low table, two paces from the young mother, stood an ornate infants’ bath of silver and gold, filled with wine.  Once declared healthy by the father, the babe would be bathed in wine, as a sign of its acceptance into the community.
The crying of a little one filled the tent and everyone’s attention was drawn to the newborn wiggling on the furs in front of the couch.
Ellac stepped forward and nodded to Ildiko.  The midwife waited for the king to approach and inspected the babe under the watchful eye of his father.
Once the babe was bathed in the wine, there would be no turning back.  The hands of the midwife probed the little boy, finding no obstruction or imperfection.
Suddenly she held up her hand, pointing to his right foot, partly covered by the furs.  She righted the foot, which was bent at an angle to the inside.  Immediately the foot returned to its crooked position.
“I have seen this before, lord”, she said.  “The child will be a cripple for life.”
There was a collective intake of breath as all in the tent realised the enormity of the situation.
Ellac was at a loss for words, while Ildiko’s whole body was shaking with sobs she tried to contain.
Atakam watched the situation unfold.  Now, the rain of blood and the timing of the birth made sense.  Somehow, Ellac’s people had offended the gods.  The words that milled around in his mind, the god-message, came upon his lips.
“The child has to die”, he screeched.
All stared at the wise one, wide-eyed, as he repeated the words slowly and deliberately.
“The child must die tonight.  It is the will of Tengri.”




Chapter 3 – Champion

Sigizan, son of Akum, had only seen twenty-one summers, yet he was the champion of his king.  Like all Huns, he excelled at riding, but his skill with the bow, the sword and the spear was unsurpassed.
His god-given martial talents did not go unnoticed.  In his thirteenth year he had joined the hearth warriors of the king, where his skills were honed by the veterans of countless battles. When he turned twenty, none of his teachers could prevail against him.
On this night he was on guard duty outside the tent of the queen, to where he had followed his king.
All within the sprawling camp knew that the queen was about to deliver a child into the world.  The Hun champion was no fool and he realised that the king’s presence at the queen’s tent was related to the birth.  Although the portents leading up to the delivery were mixed, the rain of blood, days earlier, had cast a shadow over the forthcoming event.
It was with much trepidation that he stood outside the door of the tent, trying to ascertain from the hushed voices inside whether the news was good or bad.
All of a sudden the voices increased in volume and he heard the queen call out in despair.  Then she started to scream.  He knew better than to enter the tent.  Ignoring the command of the king could only end badly.  Ellac was no monster, but like his father Attila, not one who appreciated his patience to be tested.
The sobs and wailing increased in volume as the felt parted momentarily to allow the king and his shaman to exit the tent.
At first Sigizan did not notice the small bundle in Atakam’s arms.  Even when the crying started, he did not take notice, but stared into the darkness, as was expected of him.
It was rare for the king to address him, but he did so then.  “Sigizan, son of Akum.  Collect two horses and accompany the shaman to Wolf Hill.  The child is an abomination and not worth rearing.  We will return its spirit to Tengri.”
Then came the essence of the instruction.  “You are to ensure that none interfere with the work of the shaman.  Make sure you are armed well.  Kill any who dares to approach.  Meet us at my tent.”
“Yes, lord”, he said, and jogged off into the night to give effect to the commands of the Hun king.
* * *
When Atakam and Sigizan left the camp, heading west, it was the eighth hour of the night.
Their destination was five miles away, but the path was well-travelled and safe to use in the darkness.
The shaman held the little boy in his arms to make sure that no harm would come to him.  Returning a dead infant to the god would cause his wrath to descend on the tribe.
The Hill of the Wolf was a sacred place.  The rocky outcrop was the highest ground for as far as the eye could see, closest to the realm of the sky-god Tengri.
Only Ellac wielded more power than the shaman.  Sigizan was intimidated by his brooding presence, so the pair rode in silence.
The hilltop could not be gained on horseback.  When they reached the end of the path, they hobbled the horses and continued on foot.
Assisted by the waning moonlight they scrambled over rocks and squeezed through gaps between boulders.  The summit of the hill was a flat stretch of rocky ground.  On the eastern side, the little plateau gave way to a sheer cliff overlooking the Hun camp five miles distant.
At the edge of the cliff a chunk of rock remained, resembling a table.
Atakam walked over to the frost-covered protrusion and placed the infant on the stone, still wrapped in a thin woollen blanket.
He sat down cross-legged, ten paces from the stone and gestured to Sigizan to sit down beside him.
On top of the hill there was no shelter to be had from the icy wind blowing in from the north.  The shaman pulled his thick fur cloak tighter around his shoulders, closed his eyes and chanted softly as he swayed forward and back.
The little one had fallen asleep during the trip, aided by the heat of the shaman’s body.  Now, alone on the stone, he woke and started to cry.
Sigizan was affected by the crying, but he knew that to interfere would spell certain death.
After some time, the wailing stopped and was replaced by an occasional faint sob, until no sound could be heard at all.
The silence was broken by the rumble of distant thunder, coinciding with the arrival of the grey pre-dawn light.  The thunder increased in intensity until the ground started to vibrate.  It was no thunder, but rather the sound of thousands of horsemen approaching at full gallop.
The god-message that had milled around in the mind of the shaman for days could no longer be contained.  Atakam stood then, mumbling the near incomprehensible words.  “The child must die, so the child may live.  The child must die, so the child may live.”
He walked to the altar, opened his cloak and placed the limp form of the babe against his warm body.  Sigizan was dumbfounded but wisely remained silent.
Five miles distant, the Gepid horde overran the Hun camp.  The sound of battle reached their ears and Sigizan turned to rush to the aid of his king.
Atakam grabbed his arm.
“I have seen the future, Sigizan, son of Akum.  Your destiny lies elsewhere.  So say the god of heaven.”
To spurn the command of the sky-god would doom the spirit for eternity, so the Hun champion sat down again, resigned to his fate.
They silently watched as the Hun camp went up in flames, cheered on by the screams of countless thousands of the enemy.
Sigizan stood and flexed his shoulders, his hand going to the pommel of his sword.  “It makes no sense, shaman.  My place is with the king.  I will return and die by his side.”
Atakam did not stir, but stared back at the brutish warrior.
Sigizan drew courage from the shaman’s silence.  “The child is surely dead, shaman.  Only one made of iron would have survived this night.  Such a child will be worth following, but I will not desert my people for a corpse.”  He turned around and started towards the path.
In response to his words, the boy started to cry.




Chapter 4 – Ragnaris

The main camp of the Heruli
Northern Moravia, close to the Moravian Gate – 464 AD
(Present day Czechia)
Leodis watched proudly, like I imagined a father would.
I ran in a circle in front of the tent with the grace comparable to that of a hobbled horse.
“I can barely notice it, Ragnaris”, he shouted, the obvious lie written all over his face.
Sigizan stood beside the Greek freedman, scowling.
“Look Sigi, see how well I run”, I said as I came round for another pass.
“You run better when you are on the back of a horse, Ragnaris”, came the straight answer from the Hun.
I stopped in my tracks.  I could feel the anger rising at hearing the cruel truth of his words.
Grandfather spoke about it many times.  I heard the words of Abdarakos echo in my mind.  “Within you flows the ancient blood of the warrior-god, boy.  Control it, and you will be formidable; surrender to it, and you will be dead before you become a man.”
As could be expected from a ten-year-old, I ignored the words of wisdom.  I spat in the dirt.  “I will show you, Sigi, you are a nithing who speak lies.”
I might have been the grandson of the erilar, but my fate belonged to the man I had insulted.
The fifteen paces head-start meant little, yet I made it into the saddle of my Hun horse before Sigi could lay a hand on me.
I have heard it said many a time:  “He could ride before he could walk.”  In my case it was true.  My crippled foot kept me in the saddle.  The horse became my legs.  I could not walk and run like the other boys, but when I found myself in the saddle, I was without equal.
Sigizan was a heavily muscled warrior who always seemed to wear his full armour, which meant he was heavy.  That day was the first time he failed to catch me.  I rode across the plains with the wind in my hair, my horse’s lungs pumping like bellows and I left the Hun in my wake.  A little boy with a crippled foot flying across the plain, feeling like a god.
But eventually even a god has to return to his abode.
Our sizeable tent was pitched twenty strides from a stream carrying ice cold meltwater from the nearby mountains.  I stopped for a while to water my horse and gather courage.
The round tent was the only home I had ever known.  Thick woollen felt was tied over a lattice framework, topped with bent wooden poles which were held in place by a wooden crown.  Tanned and oiled animal skins were laid and fastened to the roof to keep out the damp.
Three crude pieces of timber, lashed together with leather, acted as a door frame.  The thick felt flap that kept the cold out was beautifully painted.  In the centre, to emphasize the power of the tribe, was the head of a snarling wolf.  For protection against evil, swirling patterns symbolising the five elements adorned the edges.
I stood in front of the door, mesmerized for a moment by the swirling patterns.  Suddenly the felt parted and the snarling wolf was replaced by the face of a scowling Hun.
Without hesitation I said:  “I am a cripple, Sigizan the Hun.  You speak the truth.”
The scowl disappeared and he stared at me with a face devoid of expression.  Sigizan stepped to the side, a clear gesture for me to enter the tent.
On the inside the tent was warm, contrasting the crispness of the early autumn evening.  Atakam sat next to the fire in the centre of the tent, cross-legged and deep in meditation.  Leodis was stirring a copper cauldron, adding foodstuff to the already boiling water.  The Greek scraped the last of the meat from the flat stone.  “We were sick with worry, boy.”
He followed my gaze to the shaman whose eyes were still closed, chanting incoherently and the Hun, who was running a whetstone along the blade of his sword.
The Greek frowned, reading my thoughts.  “They were as worried as I was, Ragnaris.  They just don’t show it”, he said.
He motioned for me to sit down opposite Atakam.  I took off my right boot, revealing a bandaged foot, slightly skewed.
Leodis sat down at my feet, a fresh linen bandage in his hand.
“You will not see an improvement every day, boy.  The leg is much improved from a year ago.  We will continue with the treatment.  One day you will be able to run as well as any man.”
I had heard the words a thousand times.
“When Greece ruled the world…”, he started, but paused when a grunt emanated from the shaman, his eyes still closed.
“As I was saying”, he paused, but no interruption came, “when Greece ruled the world, a clever medicine man wrote about your, er… problem.  It is curable, but only if we persist.”
I nodded in acceptance of his words.
He adroitly unwrapped the bandage and put it aside.  Leodis held out his hand and Atakam handed him a small container filled with a vile smelling mixture of fat and herbs.
He rubbed the salve between his hands to warm it then used it to massage my crooked foot.  When the sinews were warm, he manipulated the foot then bandaged it tightly in the correct position.
“You need to strengthen the foot, boy.  Ride less and walk more”, he said when he had finished.
“My foot is sore when I walk and run a lot… and people laugh”, I said, desperately trying not to become the laughing stock of the village.
“We will start tomorrow”, I heard Sigizan say.  He paused for a heartbeat, looking up from his toil with the blade.  “You are slowly becoming less of a cripple, boy, and more a man.”
I nearly burst with pride.  Mayhap the words of the dour Hun that evening nudged my life onto a different path, or just maybe the gods had planned it all long before I even drew my first breath.
“Atakam, tell us the tale of the god of heaven and the horse”, I pleaded.
“Maybe I should tell you how he lost his eye?” the shaman replied.
“No.  I wish to hear about the horse!”
“Again?”
“Yes”, I said and accepted a warm cup of heavily salted milk from Leodis.
The Greek poured a cup for Sigizan and handed one to the shaman as well.
The healer drank deeply and smacked his lips.
“Ulgin sat next to the hearth fire in his tent, pitched within the sea of stars.
‘Father’, the voice of his daughter called from outside, ‘our sister has come to visit.  She brings tidings that are less than goodsome.’
Ulgin sighed, stretched his godly legs, and walked from the tent.”
“Tell me the names of his daughters”, I yelled, filled with excitement.
The shaman shook his head.  “No one knows their names, boy, except Ulgin.”
“How do you know if they are real then?” I said.
“I have spoken to them, boy.  They have helped me on my journeys to the realm in the sky.  They are the ones who show the path.”
“Why then…”, I started, but the shaman held up his hand.
“Do you wish to hear the tale, Ragnaris?”
I nodded.  The shaman took another swig of the salted milk and gathered his thoughts.
“’There is trouble in the realm of men, father’, said the beautiful maiden.  ‘Your son, Baldur, is in need of your assistance.’
‘Erlok, your dark brother, has ventured from the underworld, he has interfered with the travels of Koyash, the sun and Ai, the moon.  He has taken them to his realm in the dark forest.’
Ulgin whistled then.  The ground started to vibrate, and from nowhere the eight-legged dreamhorse appeared.  The white stallion reared, baring his teeth, cut with runes.  The stallion would allow no man and no god other than Ulgin to mount him.  Not even Tengri the sky-father dared to try.
Ulgin grabbed his rune-spear and jumped onto the horse.  The magical steed reared and flew into the heavens, lightning and thunder in its wake.”
I could not contain my excitement.  “Tell me again about the horse, Atakam!  Tell me again.”
The wise one smiled, aware of my love of horses, and humoured me.
“Ulgin’s horse is twice as large as your grandfather’s, Ragnaris.  When the dreamhorse traverses the realms, he breathes fire. Thunder and lightning follows in his wake.
The runes that give swiftness are carved into his teeth, his eyes glow like the fires of the underworld.”
“No more questions”, said the shaman and continued the tale.
“Before long, Ulgin passed into the realm of men.  He found his son, Baldur, the shining one, lord of the day, dressed ready for war.
‘Erlok has captured the moon and the sun, father.’  He pointed to the clouds hanging low in the dark sky.  ‘He has concealed his theft form the eyes of men.’
Baldur mounted his horse and the two rode through the dark woods which was the gateway to the underworld.
But the forest was no place for horsemen and Baldur’s horse slipped in the mud, injuring his leg.
Ulgin left Baldur to care for his horse and continued the chase alone.
The sky-god fell upon his brother Erlok just as he was about to enter the realm of the dead.  Ulgin cast his rune-spear, etched with the runes of power.
Erlok, upon noticing his brother Ulgin, transformed into a bear and abandoned the hostages, fleeing into the darkness of the underworld.”
“What about the injured horse?” I said, fearful that Atakam would forget the most important part.
The shaman waved away my concern.
“Ulgin returned with the spirits of the sun and the moon to where Baldur was waiting with his injured horse.
The spirits both tried to heal the horse, chanting spells to no avail.
When they had gratefully returned to their place in the sky, Ulgin, the wise one, chanted:
‘The bone is broken, the blood is broken,
The limb is broken:
Let bone join to bone; let blood join to blood;
Let limb join to limb as if they were glued.’
The chant worked and the horse healed before their eyes.
Baldur mounted and returned home with his father.  Overhead the sky was clear and the sun and the moon clearly visible.”
All I really wanted was for the shaman to speak the words of the spell.  As he did so, I rubbed my foot and prayed to Ulgin.
It did not go unnoticed.  The wise one winked at me and kept his peace.




Chapter 5 – Journey

(Refer to my website for links to a map applicable to the period)
My attempt at spearing a fish in the nearby stream was yet again unsuccessful.
On my return, I was just in time to see my grandfather trot away on his horse, with Leodis ducking back into the tent.
Something was afoot.
I bent down low and stealthily approached the tent from the north, as the doors always faced south.
At the base of the tent two pieces of felt overlapped.  I shifted the leather strap and pried the felt apart without making a sound.  I placed my left ear as close to the slit as possible and covered my other ear with my hand.
Inside the tent, the men were deep in discussion.
“Abdarakos suspects that he is being cheated by the boat merchants from the north who bring the goods down the Oder River.  He wishes for me to join him, to inspect the records”, Leodis said.
“Take the boy with you”, said the shaman.
My heart jumped in my throat from the sudden rush of excitement.
“He is too young, Atakam.  You would that we risk him?  The son of the Great One?” countered the Greek.
The Hun warrior broke the silence.  “Do not fear, Greek.”  He must have gestured to the stained hands of my tutor.  “His hands are not soft and stained with ink.  I am teaching him the way of the warrior.  He has the blood of the Khan, I have seen the iron in him.”
“And what of his foot, Sigizan?  It has not healed.”
Atakam answered, clearly siding with Sigizan.  “Leave the foot to the gods, Leodis.  You have done enough.”
“It is decided then”, Sigizan said.  “I will go to find the boy.”
Silently I closed the gap between the pieces of felt, righted the rope and scrambled in the direction of the stream for thirty paces.  I turned around and limped back towards the tent, faking ignorance.
“Come, boy”, he said and waved me into the tent.
I had heard the words they spoke of my father, but they were meaningless to me.  Only later would I come to realise the importance.  The only thing that filled my young mind was the anticipation of the journey.   My main concern was to hide my feelings so that my eavesdropping would not be exposed.
* * *
We left three days later.
Sigizan, Leodis and I were all mounted on small Hunnic horses, each leading a pack animal.
The shaman would not accompany us.  We waited outside the tent to say our goodbyes to the wise one.
As was expected, he chanted the normal spells to protect us on the journey.  We turned our horses to trot off, but Atakam’s hand held on to the reins of my horse.
His voice took on a strange, sad tone, which unsettled me.
“You are the iron one, Ragnaris.  It has been foretold, you are the one who will… ”.  He did not finish.
I looked at him quizzically, but he slapped the rump of my horse with the flat of his hand and yelled:  “Go with the gods, boy.”
The strange behaviour of the shaman was soon forgotten and replaced by the exhilaration of the journey.
The three of us trailed behind my grandfather, who was riding with fifty of his oathsworn warriors.  We rode north and east, travelling at an easy pace.
Apart from Leodis and me, all of the warriors were armed and wore full armour.  Sigizan gestured to the group with his hand.  “You will notice that they do not look similar, Ragnaris.”
I nodded and he asked:  “Why do you think that is?”
It was not the first time that I have seen groups of Heruli warriors assembled.  “Some wear the same armour as you do, Sigi.  They look like you and carry the horn bow.”
“They are Huns who swore an oath to your grandfather, boy.  In the dark days after the tribes defeated the sons of Attila, we chose to follow the strongest.  We followed Abdarakos the Heruli.”
“And the others?” I asked.
“Scirii, Gepids and even Goths”, he said, and thought for a moment.  “But we are all Heruli now.  We have taken the oath.”  He rubbed his cheek, scarred with the crude cuts of the Hun, now also adorned with the circular tattoos of the tribe.
I stared at the markings with envy.  “Do not be concerned, boy.  You will soon be a man and carry the sign of the warrior.”
Small fields planted with einkorn and spelt lined the side of the road.  The peasant farmers tending the fields stood frozen as we passed by on the greenway, some finding the courage to lift a hand in greeting.
“Useless dirt-eaters”, the Hun growled.
“They may be useless”, countered Leodis, “but they are under Heruli protection.”
In answer, Sigizan spat in the road.
The Greek ignored the dour Hun and pointed to a stream that had appeared adjacent to the path.
“This small stream becomes the mighty river the Germani call the Oder.  The Oder River is …”
The Hun interrupted my tutor mid-sentence.  “One day, boy, I will show you the Danube.  The Oder is a mere stream compared to the Mother River.”
We travelled thirty miles that day, keeping the Oder River on our left.  The peasant farms gave way to dark forests.  The towering trees grew increasingly closer to the road, until the greenway was reduced to a path through the woods.
At dusk we arrived at a small settlement on the bank of the river.  Around a longhouse the trees were cleared for a hundred paces, the ground covered with grass.  At least ten oxen were bunched together in a pen behind the timber building. 
While Abdarakos and his guards procured an animal for meat, all set up camp on the field.
I was tasked to collect firewood while Leodis and Sigizan pitched a tent.
The Hun warned:  “Do not go far, boy.  These forests will swallow children who foolishly stray away from the ears of their kin.”  The pickings of dead wood were sparse, but I needed no further encouragement to stay away from the dark gloom of the trees.
Before long I was seated with my companions in front of our tent.  A substantial piece of meat was suspended above the fire, the fat and juices hissing as it dripped onto the glowing embers, releasing a mouth-watering aroma.  Leodis produced an amphora of wine and filled the cup of the Hun before helping himself.  He added a bit of the wine to my cup of water.
I was used to the daily ritual by now and removed my right boot.
Leodis stripped the bandages and warmed a dollop of salve by rubbing it between his palms.  He spoke while he massaged my foot to loosen the sinews.  “We will travel on this road for three more days, following the river, until we arrive at Budorigum.  It is where the ancient trade routes intersect.”
He stared at me, expecting his pupil to offer an answer while he stretched the sinews in my bad foot.
“We are on the Amber Road which leads to the Ice Islands in the north.  The other route connects the Sea of Grass with the vast oceans of the west.  The two routes cross at Budorigum.  From the north the traders bring amber and furs, from the east, honey, wax and timber.  Iron is brought from the Saxon Ore Mountains and transported to the far reaches of the world.”
The Greek nodded, no doubt pleased with my knowledge, and tightly wrapped a new linen bandage around my foot and ankle.
Sigizan drew his dagger and cut a chunk from the meat roasting over the fire.  He placed it on a flat stone and divided it in three.  We all took a piece of the juicy meat.
While chewing, he said:  “The Heruli controls Budorigum.”
He wiped the juices from his chin with the back of his hand and pointed to the north, the meat still impaled on his dagger.  “I have heard of a new people settling north of Budorigum.  They have driven out the remnants of defeated Germani tribes.”
The beardless Hun spat out a piece of gristle.  “They never shave the hair of the face, but grow long, ugly beards to look like the god whom they serve.”
The Greek added:  “They are the Longbeards, the Longobardi.”
“That’s what I said”, countered the Hun.
Leodis refrained from offering an answer and cut another piece from the meat.  He passed half to me.
“The boatmen who’ve been troubling our lord are Longobardi, or that is what I’ve heard.  They have taken control of a portion of the Amber Road from where the goods pass onto the boats that travel down the Oder.”
I heard the words spoken by my minders, but I did not listen.  To a child, the talk of strange men of the north mattered not.  Were I blessed with the gift of foresight, I may have paid attention.




Chapter 6 - Longobardi

On the morrow we rose early, before first light.
I rekindled the fire while Sigizan strolled over to the longhouse for fresh milk.  Leodis expertly packed our goatskin tent and strapped it onto a packhorse.
Soon we were breaking our fast on hot salted milk, leftover meat and hard cheese.  After the hearty meal we set off, trailing behind my grandfather and his warriors.
The road meandered through the trees, following the natural flow of the river.  Every so often, a cleared area provided a glimpse of the water and I noticed that the Oder had changed from little more than a shallow stream into a river forty paces wide.
While staring at the river on my left, I heard a branch snap within the forest and my head jerked in the direction of the sound.
Sigizan gestured with his hand to the woods surrounding us.  “Many wild men dwell deep within the forest, boy.  They hunt for food and mayhap they even keep a cow or a goat.  They watch from the trees, but are no threat to us.  Who would dare to poke the wolf and risk its ire?”
We rested when the sun was high overhead.  The trees were cleared next to the river and the bank was low, making it easy for the horses to be watered.  I led our mounts to the water while my minders sat in the shade.
Not long after I heard a commotion coming from the direction of the road.  Leodis strolled over to me, grinning.  “It is a merchant caravan, from the Amber lands.”
I looked towards the road longingly, aware that I could not investigate until I had cared for the horses.
The Greek held out his hand and took the reins from me.  “Go boy, and take the lazy Hun with you”, he said and gestured towards Sigizan still lounging against the bole of an oak, his eyes closed.
“Sigi”, I yelled.  “There is a caravan coming down the road.”
The Hun was a dour killer, but he was all but mean.
He opened one eye and squinted into the light.  “Then let us see what they are about”, he said and slowly gained his feet.
We reached the road just in time to see the first of the mules being led off the path into the clearing.  A man dressed as a noble, with two burly armed men in tow, approached my grandfather.  The merchant inclined his head in respect and clasped arms with Abdarakos.
I was too far away to discern their words, but it was clear that they knew each other.  While the erilar spoke with the man, I watched in wonder as mule after mule entered the clearing.  The drovers efficiently unburdened the animals of their loads.  Soon the newcomers had set up camp and the Heruli warriors walked amongst the traders who recognized the opportunity to gain coin.
The only weapon I owned was a small Hun bow with an easy draw.  Sigizan had been training me in blade craft for some time, but I was only allowed to use a wooden sword and a bladeless spear.  It would be many seasons until I would wield weapons with iron blades. 
The traders knew the desire of warriors and laid out the goods they coveted.  Brooches, weapons belts, ornate helmets and daggers were displayed on multi-coloured woollen mats.  Exchanges took place, and everywhere smiling merchants were counting their coins and warriors admiring their purchases.
I walked past a trader displaying daggers and longingly admired the ivory-hilted blades.  The trader noticed my interest.  “These have been made in the lands of the Saxons, little lord.”  He motioned to a beautiful blade.  “This hilt has been carved from the tooth of a monster fish that lives in the northern oceans.  The blade is crafted from the steel of the far mountains in their land.”  He nodded and I picked up the item and turned it in my hand.  The steel was nearly as long as my forearm and the hilt engraved with swirling patterns.  “A weapon that even the god of war would desire, little lord”, the trader added.
I had no coin so I reverently returned the dagger to the mat.  The trader was silenced by a look from Sigizan.
I walked back to where the Greek was waiting, leaving the Hun to inspect the wares.  I desired the weapon, but had no way to trade for it.  I did not dare ask my grandfather.  Giving without receiving in return was not the way of the Heruli.  I knew that Abdarakos took care of me through Sigizan and Leodis, but yet I imagined that he looked upon me with disdain because of my crippled foot.
They left me to feel sorry for myself until the Heruli warriors were ready to move on.  I mounted and followed behind my companions in sullen silence.
My dark mood saved my life.
Leodis and Sigizan were arguing as was their habit.  I paid them little heed, my eyes rather searching the dark woods for some beast of interest.
At first I thought that I imagined seeing the shape of a man, but after my young eyes noticed it for the third time, I kicked the flanks of my horse and forced it in between my bickering minders.
I spoke softly.  “There are men among the trees, Sigi.  They wear chain and iron helmets.”
The Hun was no stranger to war.  His hand went to his strung horn bow, the other to his quiver, all while he yelled in a thundering voice:  “Ambush!”
The forest surrounding us came to life in less than a heartbeat.  But Abdarokos and his men were all veterans of the never-ending wars of Attila, and that one moment allowed them to draw their weapons.
A man wearing a chain vest ran at me.  I stared at him, mesmerized.  His blonde beard extended halfway to his broad leather belt.  The edges of his long-sleeved tunic were richly embroidered with green and blue.  He wielded an axe with a long wooden shaft and small iron head.  He drew back the weapon overhead to split my skull, a battle cry coming from his wide open mouth. But like a thunderbolt from the war god, a Hun war-arrow slammed into the side of his head, piercing the cheek guard of his helmet and whirling the corpse into the mud.
The Hun hurled his hand-axe and another warrior collapsed next to me, a spray of blood wetting the flank of my horse.
The unarmed Leodis yelled in desperation and the Hun threw him a longsword.  The Greek plucked it from the air adroitly, in time to block a thrust from a heavy iron-bladed spear.  The sword skilfully slid along the shaft and cut into the hands of the warrior, who staggered backwards.  The Greek kicked his horse and took the head with a backhanded slash.
But still, warriors poured from the trees.
Although many fell, the long-bearded men were slowly but surely gaining the upper hand.
While Sigizan and Leodis fought like gods to keep me safe, I sat on my horse, paralyzed with fear.
Above the din of battle I heard shouts.  A hedge of spear-points appeared on the far side of where my grandfather and his oathsworn were fighting for their lives against overwhelming odds.
The spearmen engaged the Longobardi ambushers without hesitation and it was clear that they were no novices.  Their long, slim spears snaked out from behind shields, reaping a bloody harvest.  Soon the spearmen had broken through to the beleaguered Heruli.  Leodis yelled:  “Scirii spearmen, friends of your grandsire.”
A bowstring twanged and Sigizan went down with an arrow in his arm. Two warriors attacked the injured Hun.  And then, strangely, the fear left me and was replaced with the red hot rage I was warned against.  My hand found the horn bow and one of the warriors attacking Sigizan fell forward with an arrow in his neck.  I turned and shot at a giant Longbeard coming for Leodis.  It missed its intended target, but the arrow was guided by Ulgin and entered the eye of a Longbeard who had his sword raised above his head, ready to dispatch a Scirii spearman.
He swayed for a moment, then fell facedown in the mud.
Cries of dismay came from the Longobardi.  One wearing the skin of a bear pointed at me with his sword, yelling something incomprehensible.  The bearskin man ran at me but the Scirii I had rescued cast his spear, impaling the attacker.
As quickly as they had appeared, the Longobardi melted back into the forest.
The Scirii spearman approached and took the reins of my horse in his hand.  By the way he held himself I guessed that he was no common soldier.
“Who is your father, boy?” he asked.
“I do not know who my father is, lord”, I said earnestly.
Sigizan held up his good hand.  “The man who saved your life, lord, is called Ragnaris.  He is the grandson of Lord Abdarakos.”
He led the horse to where the man I had slain was lying in the mud.  The hair at the back of his head and neck was shaved.  The armour and clothing he wore was clearly superior to that of the other Longobardi.
“Ragnaris, you slew the leader, the lord of the Longobardi warband.  That is why they ran”, the Scirii explained.
He turned the corpse over with his foot and cut a magnificent dagger from the ornate belt of the dead man and picked up the longsword from the mud.  The Scirii nodded, turned on his heel and walked over to his men.




Chapter 7 – Scirii prince

“Who is he?” I asked.
“You saved the life of the son of Edeko, the king of the Scirii”, Sigizan said, and promptly collapsed.
Leodis rushed towards his friend.  “Help me Ragnaris, Sigi is hurt bad.”
The arrow had penetrated the upper arm of the Hun.  The iron head was still buried in the sinews.
The Greek stood and searched the area frantically until he returned with an arrow of similar fletching.  “Look, Ragnaris, the gods are smiling on us, the arrow is not barbed.”
“Hold him”, he said, and gripped the shaft with both hands.
I pressed down with all my strength while Leodis slowly pulled out the arrow.  It came free with a plucking sound and Sigizan twitched with pain.
Bright red blood poured from the wound and I wanted to press my hand on the hole to stem the flow, but Leodis intervened.  “Allow the blood to remove the impurities.”
A few heartbeats later he poured wine onto the wound, then applied honey liberally, before binding it tightly with one of the many bandages that were destined for my foot.  “Your bad foot might have saved his life, Ragnaris”, Leo said and sat down on the grass, exhausted.
“Will Sigi be alright?” I asked.
“If the gods will it, yes.  He fought with the arrow in his arm and lost a lot of blood, boy.  But he is a Hun, and they are hard to kill.”
An oathsworn warrior approached us on horseback.  “Leodis, Lord Abdarakos has been wounded, but he will recover.  We will collect our fallen and camp at the next clearing, which is less than a mile up the road.”  He turned his horse without waiting for an answer.
We draped the still unconscious Hun over his saddle and followed the convoy to the camping site.  Leo and I walked on either side of Sigi to ensure that he did not slip off the horse and aggravate his injury.
Sigi lay on the grass while Leo pitched the tent, and I collected wood for a fire.  By the time I had a fire going, the Hun had regained consciousness and joined us around the fire, propped up against his saddle.
He was in obvious pain, although the tried not to show it.  “This is but a scratch.  I have had worse injuries playing with my friends when I was a boy”, he said and took another long swig of the wine.
He turned his attention to me.  “You saved us all when you killed the Longobardi leader today, Ragnaris.  It was a shot worthy of a Hun.”
“Sigi, I did not aim for the leader, I aimed…”  The Hun cut me off in mid-sentence by raising the open palm of his good hand.  “Nonsense.  Sometimes Ulgin guides the arrow.  I have seen it many times.  If you do not take credit for the kill, you will anger the war god.  He has given you a gift.  Do not spurn it.”
I nodded in acceptance.  Only a fool would knowingly anger the god of war.
Many horses were killed in the fighting of the afternoon so there was plenty of meat available.  I walked over to where warriors were butchering a carcass.  Normally the erilar received the best available, but the warrior slaughtering the horse turned to me and handed me prime cuts.  “Ragnaris, we all know what you did.  You are truly of the blood of Abdarakos.”
I hobbled back to my friends with the bloody meat in my arms, my heart swollen with pride.
As soon as the meat was grilling over the fire, I raised the other issue that was bothering me.
“Leo, I saw you fight today.  How did you do that?  You do not even own a sword?  Did you learn to fight by reading a scroll?”
Sigizan was countering the pain of his wound by drinking wine and his tongue loosened as a result.  “It is good that you learn the lesson early.  Do not judge a man by his looks.”
Leo explained:  “My father was a commander in the armies of the Eastern Roman Empire.  I was forced to suffer martial training as a youth, but after he was killed by the emperor I discarded my sword for good.”
Sigi continued:  “That is the reason why Greeks will never rule the world.  Leodis was reading a scroll while Attila conquered their armies.”
The Greek was about to retort when a warrior arrived with a missive.
He inclined his head to my minders.  “Lord Abdarakos requests the presence of his grandson.”
It was in actual fact an order, not a request, so I stood immediately and hobbled after the oathsworn.
I found Abdarakos and the Scirii prince sitting outside the tent of the erilar, next to a fire.  I noticed that my grandsire’s leg held a bandage.  To afford them privacy, his oathsworn feasted around a fire out of earshot.
My grandfather nodded and motioned with his hand for me to take a seat.
He waited until I had taken my place.  “Today, boy, you have made your forebears proud.  The men of our line, the ones who are feasting in Ulgin’s warrior hall, have sat up and taken notice.”
I nodded in acceptance of his words, but held my tongue.
Then the big man turned his gaze on the Scirii prince, who addressed me:  “I owe you a life, Ragnaris, grandson of Abdarakos.”
I was unsure of how to react, but he was not done.  “Come, lay claim to what is yours.”
He held out a package wrapped in leather.  I inclined my head as I took it from his hand and sat down again.
“Open it”, commanded my grandfather.
I obeyed and flipped open the folded leather.  Inside was the dagger and longsword of the Longobardi noble I had slain.  With a trembling hand I reverently touched the magnificent blade.
Abdarakos waved me away.  “Go celebrate with your minders, Ragnaris.”
I turned to leave, but the prince held up his open hand.  “When you become a warrior, boy, seek me out.”
I was bold enough to ask: “Where should I seek you, lord, and whom should I ask for?”
The prince grinned, and nodded.  “I am on my way to fight in the armies of Rome, Ragnaris.  And if you seek me, ask for Ottoghar, the one born on the Sea of Grass.”  He thought for a moment then added:  “But should you ask it of a Roman, speak of Flavius Odovaker.  In their lands they know me by that name.”




Chapter 8 – Demetrius

The following day we burned the corpses of the fallen warriors who had gone to Tengri, then feasted in their honour.
Prince Ottogar continued onwards to the lands of Rome.  The seriously injured Heruli warriors accompanied his convoy to the main Heruli camp.  The rest of us resumed our journey to Budorigum.  Sigizan’s wound turned out to be less serious than we had initially thought and he could ride without much discomfort.  My dagger was strapped to my belt, and the longsword, which was still too heavy to wield, hung from my saddle.
The two days on the road turned out to be uneventful.  More than once an unfortunate forest dweller paid the ultimate price.
Sigizan enlightened me when another body, riddled with arrows, was dragged from the trees.  “It is by order of Abdarakos.  We are to shoot at any movement in the forest.  Anything that could be a man.”
It appeared cruel, but it was necessary.
In any event, we reached the northern outpost of Heruli lands without further incident.  Close to our destination the Oder River split, creating an island shaped in the form of an ash tree leaf, three miles from east to west, and a mile across.  We forded the river, which was slow moving, in order to gain access to the island, or rather the settlement called Budorigum.  The whole of the area between the branches in the river was cleared of trees, save a few large ones which provided shade in summer.  In the centre of the town stood an enormous timber longhouse.  All around the building, on the grass and mud covered island, caravan parties were encamped.
Many merchants had their wares on show.  Some would rest at the town for a few days and then carry on to their destination.  Others would exchange all their goods for items that are scarce and of great value in their own lands before they returned home.
I paid the goods of the merchants little heed.  My sword and dagger were all my young heart desired.
I noticed armed warriors around the longhouse, and some patrolling the perimeter of the settlement.
“Why did the Longobardi not attack Budorigum?” I asked.  “Surely there is a lot more loot to be gained here.”
Leo replied:  “No tribal leader would condone the attack upon a merchant caravan.  The traders will avoid the lands of such a foolish tribe.  The people would not be able to trade their goods, nor acquire the items from lands afar.  It would be much the same as opening one’s own veins.”  He waved his finger in a circular motion.  “And, it is difficult to assault a piece of land surrounded by water.”
The Greek lowered his voice and added:  “The attack of the Longobardi was not to gain loot, boy.  They likely possess a desire to remove the erilar of the Heruli from this earth.  They covet the Heruli lands.”  It turned out that he was wrong in his assumption.
Leodis motioned with his chin to a man descending the steps of the longhouse towards Abdarakos.  “Come, boy, I am needed by your grandfather.  Watch and learn.”
We tied our horses to the post in front of the longhouse and climbed the few wooden steps to where my grandsire spoke with a man whose clothing and demeanour resembled that of my Greek minder.  Behind them, above the door, hung a thunderbroom of birch sticks to invoke the thunder god’s protection.
The man, I later learned, was called Demetrius, a Greek of some learning.  He had been appointed to gather the toll from the trade caravans a few years before.  As I was no more than a child, I was ignored by all for the most part.
Demetrius gestured toward the door of the longhouse.  “Please, let us continue our discussion in private.”  We entered past the burly guards who inclined their heads to Abdarakos.
The longhouse was eighty strides long and ten strides wide on the outside.  I expected the same dimensions on the inside, but to my surprise the room was only twenty paces long.  In the middle was a stone hearth in which a welcoming fire blazed.  Thralls fed the flames with the abundance of wood available from the surrounding forest.  The Greek dismissed the slaves with a wave of his hand.
Soft furs were scattered around the hearth with a few heavy chests lining the walls.  A guard followed us into the room and dragged one of the sitting chests closer to the fire.
My grandsire, as befitting his status, sat down on the chest, with the rest of us taking our places on the furs.
The erilar was naturally intimidating.  His blue-white eyes glared with an intensity that seemed to pierce the soul of the one suffering his stare.
For the first time, I felt the effect of Abdarakos when he wished to strike fear into the hearts of men.
The erilar would speak first, as was expected, but rather than issue words he drew his broad-bladed dagger, the hilt wrapped with black leather.  I imagined a reddish hue stained into the blade by years of tasting blood.  His left hand went to a pouch he carried on the hip, producing a piece of smoke-dried bear meat.  The razor-sharp dagger effortlessly sliced across the grain of the meat.  My grandfather did not sheathe the blade, but placed it on his knee.  He returned the meat to the pouch and started chewing on the piece he had sliced off.
His gazed moved from the fire and fell upon Demetrius.
He did not speak immediately, but allowed the atmosphere to become uncomfortable.  When he spoke, it was almost a whisper, or maybe a low hiss is a better description.
“How goes the taxes, Demetrius?”
The Greek kept his composure.  “Lord, there has been a slight decline in the revenue over the past few moons, but I am sure that it is only temporary.”
An uncomfortable silence followed until Demetrius realised that his reply was not sufficient.
“The records are all available for your scrutiny, lord”, the Greek added.  I could not help but notice a few beads of sweat on his forehead.
“You did not deem it necessary to inform me of this decline?” the Heruli asked.  This was the first question laced with underlying hostility and Demetrius knew that he had to tread carefully.  Abdarakos was no one’s plaything.
But the Greek was intelligent and cunning, and chose his words carefully without offering an excuse.  “I did not inform you lord.  Was I in error?” he countered.
The Heruli smiled a thin smile, but did not answer.
“Leave us, Demetrius.  You will be called on when you are needed.”
Leodis stood, held out his hand and Abdarakos passed him his ale-horn.  My minder filled it from the barrel and handed it back to the erilar before filling two nearby cups.  He took one for himself and passed one to me before he retook his seat on the furs.
Abdarakos said:  “I was wrong to think that the boat people are to blame.  Demetrius is stealing from me.  His fate is sealed, Leodis.  Tomorrow I will have him killed.”
Leodis stared back at the Heruli, who scowled in reply.  “Alright then, Greek, I will allow you the opportunity to prove to me that this man is innocent.  You have until the morrow.”
He emptied his horn with one long swig and wiped the foam from his face with the back of his hand.  He turned around before he left the hall.  “Leodis, you will soon see that I am correct, but waste your time and inspect the scrolls, it matters not.”
Abdarakos turned to the guards and said:  “No one is to enter except my Greek and the boy.”  Then he added with a wicked grimace:  “And make sure Demetrius can be found quickly when I so desire it.”
“We will watch him, lord.  He will not leave Budorigum”, the burly guard replied.
Demetrius, we should have guessed, had a plan of his own.  A plan in which I would play the lead role.




Chapter 9 – Taxes

When we were alone, Leodis stood and stretched his sinews.  “Come boy, let me show you the rest of the hall.”
He opened a door leading to another room and stood aside for me to enter.  The scene took my breath for a heartbeat.  Never before had I laid eyes on such riches.  All around, all kinds of priceless goods were stacked on shelves that went as high as the roof, to nearly the height of four men.  Most of the merchandise was foreign to my eyes, but I identified the furs of the scarce black fox from the north.  In a corner stood amphorae filled with honey and oil from the east, next to it bolts of multi-coloured silk from Serica.  In the centre, too heavy for the shelves, stood round iron ingots from the land of the Saxons.
The Greek explained.  “We take one part in thirty from the merchant caravans.  In turn, we provide safe passage through the lands of the Heruli.”
I was young, but not a fool.  “So, Leodis, they pay us to keep us from taking it all.”
He smiled at my grasp of the concept.  “Yes, Ragnaris.  It is good business.”
I continued:  “Is it not easier to take all?”
The Greek grinned again.  “Attila tried.  If one takes all, sooner or later you run out of things to take.  This manner of er… theft, called tax, is proven.  The Romans did it, like the Greeks and the Persians who came before them.  It works.”
Leodis waved his hand towards the rest of the building.  “There is nothing of interest on that side.  Only stables and animals.”
We returned to the hearth fire and my minder walked to a pigeon-holed wall containing various scrolls.  He searched until he found what he was looking for.
From a timber container he selected an ostracon, a flat pottery shard, which must have been part of a large amphora once.  From a pouch he took a sharpened reed and a small container of black ink.
He flattened the goatskin scroll with pieces of pottery and waved me closer.
Leodis placed his finger on a name with quantities recorded next to it.  “I know of this merchant.  He is Greek and has passed through here twice in the last few moons.  Even better, Demetrius is unaware of the fact that I am familiar with this trader.”
Leodis copied the writing onto the ostracon and placed the shard in his pouch.  “Now we will join Sigizan at the fire, boy.  We will speak with the trader under cover of darkness.”
* * *
We sat around the cooking fire until it was dark.  Leodis manipulated and bandaged my foot, whereafter my Greek minder and I set off to find Philemon, the amber merchant.
We found him in his tent, bent over a scroll.
The giant that guarded the door barred our entry, but Philemon recognised Leodis immediately.  He waved away the guard.  “Leave us, Valr.  These men are friends.  Make sure there are no unwanted ears close by.”  The guard nodded and replied in Greek with a voice that sounded like metal grating on metal.  “Yes, lord.”  He turned on his heel and moved off into the darkness.
The trader walked to greet us.  He clasped arms with Leodis and placed his other hand on my minder’s shoulder.  “It is a pleasant surprise, my friend.  I trust that the gods have blessed you since we last dined together.”  I immediately liked the trader as he seemed sincere in his interest.
Then he turned to me.  “I am Philemon, young lord.  It is good to make your acquaintance.”  Leodis answered on my behalf.  “Ragnaris is the grandson of Abdarakos.”
Philemon raised his eyebrows.  “Yes, yes, I can see it in his eyes.”  Then he met my gaze.  “Then all the more welcome to you, Lord Ragnaris”, he said and inclined his head.  Never before have I been afforded such respect.  The amber trader possessed a talent to make even a boy feel like a king.
We sat down on soft furs laid over a thick woollen carpet from the land of the Sasanians.  He poured us each a small silver goblet of sweet white wine and joined us on the furs.
The two Greeks exchanged knowing smiles.  Leodis took the ostracon from his pouch and handed it to the merchant, who placed it on the ground.
Philemon savoured the taste of the wine and said:  “Demetrius has been good to me.  I do not have a desire to be the instrument of his demise.  Also, he has good relations with the Germani whose lands I have to traverse, especially the Longobardi.”
Leodis’s smile disappeared and he turned serious.  “I believe we have met the Longobardi friends of Demetrius.  They attacked us on the road.”  He paused for effect.  “I would suggest that you consider being the friend of Lord Abdarakos in this instance, Philemon.  Demetrius has an appointment on the far side of the river.”  Philemon knew Leodis was not referring to the Oder.
The trader placed his wine on the floor and walked to a small, ornate wooden chest covered with rich leather.  He rummaged inside and produced two ostraka similar to the one Leodis possessed.
“These are the receipts of the taxes I paid.  This one is dated three days ago”, he held up one of the shards, “and the other, five moons past.”
Leodis accepted the tax receipts and placed all three in his pouch.  He would study them later.
“I will make special mention of your willingness to assist us, my friend”, Leodis said.  “Lord Abdarakos does not forget a favour.”  He noticed the nervous twitch on the amber trader’s face and added: “I will be discreet in my dealings.  Do not be concerned.”
Philemon inclined his head.  “I am pleased to have been able to assist.”  He raised his goblet.  “On friends, good fortune and profit.”  We all drank the last swallow.
We would have been better off pouring it onto the soil, as a libation to Fortuna.
* * *
Before long we were seated in our tent, along with Sigizan.  Leodis removed the pottery shards from his pouch and placed them on the furs.
He studied the numbers intently.  “The tax that was levied on the amber consignment three days ago corresponds to the numbers on the scroll in the office of Demetrius.”  He placed the shard to the side.  “It is what I would expect.  He knew we were on our way to pay him a visit.”
He picked up the shard dated five moons past.  Again he studied the numbers.  “It says that Philemon transported a hundred and fifty pounds of amber and three hundred furs of the black fox.”
Leodis was always the tutor.  He stared at me, clearly expecting me to give an answer to the arithmetic.
“The tax of one in thirty would be five pounds of amber and ten furs”, I replied.
He nodded, clearly pleased that I could arrive at the correct answer.  The Greek held out the shard to me.  “Now read what is written”, he instructed.
I took the ostracon in my hand and held it next to the weak flame of the oil lamp.
“The receipt is given for seven pounds of amber and twelve furs”, I exclaimed.
Before Leodis could reply, Sigizan said:  “He is a dead man.  You see Leodis, Lord Abdarakos had the measure of the thief.  Your fancy writing is a waste of time.  It is better to spend time learning blade craft.  It is even better to drink than to waste time on the letters of the Greeks.”
Sigizan thought for a moment then added:  “It is different from the magic markings of the Heruli.  The runes, the god-whispers, give power.  They protect against evil.  You would do well to spend your time on becoming a painter of the runes.”
Leodis listened to the rant with a scowl on his face.  “Atakam has been teaching him”, he said.  “Although I do not approve, Lord Abdarakos insisted that Ragnaris becomes a runemaster.”
“Our lord is a wise man”, replied the Hun.
It turned out that Sigizan was right.  In the end, it was but a few runes that changed the course of history…




Chapter 10 - The trade (July 464 AD)

As a child, I very rarely had trouble sleeping.  That night was different.
I rolled around under the furs, turning from side to side.  Mayhap my contribution to the imminent demise of Demetrius bothered me?  Truth be told, I thought that the Greek was deserving of his fate.  The reckoning that awaited him on the morrow did not trouble me in the least.  The only conclusion I can arrive at is that it was divine intervention.  From which god, I am not certain.  For Sigi and Leo it must have been the hand of Fortuna.
I was still awake at what I thought was the middle hour of the night.  I crept out of the tent without disturbing my minders and walked twenty paces in the direction of the river to where a few giant oaks remained.  The camp was asleep, with only the die-hards still enjoying the fruits of Bacchus.
I stumbled over a root as I neared the trees and came to a halt to make water.  I heard a sound from behind and spun around.  Halfway through my turn, an open hand clasped over my mouth.  I tried to wriggle free and yell, but the grip of the calloused hand was like iron.  More hands lifted me from the ground and, although struggling like a crazed animal, I was carried off to the river.  The hand that silenced me slackened.  My teeth found purchase and I bit into a finger.  A gruff voice issued a profanity in a language foreign to my ears.  I spit out the blood and drew breath to yell, but was silenced by a blow to the back of the head.  All went black.
When I woke, I was greeted by the grey pre-dawn light.  A blinding pain followed closely by nausea overwhelmed me, and I turned my head as my innards ejected the last meal I had shared with my friends.  My senses returned and I realised that I was lying in a boat, with my hands and feet tightly bound.  I could see the boots and legs of many men sitting on chests, rowing rhythmically as they hummed a tune.
They paid me no heed, until a big man approached, weaving through the rowers.  His wore a long-sleeved woollen tunic tied in at his waist with a broad leather belt on which hung my dagger.  The skin of a brown bear was draped around his shoulders like a cloak.  His near-white blonde hair was braided, as was his beard.  Silver armbands decorated his upper arms, which bulged with muscle.   He seemed strangely familiar but I could not place him, until he spoke mockingly in Greek.  “Greetings lord.  I see that you are awake.”
It was Valr, the giant guard of the amber trader Philemon.
It was obvious that he found joy in my confusion.  “My employer, Philemon, is the one who sells the goods stolen by Demetrius.  They are business partners.”  He paused for effect.  “It was Demetrius’s idea that you should be taken as a hostage and exchanged for his life.  We were about to enter the tent and slaughter all while they slept, but then the gods intervened and you came to us.” Again he grinned like a bard weaving an amusing tale. 
“But now I know that Philemon is involved”, I replied.  “And I will not hold my tongue”, I added foolishly.
Valr smiled a thin smile.  “My employer is long gone, boy.”  He gestured with his hand.  “He slipped away during the night, upriver into Longobardi lands.  But he left a message for your Greek.  Your life for the life of Demetrius.”
He scratched his beard and drew out a louse, squashing it between his fingers.  “Do not be surprised if this exchange goes wrong, boy.  My master still owes Demetrius the coin for a hundred pounds of stolen amber.  I will receive Demetrius’s share of the spoils should he be unable to collect.”  He thought about it for a moment.  “Come to think of it, if neither you nor Demetrius survives, none will know of my employer’s treachery.”
I realised then that my prospects were indeed bleak.
Valr turned and weaved through the rowers towards the prow of the boat, leaving me to lie in my own vomit that sloshed around in the water that inevitably seeps through the hull of any boat.
Before long we came to a halt and my captor appeared again, now wearing scale armour and a helmet.  He lifted me by the scruff of the neck and half-dragged me behind him towards the stern of the boat.  I noticed a mooring post sculpted in the form of the head of a warrior, close to where we stood.  Valr took the loose end of the mooring rope and threaded it through the rope binding my hands.  He grinned:  “I have not lived this long by being a fool, boy.  I know you will try to jump.”
My new vantage point allowed me to see further than the boots of the rowers.  A thin mist drifted on top of the dark water, which obscured the far banks.  The river was wider than I remembered and I surmised that we were upriver from Budorigum.  The sun rose at our backs and the western bank of the river became visible.  About a hundred paces from us, men stood in a clearing, watching us intently.
Valr spoke strange words to his men, who donned their helmets and strapped on armour.  They placed their round shields within reach, then slowly rowed closer until we were sixty paces from the riverbank.
In the clearing Abdarakos stood next to Demetrius.  The big man towered over the Greek.  The thief’s hands were bound and my grandfather held him by the arm.  On their left stood Sigizan, Leodis, and at least twenty of the erilar’s oathsworn.
Valr spoke then.  “Untie the Greek, Heruli.  Allow him to swim out to us.  When he is close, I will release the boy.”  As an afterthought he added.  “I give you my oath that he will be unharmed.”
Abdarakos pushed Demetrius then.  The Greek stumbled forward and in the same motion, my grandsire drew his longword, took a step forward and decapitated the thief with an almighty blow.  The head rolled down the bank before his body slumped in the mud.
Time seemed to stand still.  Valr pulled me close as one would a shield.  The rowers awkwardly rowed us away from my friends while arrows thudded into raised shields.  I heard screams as men went down, struck by the deadly Hun shafts.
When we were a hundred paces out the arrows ceased, but Valr did not give the command to halt until we had travelled another thirty paces.
He clasped my upper body against his in a vice-like grip with his left arm, while he unsheathed his newly-stolen dagger with his right hand.  He shouted in his booming voice:  “Farewell, Heruli pig.  I will give your grandson to you.”  I heard him smirk:  “But I will give his blood as an offering to Ran, goddess of the river.”
I saw the blade descend and I knew it was the moment of my death.
But mortal men are powerless against the will of the gods.
Hot blood showered my head as Sigizan’s arrow cleaved the skull of Valr.  The giant fell backwards into the river, his armour dragging him into the depths.
I stood there, blood dripping from my hair, still tied to the mooring post.
I turned to the rowers who stared back at me in confusion.  One red-haired warrior stood, shouted commands, and the boat sped upriver with the speed of a cantering horse.
In the distance, the figures of my friends and family disappeared into the mist.




Chapter 11 – Svear

Apart from glancing in my direction every so often, the men let me be.
The red-haired warrior took Valr’s place at the steering oar at the stern, close to the mooring post to which I was bound.
I avoided his gaze, keeping my eyes to the front, and took time to study the boat and the rowers as they pulled at the oars.
The boat was made of oak, more than twenty paces long and as wide as two men lying head to toe.  Ten oars could be pulled on either side.  Sixteen men rowed, as there were three corpses piled up at the prow.  The fourth, being the redhead, had relinquished his place at the oars to take the place of Valr, who was feeding the fish.
As soon as the boatmen put a safe distance between them and Abdarakos, the redhead slowed the pace.  Four men lay down their oars and opened a wooden barrel.  They took turns to rest, wolfing down the disgusting small salted fish.  The smell alone was enough to make my stomach turn and dispel the hunger.
The mist melted away during the course of the morning and the day became hot and humid.  The warriors removed their tunics, leaving their braccae and boots.  It soon became evident why these men were heavily muscled, possessing thick backs, necks and arms.  They pulled at the oars tirelessly, their sweaty torsos rippling with muscles as they leaned into the strokes.
By late afternoon they rowed closer to the eastern bank.  The steersman studied the shore with an expert eye, without doubt trying to find a suitable place for an overnight stop.
It was still light when the boat pulled up close to the bank.  Two warriors jumped into the shallow water and tied the prow and the stern mooring lines to sturdy trees.  When the ship was secured, more men disembarked.  The men remaining in the boat passed weapons, tents, an ale barrel and a large cooking pot down to the men in the shallows, then joined their comrades on dry land.  They left me in the boat.
Soon they had a roaring fire going forty paces from where I was still bound and leaning against the side of the ship.
They filled the copper pot with river water and then added chunks of meat and onions.  Before long, they each held a horn brimming with ale.
One by one the warriors stood.  They spoke for long, reminding me of the stories I heard from Leodis about learned men speaking in the centre of Roman and Greek towns.  I was wet, reeking of vomit and fish, hungry and miserable.  I sat down in the lukewarm slosh, resting my bad foot which had started to throb from overuse.  Sadness overwhelmed me, and for a while the tears flowed freely down my cheeks.  When my eyes held no more water, my thoughts went back to the happenings of the day.
Why did my grandfather not trade me for the Greek thief?  Was a crippled boy not worthy in his eyes?  Would he come after me, or simply leave me to my fate?
Unsurprisingly I cried again.
I was brought back to the present by the raised voices of the warriors arguing around the fire.  It continued for long.  Then I heard laughter and jests.  I afforded a peek over the side of the boat.  The red-haired steersman left the fire and approached the boat.  I ducked out of sight.
My mind raced, trying to devise a plan, but my feet and hands were tightly bound and I was tethered to the mooring post.  All I could do was to await my fate.  I prayed to Ulgin but before I could address the god properly, the warrior jumped onto the boat.  He drew his long dagger, then spoke in heavily accented Greek.  “Men of Svear come to decision.  Ran not want you, take Valr in your place.  We anger water god if we give you again.  We all on journey home now.  Take you with us.  You work for us there as thrall.”  He put his hand on his chest.  “Me, Haldr.”  I could not place my hand on my chest, but responded:  “Me, Ragnaris.”  He looked at me askance and said:  “Ragnar.”
He cut away the binding around my ankles, then untied the rope from the mooring post.  “Come, Ragnar”, he said, and led me like one would a dog.  He tied another rope around my neck and secured it to a tree a few paces away from the other men.  Feeling confident that I could not run, he untied my hands.  I sat down as close to the fire as possible, rubbing my numb fingers.  At the instruction of the steersman they passed me a bowl with boiled meat and onions, and a mug of ale.  I sat alone under the tree, stuffing the food into my mouth with my fingers and swallowing it down with the thin, bitter ale.
They ignored me for the most part of the evening.  When it was time to retire, they tied my hands and feet again and Haldr gave me an old cloak to use as a blanket.  I lay down on the ground and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
The crew woke early the next morning.  They rekindled the fire and added meat and onions to the meaty water of the previous day’s leftovers.  Again they fed me and gave me ale, like one would a horse or a dog.
Back in the boat, they did not tie my hands and feet, but secured my collar to the mooring post at the stern, next to the steering oar.
* * *
The nightmare journey continued for ten days.  The river meandered through territory controlled by the Varni, a tribe of the Germani.  At a large settlement, I noticed Haldr carry a purse ashore, probably to ensure that we could pass unmolested.
I was a slave, a thrall, not part of the clan.  Haldr did speak with me from time to time when the boredom of holding the steering oar overcame him.  I learned that the Svear was a tribe that lived far to the north, on an island called Scandza.  Haldr and his companions had travelled to the lands of Rome years before to fight in the Empire’s armies in order to gain gold and loot.  Months before they had fought in a great battle in the land of Gaul, far to the south and west.  There, near a city called Orleans, they defeated the army of a powerful Gothic tribe called the Visigoths.
In the aftermath, rich with loot, the survivors of their band decided to journey to their home.  But they had paid much gold for the boat, and to fill their purses they have been transporting people and goods up and down the Oder River.  Valr, the guard of Philemon, was never part of their group, yet he paid well for their services.  He had paid them up front and now they possessed enough to go home as rich men.
I could understand a few words of their language, but as the days passed, I started to pay attention.  There was little else to do.  I realised that their language shared many words with the tongue of the Heruli, although they were pronounced differently.  Five days after Valr’s death, I could follow the conversations of the men around the fire in the evening.  This, I kept to myself.
On the tenth day, the river widened.  Haldr kept us close to the western bank, and soon I could not even see the right bank due to the width of the river.
Haldr leaned over the side and wet his hand in the water.  He licked a finger and called out to his men:  “Salt!  We have left the river behind and passed into the Austmarr, the Great Eastern Sea.”  A loud cheer emanated from the ranks of the rowers.




Chapter 12 – Austmarr

I did not understand why we headed west and north.  I knew from Leodis’s tutoring that Scandza lay to the east, which was confirmed when I listened in on the conversations of the warriors.  They always pointed east and north when they spoke of their home.  The boat stayed within sight of the coast, which simplified the navigation and provided a sanctuary in case of a sudden storm.
They rowed for two days, maintaining the course.  Come evening, the boat was drawn up on a sandy beach.  Rowing at night was fraught with risk and there was no need to take chances.  By mid-morning on the third day, we rounded a large headland and the coast gradually fell away towards the south.  Haldr steered the boat closer to shore until he came across a stream.  The boat grounded and the warriors filled all the available barrels with fresh water, which kept them occupied until early afternoon.  As soon as the water had been loaded, we launched from the sandy beach, travelling west.  Again, Haldr hugged the coast until he found what he had been searching for.
A cluster of huts came into view.  A herdboy eyed us warily from the shore, then abandoned his goats to warn his kin of the approaching boat.
Soon a group of peasant farmers assembled on the sand.  Most were oldsters or boys, but they stood their ground, armed with pitchforks and wooden spears.
But Haldr and his men were no raiders, and after exchanging greetings, they procured a goat and the right to spend the night on the shore.  As was the norm, they left me in the boat at first.
I had given up on devising plans to escape.  Even if I managed to free myself from the bonds, what hope of survival did a cripple child have in a foreign land?
In any event, I decided to attempt the only thing I had neglected.  It was the last straw left to grasp.
I took an old rusty nail I found at the bottom of the boat and sat down next to where the steering oar was attached, about two paces from the stern, on the right-hand side of the boat.  Haldr always steered with both his hands on the horizontal tiller which was attached to the oar.  I bent down and etched markings onto the side of the oar-shaft facing away from Haldr and the rowers.  I wrote from the top down.
Atakam had taught me the way of the runes, the god-whispers.
I am a stranger from another land.
Ulgin, use this boat and take me home.
I, Ragnaris, son of no man, paint these runes.
It was almost dark when I was done.
Then I bit my finger and rubbed blood into the fresh carvings to draw the attention of the god.
I heard the sound of approaching footsteps and hurriedly cast the nail into the surf.
Haldr came to collect me for the evening, so I could be watched.
We walked past the Svear warriors who sat around the fire.  Close by, the purchased goat was tied to an enormous log that was washed up by a storm.   Haldr kneeled to tie me to the log, while the goat eyed me warily.
Soon after, a greybeard whose name I do not recall, walked towards me and cut the binding rope of the goat from the log.  He led the animal towards the warriors.  Then he mumbled words and cut the throat of the unfortunate animal.  The man caught some of the blood in a small bowl.  He paused in front of each warrior, dipped two fingers into the blood and touched their foreheads, leaving a red mark.
He then cut away the organs from the goat carcass and cast it into the sea.
Once the ritual was complete, the warriors butchered the meat and added it, together with some onions, to the pot of boiling water.
I have seen Atakam perform similar rituals.  I was sure that the greybeard had sacrificed the goat to some god, requesting protection.  The innards of the goat was no doubt a gift to Ran, their goddess of the sea.
I was curious to find out what they were planning to do which would require protection, but the warriors spoke little, and when they did, it was in hushed tones.
When they had eaten their fill of the goat stew, they retired to the furs.  They did not allow me, a lowly thrall, to take part in the sacrificial meal.
I spent a fitful night under my thin blanket, plagued by dreams of runes, gods and sacrifices.  Not to mention the pangs of hunger.
Before the sun rose I was woken by a kick to the back.  A moment later Haldr pulled me towards the boat.
I noticed that the normal jesting and laughing was glaringly absent from the morning’s proceedings.  After Haldr tied me to the post he inspected the hull of the boat.  When he was satisfied, the men pushed the boat into the shallows and jumped aboard.  The prow of the boat pointed north towards the open sea.
Suddenly the activities of the previous day made sense.  Only a fool would not realise what was about to happen.  We would cross the open water on the day.
A stab of fear shot through my stomach and I clutched the side of the boat with white knuckles.  The rowers had already fallen into a rhythm and I looked over my shoulder at the land that was rapidly disappearing.
Never had I ventured out on the open sea beyond the sight of land.  I prayed to Ulgin that it would not be my last journey.
The morning was clear and mild, the blue sky untainted by clouds.  The boat glided through the calm waters and I felt at peace.  I had no need to fear the ocean.
The warriors rowed to a tune they hummed and the moving boat caused the wind to blow through my hair.  The fear disappeared and was replaced by a strange excitement.  It felt no different than galloping across the plains on a good horse.  I closed my eyes and imagined that I was on the back of my Hunnic gelding.
That is, until I felt the wind in my face falling away.  My first thought was that the rowers had slowed down, but to the contrary, when I peered at the water, the pace seemed to have picked up.  I turned around to look at Haldr and a gush of salty spray hit me in the face, stinging my eyes.  The big warrior wore a concerned expression.
The rower closest to me exchanged glances with the steersman.  The warrior nodded his head.  “Haldr, dit is die skipbreker, die wrakmaker.  Ek het dit nog nooit so vinnig sien kom nie.”  I knew the meaning of the words.  The wind blowing from the south and the west was known as the shipwrecker.  Never before had they seen it rise so quickly.
I thought of the blood-runes I had carved on the steering oar.  Until then, I had doubted the power of the gods. But my doubts were fading fast.  What god-magic had I unleashed?  Would I end up a victim of my own spell?
I kept my council and sat down with my back against the side of the ship.  The wind increased in strength and small waves with white crests formed on the surface of the water.
Another rower pointed at me with his chin and said:  “The boy is a strange one.  He is immune to the sickness of Ran.  That is why the goddess did not desire his life.  He is favoured by her.”  I later learned that most people’s stomachs have a violent reaction when on the open sea in a boat.  It was an affliction that mercifully passed me by.
Thick purple clouds followed in the wake of the shipwrecking wind and the sun disappeared.
Haldr yelled to his companions.  “It is of no use!  Ran has taken the oar.”
The intensity of the storm did not abate, but slowly, inexorably, it increased in strength.
I had underestimated the power of the blood-runes.  I had doomed all in the boat to certain death.
The waves lashed the vessel mercilessly, and soon it was filling with water.  Half of the crew bailed, while the other half kept rowing with the wind.  I too was given a bucket to bail with, although I was still tethered to the mooring post.
When I thought that it could not possibly get worse, the darkness of night engulfed us.
That night was akin to a night spent in the realm of Erlok, the dark god of the underworld.  Haldr bound himself to the tiller while the rest of the warriors took turns either rowing or bailing.  The tether around my neck saved me more than once when a rogue wave wished to take me into the depths.
When morning came, the warriors were past the point of exhaustion.  Or rather, those who remained were.  Two men had disappeared during the night, claimed by Ran.  Another sat at the prow, his shinbone shattered by an ore.
There was no sign of the storm abating.  The screaming gale whipped up the white water and blasted it against our bodies, making it near impossible to stand.  Another gush blasted us, causing Haldr to lose his footing.  He grabbed the steering oar with his right hand, the other still lashed to the tiller.
His hand remained on the oar and he bent over, staring at the runes I had carved into the wood.  His face turned dark and he pulled me by the tether so that his mouth nearly touched my ear.  “What have you done, boy?” he yelled, his voice almost drowned out by the storm.
“You have cursed us with the god-markings.   I have seen the runes of power.  It is you who have caused this.  You are the one who brings the wrath of Donor down on us!”
Haldr grabbed me by the throat.  “I will give your blood to Donor to appease him.”
Behind Haldr, through the pounding rain, I caught a glimpse of land, maybe a hundred paces away.  I wished to speak, but he throttled me and drew back his dagger to cut the vein.  But as he cut, a wall of water struck the boat, like the hammer of Donor, and rather than opening my vein, the dagger severed the tether and Ran carried me off in her arms.
I was a good swimmer, but it helped me naught.  The giant waves sucked me under.  Time and again I struggled to the surface, just to be pounded down again by the waves even before I was able to draw breath.
Another wave took me, but rather than sucking me under, I felt solid ground under my feet.  For a moment I thought that I had been saved, but I was struck by a shipload of water and a searing pain shot up from my bad foot, overwhelming my senses.  I swallowed water and hit my head against a rock with such force that I imagined that my skull had burst.
I saw a bright light and for a while, left the world of men.




Chapter 13 – Helja

When I opened my eyes, I was immediately convinced that I had gone to the underworld.
The ancient face of the goddess Helja, the daughter of Erlok, stared back at me.
Helja smiled a thin, toothless smile.  She turned her head and called out in the language of the Svear:  “The boy is awake.”
Within moments, the face of a girl appeared, so beautiful, I realised that I could not possibly have gone to the Dark Realm.
“Do you have a name?” the old woman queried.
I was overwhelmed by the presence of the girl and the realisation that I had not crossed the river.  As a result my tongue was unable to form the words in the language of the Svear.
“It is as I feared, he is a deaf mute!” said the old crone.  She stood from the low stool and turned to leave.
“My name is Ragnar”, I heard myself say, not sounding like the Svear at all.
“Ah.  Ragnar, the stranger from another land”, replied the old woman.  I went cold inside as she mouthed the blood-runes I had carved on the ore.
“By the way, I am Runa”, she said, which only served to reinforce my suspicions.
I stared at her in wonder, and fear.  In that moment I became a believer.
She lost her smile and pierced me with her green eyes.  “Of course you come from far away boy, you do not speak like us.”  But in her eyes I could see that she knew all.
I tried to rise from my wooden sleeping platform, but a stab of pain from my leg forced me to lay back down.
Runa took hold of a corner of the furs that covered me and flicked it aside to expose my leg.
What I saw left me speechless.
My lower leg was wrapped in linen bandages, starting from just under the knee and extending to my toes.  I reached out and touched the linen, which seemed to have been dipped in beeswax.  On four sides of my leg, on top of the bandages, thick strips of boiled leather had been moulded to act as splints.  The same boiled leather had been wrapped around my ankle as reinforcement, and all was held in place by a series of bandages.
Runa noticed the astonishment in my eyes.  “The bone inside the foot is broken badly and the sinews are torn.”
“Thank you”, I said, “for this”, and I gestured to my leg with my hand.
The old woman raised her eyebrows and issued a cackle.  “Don’t thank me, boy.  It is the way we found you.  I too know how to splint a leg, but never have I seen anything like this.”
“Who did this then?” I asked in wonder.
The old woman shrugged.  “I was hoping you could tell me”, she said.
She turned her back on me and walked towards the door with a gait that did not match her age.  The girl embraced the old woman and said:  “Thank you grandmother, I will see you later.”  The old crone nodded and walked through the doorway into the light.  The girl followed her outside.
Alone for the first time since I woke, I studied the room.
It was similar to a longhouse, constructed with pine, albeit with a different design.  The end result was a building, twenty-five paces long and six paces wide.  The hall had the appearance of a longhouse without walls, with the steeply sloped roof extending to the ground.  The ‘roof’ which acted as the walls as well, were thin logs, held together by crossbeams and covered by bundles of elk sedge, no doubt harvested from local marshes.
I lay on a wooden platform topped with straw and covered with furs.  A few embers were still glowing in the hearth and at the far end of the building I noticed an animal pen, although the inhabitants were probably grazing.
The girl appeared from outside, picked up a dented copper pot and placed it on the cracked oak table.  She took a ladle from where is was hanging from the wall and scooped some of the contents of the pot into two wooden bowls.
She helped me to sit upright and placed rolled-up furs behind my back.  Then she handed me a bowl.
It was a thin gruel of meat cooked with onions and grain, which appeared to be barley.  I slurped the contents from the bowl and realised how hungry I was.
“They call me Unni”, she said, and touched her chest with her hand.
I immediately felt ashamed as I had neglected to ask her for her name.
She noticed my embarrassment and said:  “Do not be concerned Ragnar.  You have been gravely injured.  Runa says that it is a miracle that you are alive.”
I nodded in acceptance of her words.  Unni stood and held out her hand for my empty bowl.  She ladled another helping from the pot, handed me the gruel and retook her seat on the low stool.
The girl patiently waited until I had slurped up my second helping.  It is considered rude to ask probing questions of someone to whom you have extended hospitality.  The Heruli is the same in that way.  But I noticed the anticipation in her eyes.  “Unni.  Are you curious of my story?”
She nodded.
I told her all then, but I left out the part about my cripple foot.  Neither did I tell her that I had no father, or that we were a tribe of killers.
But Unni was no fool and asked:  “You have spoken of your grandsire.  Tell me about your father.”
“I cannot.  I do not know of him”, I replied.  “And yours?” I queried in turn.
She looked away then, towards the door, as if she expected someone to enter.  “I do not remember them, but Runa has told me.”  She breathed deeply and continued.
“Men came by boat; Sea-Danes from the west.  They came to trade, or so they said, but soon there were arguments.  My father and the other men fought to protect the women and children, but what match is a farmer against a warrior?  While they fought, Runa took me and led the women and children deep into the forest.  They returned to death and destruction.  Not long after, my mother died.  Runa told me that she did not wish to live without Father.”
The conversation was fast becoming dark and I changed the subject.  “How many days since the storm?” I asked.
“It has been a handful of days since the storm passed”, she said
“When did you find me, then?” I asked again.
“We did not find you, Ragnar”, she said, amazed at my question.  “You came to us.”
I must have looked confused.  She added:  “There was a knock on the door in the middle of the night, while we were abed.  We opened the door and found you lying on the ground.”
Unni continued:  “It may have been the gods, Ragnar.  Even Runa does not understand it, but she will speak with the gods.  They will tell her all.”
I nodded.  The old woman was a healer of some kind.  It is better to not enquire about things concerning the gods, so I refrained from offering a reply.
Unni took the two bowls.  “I need to attend to my duties.  I will return.  Runa says that you require rest to heal.  She is wise.”
The girl left the room and I soon fell asleep.
When I woke again it was past sunset.  A substantial fire was burning in the hearth, providing light and warmth.  Runa was cutting up a large fish on the oak table.  She noticed that I was awake.  “The gods favoured Leubaz.  He came home with many fish today.  The fisherman gives us fish in exchange for milk”, she explained.  She placed the pieces of fish in the copper pot, added a generous scoop of fresh butter, some herbs and roots that Unni had diced.
Runa placed the pot on the stones surrounding the hearth and instructed the girl:  “I need to rest now, Unni.  Turn the pot until it is done.”
The girl nodded and turned the pot every hundred heartbeats until the mouth-watering smell of fresh fish baked in butter and roots filled the longhouse.  With an expert eye, Unni inspected the fish to see whether it was done, then she removed the pot and dished up three bowls.
Runa tasted the fish and said:  “Best skrei I have tasted in a long time.  The fat ones are caught after a storm.  The wind brings them closer to shore.”
When we finished our second helping, Runa motioned towards the pot.  “Clean the pot, Unni, and boil water.  I need to give the boy his potion.”
As soon as the water was bubbling over the fire, the old woman removed the pot and added fresh and dried leaves and roots to the water, leaving it to steep.
Runa scooped a mug of the brew and handed it to me.  “Drink”, she said, and I complied.
I was still holding the cup when my eyelids became heavy.  My head slumped to my chest and I remember Unni removing the rolled-up furs that kept me upright.  Runa took my cup, which was still half-full.
What followed was arguably the most bewildering experience of my life.




Chapter 14 – Sight

Until this day, and probably until I eventually cross the river, I will ponder on the happenings of that evening.
Was it a dream?  Was it real?  Was it a message from the gods?  I will never know.
* * *
I lay on the platform beneath the furs, my body asleep, yet behind my eyes, I was awake.
“Is he asleep, grandmother?” I heard Unni ask.
“I have given him herbs to make him sleep.  It will help him heal”, the crone replied.
I heard Unni going about her business of cleaning up after the meal.  Next to me, the old woman hummed a tune under her breath.
I tried to speak, to tell them that I was awake, but my tongue was unable to respond.
After a while the legs of a stool scraped the clay floor.  Unni must have taken a seat next to her grandmother.
“Where did you go today?” she asked the crone.
“To the sacred stones, my child”, she said, still humming softly.
“Did you see?” Unni asked.
For a while there was silence, except for the eerie tune.  I imagined that Runa nodded.  Mayhap she shook her head.
I heard the familiar sound of a dagger drawn from an iron scabbard.
“Grandmother!” Unni called out, her voice filled with angst.
I felt a blade press against my exposed throat.  Unni sobbed.
The blade did not waver and I could feel the slight trembling of the hand holding it.
“It would have been better had he not been born”, the crone said.
“Better for whom?” Unni asked through the sobs.
Silence.
“The gods have given me a glimpse, child.  The boy will change the land, the way we live.  He will change all of creation.  I saw much blood.”
“And what if he dies?” Unni asked.  “Have you seen that future?”
Silence.
The pressure of the blade disappeared and sleep took me.
* * *
I woke to the smell of eggs frying in butter.
Runa sat next to me on a stool.  “How is your leg this morning, my boy?”
The happenings of the previous evening was shrouded in fog.  I suspected that it had all been a bad dream.  “My leg is much better”, I said and added:  “What should I call you, lady, I do not know the customs of this land.”
She took my hand in hers.  “Call me grandmother”, she said, squeezed my hand and winked at me.
* * *
Runa removed the splints two moons later.  My right leg was as thin as a stick.  I did not care, as I was ready to open my own veins rather than remain inside the longhouse for another day.
With the help of a crutch that I had fashioned myself, I ventured outside.  I had met most of the twenty odd men and women who resided in the small settlement.  All was housed in a cluster of four longhouses built within fifty paces of each other.  A low wooden palisade fence, as tall as a man surrounded the town.  It would not keep men out, but served to keep the farm animals from straying too far and becoming the next meal of a hungry wolf.
The village was built on a low cliff overlooking a south facing bay.  Outside the walls, to the north, a tract of land was cleared of trees.  A thick forest of birch, spruce and pine surrounded it.
The land was divided in two with rocks cleared from the fields and the stumps of trees.  Half of the cleared area was planted with corn, oats, barley and onions.  Unni explained it to me.  “We plant half of the fields for three seasons, then we allow the grass and the weeds to take it.  The animals use it for grazing.  After three more seasons we change again.  If the soil rests, the gods provide a greater yield.”
I did not know the way of the land.  I knew the way of the warrior.  All was very new to me.
The surrounding woods yielded a rich harvest.  It was late in the season, but if one was prepared to venture a bit deeper into the forest, rich pickings of lingonberries and blueberries were still available.  If one knew where to look and possessed the skills, honey was available in large quantities.  I learned the hard way that I lacked the required skills.
Slowly my broken leg healed, until one day I was able to discard the crutch.  Only then was I able to confirm my suspicion.
The gods had granted me a miracle:  my cripple foot had healed.
A welted red scar adorned the inside of my foot, in exactly the same place Leodis used to massage it.  Somehow, the injury that had so terribly scarred my ankle also healed me on the inside.  For days I felt as if the gods had granted me a new life.  Even today, years later, I am still grateful.
I became part of the clan of the Svear.  I worked in the fields, tended to the needs of the animals, foraged in the forest, collected firewood and assisted to harvest the crops.
By the time the harvest had been collected, my right leg was as strong as my left, if not stronger.  I still thought about my previous life, but it was a distant memory.  Among the Heruli, I had been the odd one out.  The cripple without a father or a mother.  The Svear accepted me as one of their own.  In turn I accepted my new life, my new foot and my new family.  The gods favoured me, or so I thought at the time.
When you grow up in a warrior culture, the seasons matter little.  I have learned in later years that the Romans do not campaign during the cold season, but start their wars in March, the month named after their war god.  The hardy people of the Sea of Grass are not discouraged from war by the appearance of snow.
Not so with farmers.  They live by the seasons.
And so came my first experience of a seasonal feast, being the festival of the harvest that coincides with the autumn equinox.
It was at least a double handful of days before the feast.  I sat with Runa and Unni while they prepared the pheasant that I had trapped in the woods earlier in the day.  From a small earthen pot Unni poured us each a mug of soured milk.
While the bird was cooking in the copper pot with onions and roots, we talked about the coming feast.
“Ragnar, I need honey.  Lots of honey”, Runa said with a serious expression.  I nodded, although after my experience with bees, it was not a task I relished.
But she was not done.  “And I need a red deer.”  I stared at her dumbfounded.  Runa countered:  “Surely where you come from you have been taught to hunt?”
I nodded, resigned to my fate.  “I will try, Runa”, I said.
She gestured with her chin to Unni.  “Unni’s father was a great hunter.  He used to get me a deer from the forest every year.  The men that remained are not hunters.  You need to become a hunter, the sooner you learn, the better.”
“I will try, Runa”, I repeated.
The old crone scowled.  “We cannot eat ‘try’, we need to eat red deer.”




Chapter 15 – Hunter

Unni helped me to find the hives and collect the honey.  I was cautious of the bees due to my prior experience, and used sufficient smoke to pacify them before attempting to steal the honey.  On the whole it was a roaring success as we raided three enormous hives, yet I was stung only twelve times.
On our return, Runa was clearly pleased with the result.  “Good, good, I will make enough mead for everyone.  Tomorrow I will collect fresh herbs in the forest and then I will start brewing it.”
“Don’t forget the deer”, she added, and handed me a spear with a broad iron blade.  “I found this for you.”
I had ten days to kill a deer.
It was true that Sigizan the Hun had taught me the ways of the hunter.  We hunted deer and boar from horseback with bow and arrow, sometimes with a spear.  Hunting within the woods is something entirely different, as I soon found.
I set off early the next morning with the spear and a round of cheese wrapped in hide.
I explored the forest until late afternoon, cautious to venture too far into the woods.  Once did I come across hoofprints and droppings, but it seemed to be a few days old.
Just before dark I arrived back at the longhouse, empty-handed and crestfallen.  “I will find one”, I proclaimed in answer to the looks I received from the two women.
On the morrow I set off even earlier.  This time I ventured farther away from my new home.
The woods became darker and the undergrowth denser.  The trees were large and their thick canopies drowned out the light.  During the course of the morning I sighted a family of deer, although briefly, and even heard the roaring of a stag.  By midday I was tired and sat down with my back against the trunk of a giant oak.  I knew there were wolves and bears in the forests, but I was armed with a spear and there were many trees that could be climbed.
Suddenly I was beset by a sensation that I was being watched.  I looked all around, studying the trees and the undergrowth for movement.  Nothing stirred.  I took a piece of smoked fish from my leather pouch and started to chew.  I hummed a Greek tune that Leodis had taught me, not realising that I was scaring away all the animals in the vicinity.  After some time I stood to continue the hunt, without success of course.
The hunt became my obsession.  On the sixth day I ventured deeper into the forest than I ever had before.  I managed to get close to a female deer, but my spear did not find flesh and I spent a long time trying to find the weapon that had fallen among the leaves covering the forest floor.  I eventually found the spear, nearly covered with leaves.  As I bent to retrieve the weapon, I heard a deer roar with pain.  Confused, I followed the sound and came upon a carcass of a stag.  The blood was still flowing from a spear wound in its flank, but the animal was dead.  I cautiously walked around the red deer in wonder.  Next to the animal, a patch of leaves were cleared.  In the wet forest soil an inscription was written in Greek:  “Gift.  Do not tell.”
I dragged the animal away and for some time studied the inscription.  At first I feared an ambush, but soon realised that if the hunter wished me harm, I would have been dead already.
I picked up a dried twig and wrote underneath the hunter’s scribble:  “Thank you.”
I possessed enough cunning to push my own spear into the wound, covering the blade in blood.   It took me the best part of the day to drag the deer back to the village.  I arrived at dusk, close to succumbing to exhaustion, but I would have rather died than leave the meat to the mercy of the bears and wolves.
Runa was ecstatic, yet I did notice her gaze settling on the spear-tip.  Rather than feeling guilty, I was filled with pride at the success of my deception.
Soon the whole village had gathered outside the longhouse and all assisted to work the carcass.  Nothing was wasted.  The skin was removed, as well as the intestines.  All would be used.  “You truly have the blood of the hunter, young one”, proclaimed one oldster.  Another man, a farmer, slapped me on the back:  “I have spent days in the forest, Ragnar, but I could not do what you did today.” 
Unni came to stand next to me.  “I do not know how you managed to kill one, Ragnar, but your esteem has risen in the eyes of the villagers.  We have enough meat for a fine feast.”
That evening Unni prepared a delicious pottage with fresh liver, tongue and roots.  With the farmers’ assistance we had suspended the meat in a corner of the longhouse.  Runa gestured with her chin towards the carcass of the deer.  While chewing on a mouthful of stew, her head bent over close to the bowl, she said:  “The meat is best when it has ripened for at least five days.”  She licked the liver juices from her lips.  “I cannot wait.”
I went to bed content.  I was surely blessed by the gods.  Yet something bothered me.  Who was the mysterious hunter who had gifted me the animal?  Why had he not showed himself?  I decided to investigate at the earliest opportunity.
It appeared sooner than I thought.  On the morrow, after eating a filling breakfast of eggs and grilled deer kidneys, I was ready to do my appointed chores, but Runa said:  “Go, boy.  You will rest today.  You have done enough.”  Unni gave me an envious glance and picked up the wooden pail to milk the cow before she would take the animal out to graze.
I picked up my spear and took some smoked fish proffered by Runa.
“Going hunting today?” the old crone asked.  “No”, I said, “but should I stumble across a dead deer, I will surely bring it home.”  Runa narrowed her eyes, I smiled, and walked through the door.
I soon arrived at the clearing where I had found the deer the previous day.  There was no sign of the writing.  Someone or something had levelled the leaves.  Even the bloodstains had disappeared.  Maybe I was losing my mind?  The rest of the day I spent wandering around the area, but by the time I walked back home, I was none the wiser.  I was angry with myself for wasting a day trying to find a man that did not wish to be found.  My time would have been better spent fishing close to the village in the shade of a large oak.
* * *
The days leading up to the harvest feast was filled with toil.
Two days before the feast, I followed Runa, who used an old wooden spade as a walking stick.  “I have seen spades with iron heads at the trade fair in Uppsala”, she said.
I nodded.  “Where is Uppsala?” I asked.  “It is that way”, she replied and pointed north and east.  “Three days walk for young legs.”
We soon arrived at the edge of the field where the animals grazed, just outside the palisade wall.  Runa led me to an oak that was so large, it must have been there since the gods created the realm of men.  She pressed the spade into the soil and took a seat on a nearby flat stone.  “Dig a round hole.  As deep as the length of the spade and as wide as you are from head to toe”, she commanded.
I nodded.
“First take out the turf in blocks and put it there”, she said, pointing to an area.
When I had dug out the turf under her watchful eye she said:  “When you are done, collect stones from the beach and place them next to the turf.  They must be the size of your head, twice a double handful will do.”  She turned around and walked back the way we came.
Not long after, the village fisherman arrived with a similar looking spade.  He also started to dig a hole and we were soon joined by a third man, a farmer.  We laughed and jested while we worked.
By mid-morning my pit was done.  I left the other men to their toil and strolled down to the beach to collect stones.  Only when I had collected two stones did I realise that it was impossible for me to carry back more than one at a time.  I cursed the old crone.  Twenty trips down to the beach and back saw me place the last of the rocks on the pile.  Exhausted I returned home.
“Not as easy as hunting, eh?” the crone said when I walked through the door.
Needless to say, I fell asleep twice during the evening meal.
In the morning when Unni woke me before first light, every sinew in my body ached like never before.  But it was the day before the feast and there were things that had to be done.
Runa had risen early to boil eggs and handed a bowl to each of us.  Mine contained three eggs of clearly different origins.  “Unni, I need you to help me cut up the deer carcass this morning”, Runa said while chewing on an egg.
“Ragnar, take a third part of the wood stacked against the wall outside and carry it to the pit.  Make sure you take the thick oak pieces.  And be quick about it”, the crone said.
“Yes, Grandmother”, I said, already used to the familiar form of address.  “Ask the fisherman to show you what to do with it”, she said, “and come back here as soon as you are done.”
The fisherman showed me what to do.  “First, boy, you place the large pieces of oak at the bottom of the pit.  Be sure to leave gaps between them, else the fire doesn’t take.”  He watched while I placed the wood.
He carried four stones to the edge of the pit and jumped in.  “Now you put the stones down like this”, he said and placed the stones a handspan apart.
“Then the smaller pieces of wood come on top”, he said, “like this.”
When I was done, I climbed out and stood next to him, admiring my handiwork.  “Good work, boy.  I can already taste the meat”, he said, and slapped me on the back.
* * *
I woke up early the following morning, filled with excitement.  Finally the day of the harvest feast had arrived.
Runa commandeered two young men to carry the large cuts of deer meat to the freshly dug cooking pits while Unni and I walked down to the beach.  We picked fresh seaweed from the shallow water and rinsed off the sand before placing it on a deer skin brought along for the purpose.  The water was as cold as ice and chilled us to the bone, but it did not manage to douse our growing excitement.
When we arrived at the cooking pits, the wood fire that was lit in the middle of the night was spent, but it had transformed the oak to a thick carpet of glowing embers.  Runa took a wooden pitchfork and scooped the wet seaweed onto the coals and red hot stones.  I waited until the cloud of steam that burst from the pit had subsided, then carefully placed the thick cuts of deer onto the bed of seaweed.  Next came handfuls of herbs I was not familiar with, and green leafy branches.
She pointed the pitchfork at me.  “Replace the turf boy, and be quick.”
* * *
It was late in the afternoon when all in the village were gathered under the great oak.
Earlier, the second pit was lit and packed with a variety of fish, mussels and crab.  When all was assembled, Runa stood and walked to the third pit, which was as yet unlit and still stacked with wood.  She emptied a clay pitcher filled with glowing embers into the pit and everyone cheered.
The feast had officially begun.




Chapter 16 – widugastiR (The forest guest)

A wooden pail with sour milk and honey was placed on a sturdy makeshift table next to the trunk of the oak.  We filled our large mugs with a copper ladle and all stood close to the pits from which a mouth-watering aroma escaped.
The third pit was the largest and had been stacked to the brim with thick oak logs which were now aflame, providing light and welcome heat to the villagers.
Runa filled a sizeable jug from an even larger clay pot.  The chatter came to an abrupt end and all eyes focused on the old crone.
She held the jug aloft, dedicating the contents to the Vanir, the gods of fertility.  The old crone chanted words that I did not understand, yet they were strangely familiar.
Unni whispered into my ear:  “It is the language of the ancients, of the old gods.  It holds great power.”
Runa took a long swig from the jug and held it out to the one standing beside her.  The fisherman drank from the vessel and the mead jug was passed around, all drinking deeply, savouring the blessing from the gods.
I was last to drink and instinctively passed the jug back to Runa, who again spoke the language of the Vanir and poured the remaining mead onto the soil.
A farmer led a goat to where the crone was standing.  He skilfully slit the animal’s throat and she caught the blood in the mead-jug.  Runa took a swig of the blood and poured the remainder onto the soil, then cast the carcass of the animal into the blazing fire pit.  The flames jumped to the sky.
She closed her eyes for long.  All remained silent until the wise one proclaimed, her mouth still red with blood:  “Njord accepts the offering.”
A cheer emanated from the crowd and excited chatter filled the night.  The omens were good, the gods favoured the village.  I was handed another jug of mead and again swallowed the sweet tasting liquid before passing it on to Unni, who followed suit.  She turned to me and whispered:  “The mead is tasty and alluring, Ragnar, but have a care, from now on just wet your lips.”
The mead loosened the tongues and soon we were all laughing and relaying stories.  I told the tale of my hunt, obviously bending the truth, to great delight of the men.  Unni told of how they found me after the storm.
While she was acting out the tale, I could not help to be amazed.  The people were so different from my people.  Never, ever would it be acceptable for Abdarakos, the noble erilar, to mingle with the commoners.  Every Heruli settlement was lorded over by a warrior noble and his hearth-men.  They provided protection, but could also be a burden to their people in times of peace. But here, far to the north, the farmers and fishermen were all of the same status, as if no threat existed.  As if they did not need protection.  What good would a warrior be in this peaceful part of middle earth?
The socialising and drinking continued, until Runa exchanged words with the fisherman watching over the pit with the harvest from the sea.  He nodded.
She held up her hands for silence and said:  “We will feast on the sea-harvest of Njord.”
The man carefully removed the loose sections of turf with his spade and afterwards lifted the branches, revealing the seafood feast, befitting the table of a king.
He cleaned the spade with a linen rag and scooped great helpings of fish, mussels and crab onto the oak table.
The herbs and seaweed had infused the food with a wonderful flavour.  The fish were fat and juicy, the mussels and crab tasted like the sea. 
Seafood was common among the people living close to the Austmarr, but meat was a special treat.  All enjoyed the harvest of the ocean, but ate sparingly.  The best was yet to come.
When all had eaten their fill, the leftovers were cast into the fire.  The food at the feast was blessed by the gods and any leftovers was required to be destroyed.  Leaving food for the next day would be an affront to the gods, as they knew the needs of the people and would provide.
As the hunter, I was afforded the privilege to open the pit containing the deer meat.  I carefully removed the turf and branches, then placed the steaming chunks of meat on the table.  The meat was so tender that it fell apart like ripe fruit as I laid it down.
Runa picked up a leg of deer and said:  “The meat is a gift from the Vanir to show that they approve of the actions of the people and …”  She got no further.
From the darkness came a menacing growl:  “Leave the meat be, hag.  It is mine!”
A man stepped into the light of the fire from the darkness beyond.  He wore an open face helmet, his lank, greasy hair hanging low on his back.  His torso was protected by a sleeveless chain mail jerkin that extended to the groin.  In his right hand he carried a spear with an iron head, but no shield in the other.  Broad silver warrior bands decorated his fleshy upper arms.
He spoke a language similar to the tongue of the Svear.  “Resist and you will die.  Give us what we came for and you might live.”  He smiled a vicious smile, displaying his filed teeth.  I was paralyzed with fear, as was all the other villagers.
From the darkness that surrounded us, another four warriors emerged, all dressed in mismatched armour.  Two carried short blades, another a spear, and the fourth a longsword.
From behind the trunk of the great oak stepped a warrior the likes of which I had never seen.  He wore a full face iron helmet with a gilded nose-guard, silver reinforced brows and a red horsehair crest.  His neck was protected by thick iron chain riveted to his helmet.  Underneath his armour he wore a red, long-sleeved, wool tunic which provided padding for the short-sleeved chain mail jerkin that extended to the knees.  His forearms were encased in iron vambraces inlaid with red leather decorated with gold leaf, matching his shoulder guards and greaves.  Around his waist he wore a thick belt of red leather, extending to a boiled leather apron with gold decorations.  His torso carried additional protection in the form of burnished overlapping bronze scales.
Affixed to his belt was an ornate scabbard, holding a longsword.  In his right hand he carried a long-hafted bearded war-axe.  The iron axe-head was decorated with intricate patterns.  The shaft was wooden but reinforced with iron strips.
The warrior was tall and broad, thick-limbed and barrel-chested, with a demeanour that hinted at a bull-like neck underneath the chain.
He took a step forward and lazily swung his axe, the haft coming to a rest on his right shoulder.  The movement seemed familiar and I realised that he moved with the same grace and fluidity as Sigizan, the champion of the Huns.  I knew then that we were doomed.  He was a killer.
A farmer pointed at the imposing figure.  “It is Njord come to smite us!” he yelled.
A heartbeat after the monster stepped forward, the leader of the raiders retreated a step.
It dawned on me that the monster warrior was no part of the raiders.
The apparition pointed his empty hand at me and spoke in Greek.  “Give them my words, boy!”
I nodded, still scared witless.
“Leave now or die”, he growled.
I pointed at the lanky-haired raider and said:  “He.., he says that you must leave now or you will die.”
The words issued by the giant was cowing, but from the lips of a boy it sounded ridiculous, which was probably the reason why they did not run.
The raider with the longsword ran at the Greek, screaming, his sword drawn back overhead.  The imposing warrior waited until the attacker’s weapon was moving downwards to strike the killing blow.  He took a small step to the side, pivoted backwards on his heel, and spun around.  The axe, wielded with both hands, moved in a great arc, gaining incredible momentum.  The blade of the longsword cleft the air next to the Greek as the blunt end of the axe-head impacted the side of the raider’s helmet, smashing his skull in a spray of blood.
The spear-wielding henchman thrust his spear at the chest of the Greek.  The warrior turned to the side, the spear scraping on the scales of his armour.  He grabbed the shaft behind the iron head with the speed of a viper and jerked the raider closer, smashing the spearman’s nose with a vambrace.
The leader moved in on the giant, but the strange warrior’s blood was up and he hurled his war-axe, the razor sharp edge cutting through the mail links and embedding in the raider’s chest.  The impact threw the man two paces backwards.  He was dead before he hit the ground.
The two remaining raiders exchanged glances.  Unsurprisingly, they ran.
The villagers stood frozen, with their mouths agape.
The giant walked over to the body of the man with the axe in his chest.  He placed his leather boot on the neck of the corpse and retrieved his axe, the action causing a sucking sound.  He carefully wiped the whetted blade with the dead man’s tunic.
Then he turned to me and said in Greek:  “How is the leg, boy?”




Chapter 17 – gudagastiR (God guest)

The villagers were all in shock.  Many sat down where they stood, children cried, and others praised the gods.  I was sure some still believed that the stranger was in fact Njord.
The warrior walked over to me and placed his hand on my shoulder.  “Give them my words”, he commanded.
“Twenty-two Sea-Danes landed in a small cove, five miles from here.  They dropped off these brigands to gather loot and slaves.  No doubt the other villages close by is being raided.  The ship will return.”  He allowed me the time to translate.
“When they return they will seek retribution.  Gather your treasure.  I will lead you into the forest.  You will stay there until they depart.”
We left the meat on the table and Unni and I hurried to the longhouse, supporting Runa between us.
“Ragnar, take the animals outside and chase them into the forest”, Runa said.
“Unni, dig into the soil underneath the hearth.  Retrieve the box.”
In one fur she packed our clothing, in another a joint of smoked ham and cooked eggs.
When I returned from my task, we were ready to leave.  “Ragnar, you carry the spear and the fur with the pot, the bowls, cups and ladles and the one with the food.  Unni, you carry the clothes wrapped in furs.”
“Come, Grandmother”, I said, and led her by the arm to the place of the feast.  The old crone wisely carried a torch, as yet unlit.
When we arrived at the place of gathering, Runa spread a woven cloth on the oak table and placed half of the red deer meat inside, the other half she wrapped in a second cloth.
She pointed at the hulking warrior.  “Ragnar, tell him to carry this.”
I turned to him and translated her words:  “The old lady requests kindly that you help carry the meat.”  He took both packages, tied their ends together with a strip of cloth cut from a dead raider’s tunic, and slung it around his neck.
Runa lit the torch from the remains of the fire in the pit and gestured for our saviour to lead the way.
He nodded and led us into the woods.
When we finally came to a halt it was past the middle hour of the night.  En route I fell more than once, as had most of the others in our party, except Runa who walked behind the warrior carrying the torch.
He called out to me:  “Boy!”
I approached and said:  “Yes, lord?”
“I am no lord”, he replied, scowling.  Then added:  “Remain here.  They will not venture this far into the forest.  Be sure that they have left before you return.”
I nodded and the warrior turned on his heel and melted into the dark forest.  Never did he remove his helmet to show his face.
* * *
I woke to two women arguing in low voices close by.
“It was Njord!  That’s what I say.  Believe what you wish”, the one hissed.
“You are a fool”, replied the second.  “Did you not see him smite those warriors?  It can only be the work of Donor!”
Silence followed, the first probably weighing up the wisdom of the other’s words.
The first countered:  “Why did he speak to the boy then?  Why did he not speak with the wise one?”
“The boy must be his kin.  Yes, that is the reason.  They are kin.  The young one came from the sea, from the home of Njord.  He must be kin of Njord!”
Runa pinched my arm.  “Stop that eavesdropping god-kin”, she whispered with a smirk on her face.
In any event, we stayed in the little copse protected by the thick brambles for the duration of the day.  We collected water from the nearby stream and ate deer meat, which Runa proclaimed to be edible, as Njord himself had carried it.
Early the following morning two farmers went to the woods surrounding the village to establish whether it was safe for us to go home.  On their return to our hideout they shared the dire news.
One farmer was too emotional to relay the tale.  The other told us.  “It has all been reduced to ash.  Everything!  I had to cut the throats of two cows that they had wounded.  We have nothing but our lives and these clothes.”
“Have they gone?” Runa asked.  “Yes, Runa, we have scouted the whole coast.  There is no ship and they are not at the settlement, nor are they hiding in the woods.”
We took our meagre possessions and trekked back to the village, or rather, to where the village used to be.  The Sea-Danes had burned all they had not taken.  The proceeds of the harvest and even the winter fodder for the animals were no more.
After the initial shock had passed, we spent the afternoon building a temporary shelter.  A young pine was felled and lodged in the forked branches of two trees growing ten paces apart.  Leafy branches were stacked at an angle to rest against the makeshift beam.  Of course, it rained during the night, leaving us all cold, wet and miserable.
On the morrow everyone was awake before dawn.  Runa beckoned for me to move closer to where she was crouching, trying to rekindle a fire.  “There are enough of us to improve the shelter, Ragnar.  Go seek the council of the god”, she said and winked at me.
There was no point waiting until the morning meal, as we had no food.  I slowly made my way to the clearing where the stranger had first left me a message in the mud.
When I arrived there was no sign of the man.  I tried to find a track of some sort in the hope of finding the stranger’s home, but my efforts were unrewarded.  Past the middle hour of the day I gave up and turned to find my way back to the village.
I had only walked a hundred paces when I felt a tap on my shoulder.  I spun around to come face-to-face with the unknown warrior.
Or rather, face-to-chest would be a more accurate description.  Gone was the armour and the helmet.  The man who stood before me wore a short-sleeved woollen tunic tied in at the waist with a red sash.  He was tall and muscular, his arms covered in strange swirling tattoos.  His black hair was streaked with silver and hung loose to his shoulders, his black beard neatly trimmed.  He stared at me with piercing dark eyes.
“Why did you save me after the storm?” was the only words that came to mind.
He studied me for a while, weighing his words.  Then he spoke with a rasping voice:  “I found you on the beach, boy.  Truth be told, I was inclined to leave you to your fate.  But you mumbled words in a tongue I had not heard for many seasons.  The first time I heard that language, a man took pity on me.  I am repaying the debt I owe to the gods.”
I had no more words to give and stared back at him.  “Come, boy”, he said.  “Follow me and I will give you what you seek.”
We walked without speaking, deeper and deeper into the woods, until the forest gave way to a rocky rise.  He came to a halt in front of a large boulder against which leaned the dead trunk of a long fallen tree.  He gripped the log and tilted it away from the boulder, to rest against a branch of a nearby tree.  For a moment I thought that the stranger was truly not of this world, as only a god could have possessed enough strength to perform such a feat.  Then I noticed that the tree was hollow on the inside, with only a thin layer of bone-dry wood remaining on the outside.  With the log removed, a crack in the boulder was clearly visible.  He gestured for me to enter and followed behind, then pulled the log back into position, as if closing a door.
On the inside it was as dark as a moonless night. “We wait”, he said.
After a while my eyes became accustomed to the dark and the black of night was replaced by a grey gloom.  I followed him along a dark passage.  When I had taken forty steps, the passage widened into a spacious cavern.  He walked to the far wall and removed a hide from where it hung suspended from a wooden peg.  Daylight flooded into the room from a hole in the rock.  He pointed to the fissure, which was large enough for me to crawl through.  “On the outside there is a cliff.  Look.”  I walked to the hole, expecting to see trees.  What I saw stunned me.  Rather than trees, there was a great expanse of water.  Miles away, I saw land covered in lush green forest.  A thin fog hung over the water, hugging the coast.
Only then did I study the interior of the cave.  In one corner, a wooden sleeping platform was covered with furs.  Many clay amphorae stood lined up against the side of the wall.  Next to the amphorae, hammered into the soil, stood a wooden pole with three crosspieces from which was suspended the armour of the warrior.  Beside the armour stood two spears, a longsword in a scabbard and two bearded axes, the blades protected by leather sheaths.
A small crude table and chair stood against the wall facing the window, with an oil lamp in one corner.  Above the table, in a natural fissure in the rock, were many scrolls.
In front of the window overlooking the cliff was a hearth.  Old worn furs surrounded it.
He motioned for me to sit and took a place across from me.  “You have come for my council, yes?” he asked.
I nodded.
“The harvest was looted by the raiders.  Neither the villagers nor the animals have food for the winter.  You have no shelter, and you fear that the raiders will come back”, he said.
It was not a question, as we both knew it to be true.
“Listen carefully.  This is what you need to do”, he said.
He continued:  “The other two villages share the same fate, if not worse.  Go to them and invite them to join you.  All must help to construct a longhouse large enough for everyone.  One dwelling can be built within weeks, before the snow comes.  The wall and defences can wait for next year.
While they build, you and I will go to the market in Uppsala.  There we will trade for the food the village needs to survive.
Come back here in three days’ time.”
I was curious as to who this stranger was, but it would have been an insult to ask him.  If he wished it, he would have shared it with me.
Again I nodded and added:  “Thank you, lord.”




Chapter 18 – Njord

“The guidance of Njord is most wise”, Runa said and stirred the copper pot containing thick meat stew.  All of the villagers were gathered within the temporary shelter.  The men had butchered the animals that could not be saved in the aftermath of the raid.  At least we would eat well for a while.
“He is not Njord”, I said.  My proclamation was met with grunts of disapproval.
“Who is he then?” a fisherman asked.
“I do not know”, I replied.
“Do not try to hide it boy.  He is Njord”, someone said.
“He is a man”, I replied.  A farmer scoffed at my answer.  “Njord is a shape-shifter.  He can take any form.”
Before I could answer, Runa intervened.  “Tomorrow, Ragnar, you will accompany Unni and deliver a message to the two nearby villages.  I will invite them to meet with me.  My old legs will not make it that far.”
We all had our fill of the thick, meaty stew that evening, knowing that we had to enjoy it while it lasted.
When all was asleep on their furs inside the shelter, I lay awake.  My mind was occupied with so many unanswered questions.  Who was this strange man?  Was he Njord, or just a man?  And why did he pity us, or was there another reason for his actions?
But boys, unlike grown men, do not ponder on problems overmuch.
I woke early the following morning, eager to visit the neighbouring settlements, accompanied by Unni.  We ate a hearty meal of leftover pottage and set off on the cliff-path leading to the closest settlement.
Unni knew the way to the town.  We walked at a relaxed pace because we knew we did not have far to travel.  At first we talked little, each still trying to digest the happenings of the previous days.  The silence was not uncomfortable as we had become like brother and sister, at ease in one another’s company.
“Do you believe that the stranger is a god, Ragnar?” Unni asked after a while.
“I think he is a mortal man, Unni”, I replied.
“Are you sure?” she said and added:  “How could one man alone defeat so many?  He killed those warriors as if they were mere children.”
“I do not know, Unni, but …”
I wished to tell her about my grandfather, Abdarakos, and about Sigizan, champion of the Huns.  About how they would have easily dealt with the raiders, but I thought better of it.  I did not wish to let her know that my kin were killers.  They were not that different from the raiders who attacked the town, although the Heruli were more skilled at their trade and operated on a much grander scale.
Before she could question my response, the charred remains of a longhouse came into view.  We were reminded of our own misery and we fell silent.
In the distance twenty pathetic creatures were sitting in a small green pasture next to a partially burnt longhouse.  When we came closer we realised that there were only four men among them.  The rest were women and children.  They had their backs turned to us and in front of them were the still smouldering remains of fires.
Unni pulled me aside, behind a remaining piece of the broken palisade.  “All those fires, Ragnar, are their dead that they have cremated.  They use fire to hasten the journey to the afterlife.”  Her blue eyes fogged over and tears rolled down her cheeks.  “So much death!  For what reason?  You see, Njord did not pity them like he did us.”
I waited until she regained her composure.  Unni led me to where we were in plain sight, fifty paces from the villagers.  “Hellooooo…”, she announced herself.  A few of the bedraggled people spun around.  The rest did not stir, but just continued to stare into the fires of their departed loved ones.
The Heruli buried their dead, rather than burn them.  Apart from the differences in practice, I had never experienced death of innocents on such a scale.  Never had I thought that a scene of death and destruction would await us.  I now understood the feelings of the people in our village;  in their minds, only a god could have spared them this grief.
At long last Unni found an elder of the settlement among the mourners.  He was an old man, the age of Runa.  She explained to him that Runa wished them to join us, but first she would discuss the idea.
“We have nothing left, child.  Five of the Sea-Danes came while we feasted.  We are the fortunate ones, the rest were taken as slaves, or killed.”  Tears streamed down his cheeks as he relayed the happenings.  “My son, the one we all looked up to, was killed.  He tried to keep the raiders from taking the children.”  Again the oldster had to stop as he was unable to speak.
“We will go to your village”, he said.  “There is nothing left in this cursed place.  I never wish to set foot here again.”
* * *
Unni asked that they send a boy ahead to warn Runa of their imminent arrival, then we set off again.
We thought that the dire situation we had found at the village would prepare us for what we would find at the next.
Unni told me that the village we approached was the largest of the three settlements in the area.  Probably fifty souls called it home.  “Ragnar, mayhap the raiders left them alone.  I know of men who live there who are warriors, men able to wield sword and spear.”
Her words gave me hope.  Hope that was soon crushed.
We found the first mutilated body a hundred paces outside the village.  It was a man Unni identified as one of the village warriors.  The second body lay close by.  The limbs were hacked off and flies were swarming over the bloated corpse.
Nausea overcame me and I vomited on the side of the road.  A red hot rage rose inside me.  I had grown up among warriors, but never witnessed such wanton destruction delivered onto near helpless people.  I was but a boy, but I knew then what had to be done.
The few people who were left in the town were taking care of the wounded and cremating the dead.  As with the first village, the people did not require much convincing to join us.  We helped them with their grizzly task and when all was done, we accompanied them on a slow walk to their new home.
The sun had set but it was still light when the last of the new villagers stumbled into our settlement and joined the people in the already overcrowded shelter.  Everyone was kept warm by a blazing fire burning in the hearth.  Thankfully it did not rain again.
The last of the meat had been prepared during the day and there would be enough for all, even though some had to wait until a bowl became available to dish up the hearty broth.
When all had fortified their stomachs, Runa stood.
“You are welcome, brothers and sisters.  From this night on, we are all family.  Together we will survive.  Together we will build a better future.  It is the wish of Njord.”
The elder that we had spoken to earlier in the day stood then.  He gestured towards the assembled men and women.  “I still see all the faces that I am familiar with.  Did the Sea-Danes only burn your homes?  Did they not take slaves, or put your men to the sword?”
The fisherman stood then, as everyone was equal.  “Five raiders came with sword and spear but Njord appeared.  He came in our moment of need and struck down the raiders with his axe.”  The old man frowned, thinking it a jest, but another, a woman stood.  “It was not Njord, it was Donor.”  She pointed at her eyes.  “Saw him with these two eyes.  It was Donor.”
In the minds of the people of our village, it was not IF a god had come to save them, the argument was WHICH god had done so.  Their belief was unwavering, and soon the newcomers believed as well.
* * *
I did as I was told and on the third morning I went to the forest.
Not only did I go to help save my people from starvation, but I also had something else in mind.  I wished no longer to be as the people I lived with.  For a while I had thought that the life of a sheep was bliss, but I had seen the risks.  I would not be a sheep.  I would be a like the Heruli.  I would become a wolf.
The stranger was waiting for me. I nearly stumbled into him, so deep was I in thought.
He wore an undyed wool tunic with deer skin braccae.  Over his shoulders hung a cloak made from the pelt of a bear.  He had no weapons, but in his right hand he carried a simple woodcutter’s axe.  Slung over his shoulder were two bundles of furs.  He handed me one.  “You will need this, boy, I can feel the coming of winter in the air.”
We walked at a fast pace.  “We must hurry to the market and return with haste, else the people of your village will suffer”, he said.
I had other things on my mind and replied:  “I wish to be a warrior.”
The man offered no reply.
“I wish to be a warrior like my grandsire”, I tried again.
“And your father?  Who was he?” said the stranger.
“I have no father”, I said.
“You have the blood of a warrior, boy.  War has ever been the way of the Heruli”, I stopped in my tracks.  The warrior paused as well.
“How do you know of my people, lord?” I asked and added:  “How do you know of the People of the Wolf?”
He smiled.  “You spoke in the language of the Heruli, boy, when you were travelling between the land of men and the land of the gods.  When I found you at the water’s edge.”
He turned and started down the path.  I had to run to catch up.
“Will you teach me, lord?” I asked, now running beside him.
“We will talk of this later”, he said, and picked up the pace.




Chapter 19 – Ferryman

We rarely rested that day.  Only twice did we stop to have a drink at a stream.
While I dreamed about becoming a warrior, my companion focused on the task at hand.  We walked for many miles that day, until I was close to collapse.  The warrior glanced at the sky where the sun was rapidly approaching the western horizon.  He pointed to a stream in the distance.  “We will camp there, boy.  Collect firewood and get a fire going one hundred paces upstream from the road.”
He disappeared into the forest, leaving me to go about my business.
There was an abundance of firewood available and soon I had a roaring fire going, four paces from the trunk of an ancient spruce.  Dense shrubs on either side provided some shelter from the wind.
The warrior arrived shortly after.  He nodded in approval, opened up his tightly bound furs and spread one next to the fire.  He gestured for me to do the same.
From a pouch at his side he removed a massive meat fillet, which could only have come from an elk.  I noticed then that he had cut two green forked sticks, as long as the leg of a man.  With his dagger he sharpened the ends of the oak sticks and pressed them into the soft earth either side of the fire.  He produced a third stick and sharpened it as well.  Then he threaded the stick through the centre of the meat and placed it over the fire.
He took two wooden mugs from the pouch and filled one with water from a skin and handed it to me.  From another small skin he filled his own cup with mead.
“Give me your name, boy”, he said.
“I am Ragnaris, lord”, I replied, “but, in this land, I have given my name as Ragnar.”
He nodded.  “Ragnaris means ‘the one who gives council to the warriors’.  It is a good name.”
“You spoke about your grandsire”, he said.  “Is he of the Heruli?”
“He is a great warrior, lord”, I replied.
“I am sure he is”, he said and I thought there was a slight hint of a mock in his voice.
“My grandfather told Sigi to train me”, I said proudly.
He nodded, still with a slight smirk on his face.
“What name does your grandsire go by, boy?” he asked and took a swallow of the mead.
“Abdarakos, erilar of the Heruli”, I replied.
His expression lost the hint of a mock and he stared at me intently with his dark eyes, as if he saw me for the first time.  Then, after what seemed like forever, he drank deeply from his cup and said:  “We will start when we return to the village, Ragnar.”
“Start with what, lord?” I asked.
“We will continue with your training, boy.  We will start where the Hun left off.”
I nodded, then looked into the fire to hide my surprise.  Maybe this man was truly a god.  He knew Sigizan was a Hun and I had never told him.
I scratched together all my courage.  “What name do you go by, lord?”
He kept his stare in the fire and said:  “I am called Trokondas.”
I had never heard a name that even closely resembles it and asked:  “To which tribe do you belong, lord?”
“It is none of your business, boy.  Take the meat off the fire, it is burning.”
Obediently I removed the perfectly cooked fillet from the flames.  He took it from me and placed it on a flat stone next to the fire, and proceeded to cut the meat into thick slices.  The meat was tender and juicy, and we feasted like kings.  Trokondas even poured me half a cup of mead, which soon made my eyelids heavy.  I could not help but wonder whether he gave me mead out of kindness or whether he just simply wished to shorten the evening and be subjected to fewer questions.
In any event, when our stomachs were full, we lay down with our backs to the fire, covered ourselves with furs, and soon fell asleep.
The following morning was crisp and clear.  We were well on our way when the sun appeared above the treetops.
“How long will we travel, lord?” I asked.  Trokondas looked at me askance.  “I do not know.  I have heard of this market, but I have never been there.”  He pointed down the road.  “All we need to do is keep to the path, then there is naught that can go wrong.”
Not long after we stood on the shore of a narrow body of water, my companion wearing a frustrated scowl.  He spat in the water:  “This is truly a strange land.”  On the opposite shore, more than a hundred paces distant, was a small settlement of sorts.
Two hundred paces to our left, near the shore, stood a longhouse which had seen better days.  Not far from the building, a small boat was tied to a pole with a mooring line.  The yard was littered with dilapidated wagons.  Near the boat a man sat on a log.  His attention was focused on his toil.
Trokondas took in the sorry scene and shook his head in resignation.  “Let us go secure passage.”
We approached and Trokondas said:  “I do not speak their language, boy, neither do I wish to.  Tell him that we will pay for passage across the channel.”
We stopped about ten paces short of the old man, who did not seem to notice our approach.  His attention was focused on something in his hand which he was carving with a small knife.
Without looking up, he said:  “G’day to ya, weary travellers.”
“We would that you take us to the shore across the channel”, I said.  “We are on our way to the market at Uppsala.”
The oldster placed the ivory amulet, carved in the shape of a hammer, next to him on the log.  He issued a shrill cackle, as if I had shared a jest with him.  "I d’not ferry travellers ‘cross the channel, young one, but I sell amulets, I do. Purchase one, then a trip ‘cross the water is for free, it is.”  He cemented his words with a toothless smile.  “One silver I’ll trade for the amulet, or if you have none, the bear cloak of the giant will keep me warm this winter, it will.”
I gave his words to my companion.
“He is nothing more than a brigand”, Trokondas said, who took a silver coin from his purse and held it up for the man to see.
The oldster held out his open palm.  In response Trokondas closed his fist.
I gave his words to the old man.
“One silver for the hammer of Donor, use of the ferry, and answers to our questions.”
The old man nodded.
“What is the name of the village across the water?” Trokondas asked, pointing to the collection of huts in the distance.
“Agnafit they call it.  Them fishermen live there”, the old man replied.
“Is there more water to cross between Agnafit and the market at Uppsala?” Trokondas asked.
The oldster smiled slyly and gestured with his chin towards Trokondas.  “Fool he is not.  Yes, there is another water.  Agnafit is an island, it is.”
“You will take us to the far shore, old man.  Around the island”, Trokondas said, “and only then will I give you the silver.”
We climbed into the boat and the man pushed us off with an oar, then sat down to row.  Slowly he took us past the island with the fishermen’s hovels, until we arrived at the far side of the channel.  He grounded the boat on a small gravel beach.
He saw us staring at the multi-coloured stones.  “Pretty little rocks, ain’t it.  That’s why it’s called the Gravel Lake, the Mälarin.”
Trokondas opened his hand and allowed the oldster to snatch the silver from his palm.  He presented his other palm, revealing three gold coins.  The oldster’s eyes went wide and his tongue repeatedly darted out, akin to that of a serpent, to moisten his chapped lips, yet failing to remove the white spittle in the corners.  His eyes never left the gold.
“We will meet you here, when dawn breaks, in six days from now.  You must bring two large boats to transport us back across the water, and three men to load the goods.  We will buy two large wagons from you, with two horses for each.  Make sure they are in good repair.”
While I translated the words, the man nodded vigorously, his stare fixed on the gold.
He was still waving when I looked over my shoulder before we disappeared around a bend in the tree-lined greenway.
“He will try to kill us when we return”, my companion said, and lengthened his stride.




Chapter 20 – Uppsala

It took us two long days to reach Uppsala.  On the morn of the second day, my bad foot was throbbing with pain from overuse, and I harboured concerns that it would again cause a permanent limp.
Trokondas must have noticed because I tried not to put too much weight on the limb.  “You will make the leg stronger by using it.  Ignore the pain, boy.  It is how you will become a man.”
I took his advice and walked normally, but later on it hurt like a glowing iron pressed into the sinews.
That afternoon, when the first thatched roofs of the town came into view, I could not help to breathe a sigh of relief.  On the inside, of course.
“First let us find a place to sleep, boy.  It will rain soon”, my companion said, and walked towards the cluster of longhouses.
Due to the autumn market, the town was bursting at the seams.  Inside the longhouses we could hear hearty laughter and the atmosphere was warm and inviting.  Or rather, that was the impression from the peeks over the shoulders of the men standing in the doorways, who informed us that there were no lodgings available.
Light rain was falling when we knocked on the door of the second to last longhouse.  The man first told us that there was no sleeping space available, but then seemed to reconsider.  “One of the horses died yesterday”, he said, shaking his head.  “The cart went into the ditch and took the horses along with it.  Only by the intervention of the gods did I not lose both of the beasts.”
I stared at him, wondering why the stranger was sharing the tale of his misfortune.  “So do you want it then?” he asked.  I stared at him, not understanding.  “The stable of the dead horse”, he added.  “It will cost a silver for you and your mute father every two days.  Three cups of mead and a bowl of pottage in the evening included.  Payment up front!”
Our host ushered us into the longhouse, leading the way.  A large copper cauldron was suspended above a blazing fire in the hearth.  The meaty stew bubbled away, emitting a mouth-watering aroma.
The host gestured with his chin towards the pot.  “His name was Blackie.  Best horse I ever had.”
We weaved our way through the smoke-filled, dimly lit interior and inclined our heads to patrons leaning out of the way to allow us to pass.  The animals were separated from the hall by a low wooden wall, the height of my shoulder.  The host opened a small gate and led us to a stable bordering the far wall.  There was a door in the stable and I stared at it, wondering why we did not enter that way.
“Only opens from the inside, boy”, our host explained when he noticed.  He held out his hand and Trokondas placed a small silver coin in his palm.  He smiled warmly.  “I will send the mead and the food when it is ready.”
Blackie’s hay was still in the stable and we soon fashioned it in a way to provide comfort during the night.  A small boy delivered the promised mead.  We reclined on the straw with our backs against the rough logs of the longhouse.  The stable was warm and comfortable.
The sweet mead warmed us from the inside and eventually Trokondas spoke:  “It is good that we are separated from the villagers.  It is not the way of the warrior to mingle with the common people.”
“Why, lord?” I asked.
For a moment there was silence, then he continued:  “When you mingle with the peasants, they come to see you as a friend.  An equal.  They start to believe that they can make decisions as well as you can, or even fight as well as you.”  I heard him swallow the mead, allowing it to settle.  “When the time of need arrives, they question your commands in the face of the enemy.  I have seen this.”
“Take this as your first lesson, Ragnaris.  Did your grandsire, Abdarakos, mingle with the farmers?”  I shook my head in the darkness, but it was a statement and not a question.  “Of course not!  If you wish to be a warrior, you need to distance yourself from the commoners.”
Before I could answer, the face of the boy appeared around the corner of the stable.  He handed us each a large bowl of stew and a crude wooden spoon.  Blackie’s unfortunate demise did not only provide us with accommodation, but also with an excellent meal.  Soon we were both asleep.
On the morrow we woke to the sounds of men waking.  We washed our faces in the horses’ drinking trough.  Again the small boy appeared carrying two mugs of sour milk.  “My da says you can have this.”
We savoured the thick grainy liquid while the boy waited to take the cups.  “My da says you can leave your things in the stable.”  He opened the back door of the longhouse and held it open for us.
The autumn market at Uppsala was held on a large field adjoining the longhouses.  The Mälaren Valley was fertile, producing good crops of oats, spelt and barley.  Where the forests were cleared, farmers kept cattle and sheep.  All the excess animals and grains were brought to Uppsala.  From the mines at the nearby Bergslagen there were smiths, wishing to trade their wares for food.
The grain farmer would typically exchange his bags of excess oats for a few sheep.  Then, he would again trade a sheep or two for a round of cheese or an iron plough shear.  And so it would continue for days, until the farmer who arrived at the fair with a hundred bags of oats readied to return home with five sheep, two plough shears, an amphora of mead, two bags of dried fish and a few furs.
Coins were a rarity, yet highly sought after.  Unlike the other wares, it allowed the traders to store their wealth for a leaner season, rather than to trade it all for perishable items.
Before the sun set, we had purchased all that was required for the village to survive the winter.  In addition, we had paid a farmer whose sons would transport our goods to the river in two wagons, while he vended the last of his goods.
There were few weapons on display, but Trokondas manage to purchase a sturdy axe.  “If you wish to be a warrior there is no better weapon to master than the axe.”  He nodded in agreement to his own words.  “Yes, you will learn the axe.”
After loading the wagons, we retired to the longhouse where we spent another comfortable night. We departed just after sunrise.  Our progress was slow, but it mattered not as we had three days to reach the river where the ferryman would hopefully be waiting.  The added benefit was that we did not have to walk.  I sat beside Trokondas who drove one of the hired wagons.
When we arrived at the shore of Lake Mälarin, the old ferryman was already waiting, two good-sized boats grounded on the gravel.
“I’m a man of my word, I am”, he said, and smiled a smile which said the opposite.
“Would never dream of lettin’ you down, good sirs.”  He pointed to three men sitting next to a fire on the gravel close to the tree-line.  “Me three boys know of boats, they will help unload the wagons.  They’re fine boys, you know.”
The men waved, all displaying the distinctive look that criminals share the world over.
Despite their unsavoury appearance, the men efficiently assisted to unload the wagons and expertly loaded the boats, giving credence to the oldster’s claims.
There was still at least an hour of daylight left and the owners of the rented wagons decided to rather use the remainder of the day to travel back to Uppsala.  No doubt they did not relish spending a night anywhere close to the ferryman and his family.
Trokondas and I were left in the company of the oldster and his three fine boys.
“We will make our own fire and eat our own food”, Trokondas growled and pointed to a spot next to where our few sheep were tethered underneath a large pine.  The tree bordered the right side of the track, which meandered into the trees.
“Go collect firewood boy”, he said loudly.  He accompanied me to the edge of the trees and added in a whisper:  “Creep up as close as you can and bring me their words.  Make sure that you are not noticed.”
I made my way on the right-hand side of the path within the shelter of the trees.  As soon as I passed a bend in the road, which obscured the view of any who would glance down the track, I crossed to the woods on the other side of the road.  From there I briskly walked back into the woods bordering the path.  When I was fifty paces from my quarry, I came to a halt behind the trunk of an enormous alder.  I breathed deeply to calm my nerves and peered around the edge of the tree.  The ferrymen were all staring into the fire, engaged in conversation.  I went down onto all fours and slowly crawled from one large tree to the next.  Eventually I lay down behind a bramble bush, less than fifteen paces from where the men sat.
To my frustration, I was unable to hear their words.  The wind had picked up and small waves lapped against the sides of the two boats, causing their hulls to scrape along the gravel, masking the voices of the men who were conversing in hushed tones.
I was about to retrace my steps when two of the men stood and approached the bush I hid behind.  I was sure that somehow they had noticed my presence.  My heart beat loudly in my ears and I was about to dart into the trees to avoid capture, when they stopped.  I heard the unmistakeable sound of men making water.  It was the oldster and one of his helpers.
“We take them while they sleep.  All me wants is five of them gold coins.  And the boy.  I need a thrall to row and cook food.  I will soon break him in, I will.”  My stomach churned at the fate the old ferryman had in mind for me.
“We’ll take the merchandise and the rest of his coin”, the other replied.  He issued a snicker.  “We will wait a week or two and trade them goods at Uppsala, Father.”
“You make a father proud”, the oldster hissed and they strolled back to the fire.
Not long after, I sat beside Trokondas and retold the words I had heard.  My companion seemed unaffected, even relieved, which surprised me.
He offered the explanation.  “I was not about to gamble our lives on whether the intentions of those men were honest or not.  What I am about to do, I would have done, no matter what.  Their words have just confirmed my suspicions.”
He took a small mouthful of mead and slowly sucked the sweet liquor through his teeth.  He sighed:  “Ragnaris, those men are sheep.  We are the wolves.  They have sized us up and have made a grave error.  If they had been warriors, it would have been a challenge.  Learn from this.”
Again I studied the man who sat across from me.  I too, had grown accustomed to the giant.  I tried to see him in the way a stranger would.  A chill went down my spine.  His eyes were cold and black. His arms rippled with muscle.  He truly was a wolf, maybe even a bear.  Suddenly my fear of the men sitting sixty paces away vanished.  I even pitied them.
“Come”, he said, “let us settle this.”  I noticed that he left his axe lying on the furs.
We strolled over to where the men sat beside the fire, feasting on freshly caught fish.
As one they stood.  Four men facing off against a warrior and a boy, but in my heart I knew that these sheep were no match for even this one wolf.
The eldest of his sons said:  “We have more of them fish.  One silver buys you as much …”
He never finished.  The side of Trokondas’s palm slammed into his temple.  His body went limp and he collapsed where he stood.
The second son next to him produced a dagger and drew back his right hand to strike from above.  I expected Trokondas to retreat out of range, but he stepped in, blocked the strike with his left hand and using the attacker’s momentum, threw him to the ground over his hip.  The boatman’s head hit the ground with a sickening crunch.
The oldster and his one remaining son retreated two steps, the confidence of moments before replaced by a paralyzing fear radiating from their demeanour.
The warrior hissed:  “I will give you this one chance to live.  Do as you have agreed and you may still have the gold.  Displease me, and I will kill you slowly.”
They had no idea what he was saying, as he spoke in Greek, but they nodded their heads vigorously, while going down on their knees.  Trokondas scowled at my silence and I gave them his words.
“Also tell them this”, he said when I was done.  “If you so much as move from this fire before I tell you to, you will die.  If you run away, I will find you, no matter how long it takes, and you will die.  If you stand to make water, you will die.  Do not test my patience.”
He turned on his heel and started towards the fire.  Without looking back he said:  “And bring their fish, boy.  All of it.  I am famished.”




Chapter 21 – Return (November 464 AD)

I learned a valuable lesson.  The power of intimidation and fear.
And, I began to understand that what seems right and fair is not always the best course of action.  If I had not overheard the treacherous words of the oldster and his son, I would have frowned upon the actions of Trokondas.  I would have thought that what he did was cruel and heavy-handed.  But I was shown a glimpse of the backstabbing nature of the sheep.  If we had done the right thing, they would have slit our throats while we were asleep.
We woke the next morning to find that the ferryman and his sons had not stirred from where we had left them.  It was a wise decision.
None made eye contact with us, but just stared at the ground while they received their instructions from Trokondas.  They nodded and did as they were told.
When our purchases were securely loaded upon the newly acquired wagons on the far side of the water, Trokondas handed three gold coins to the oldster.  Again, it did not seem fair to give payment to a man who had murder on his mind.
I did not understand, but he explained it to me.  “These men respect and fear us, like sheep would a wolf.  There is no risk in paying them, on the contrary, they will prosper and should we require their services again, they will serve us well.  They now understand where they fit in.”
I stood beside Trokondas who was inspecting the horses and wagons before we would be on our way.   The oldster waved and yelled from afar, too scared to approach:  “Thank you lord, we are forever your servants.  You are a wise lord, may the gods bless you.”
Trokondas grinned.  “They will sacrifice to their gods and pray that we die.  But they fear us and they will serve us, so it matters not.”
“Yes, lord”, I replied.
He scowled at me.  “We will each drive a wagon.  And”, he said, “never, ever call me ‘lord’ again.”
“But”, I countered, “I am not yet a man, not yet a warrior.”
“Leave that to me, boy.  Soon you will be”, Trokondas said, and climbed onto the leading wagon.
* * *
Lumbered with the wagons and the livestock, the thirty mile journey back to the village turned into a trying affair which took no less than three days to complete.
We eventually reached the outskirts of the village on the afternoon of the third day.
“I will return to my home, boy.  I do not wish to mingle with the villagers”, Trokondas said, and collected his belongings.
“Give them my instructions, Ragnaris”, he said.  After a heartbeat he added:  “Remember, they are but sheep, but in this case they are our sheep and they need caring for.”  Without saying goodbye, he turned around and disappeared into the trees.
I secured the wagons and walked the last mile to the settlement.  I was amazed at what I found.  The villagers had not been idle during our absence.  On the crest of the hill, not far from the burnt remains from the raid, stood a nearly completed longhouse.  It was larger by far than the dwellings it replaced, and needed to be, as it would be the communal house of all in the village.
My return did not go unnoticed and soon I was swamped by the people, most of whom were the unfamiliar faces belonging to the new villagers.
“Did you not get food?” one said.  “We should not have come here”, another voice added.  “The boy returned empty-handed”, a third replied.
But the time with Trokondas had changed me.  I was no longer the same boy who had left the village half a moon before.
Runa, assisted by Unni, joined the throng of people.  “I need four men to assist me with the wagons”, I said to no one in particular.  Then I met the gaze of the last villager who commented, and I replied:  “And I am not your boy, stranger.”
Runa smiled and gave me a slight nod.  “Njord has saved us.”  She walked up to me and put her arm through mine.  “Come, Ragnar, we will all lend a hand.”
* * *
All I wished to do was to go to Trokondas and train to be a warrior, but alas, I had to put it aside.  For a while at least.
The priority was to complete the longhouse before the first snowfall.  In the end, the wagons saved us.  One thing we underestimated was the time it would take to cut and transport the elk sedge from the nearby wetland.  For seven long days I joined the men and women in harvesting the sedge, binding it in bundles and laying it on the enormous roof of the building.  By the end of the week Runa mixed a special salve for all to apply to their lacerated hands, compliments of the serrated edges of the elk sedge.
On the evening of the seventh day, the hall was complete.  We were all relieved to say goodbye to our leaky temporary shelter once and for all, and moved to the comfort of the longhouse with our meagre belongings and a few animals.
That evening we made a roaring fire in the brand-new hearth and feasted on horsemeat.  We did not have enough fodder to sustain all the horses during the winter so two were slaughtered, providing an abundance of meat.
I spent my time with Runa and Unni.  They were different from the rest, they were my family.
During the evening the first winter snow fell in Runaville, which became our name for the settlement.  The next morning, although it was bitterly cold, I donned a fur cloak and went to find Trokondas.




Chapter 22 – Apprentice

“I see that you have completed the hall”, he said.
I nodded and proudly displayed my lacerated hands.
“Wielding the axe will hurt, even without those cuts”, he said.
“I don’t mind”, I replied stubbornly.
“Good”, Trokondas said, and hefted the weapon that he had purchased at the market in Uppsala.
I was filled with nervous anticipation.  Today my training would begin.
We walked outside through the fissure in the ancient rock, and emerged among the trees.  Trokondas strolled towards a pine tree and said:  “Watch carefully.”
“I wish the tree to fall this way”, he said and pointed. “But the tree cannot be told, one has to show it where to fall.”
He positioned his feet and swung the heavy axe, the blade biting deep into the wood.  Every strike was perfect, and within a span of heartbeats he had removed a wedge from the trunk on the side facing the direction he wished it to fall.
“The tree will know where to go”, he said and beckoned me closer.
He walked around to the opposite side of the tree.  “Now, I will cut another wedge three fingers above this one on the other side.”  He expertly struck a double handful of blows that rocked the tree, removing large chunks of wood with every strike.  Then he changed hands and continued to open the same wedge from the other side of the tree, with his left hand leading.  After another double handful of blows, he stopped again and waved me closer.
“Do not stand where you have shown the tree to fall, but do not stand behind it either.  Sometimes, the tree will kick backwards.  Even a small one will kick hard enough to break every bone in your body.”  He took me by the shoulder and moved me two paces to the side.  “Here, you will be safe.”
He hefted the axe one final time and struck an almighty blow in the centre on the back wedge, then took a quick step to stand at my side.  The tree started to creak and moan, then with an almighty roar it fell away from us, crashing into the undergrowth.
He took a step back to admire his handiwork.  “You will need at least ten of these to anchor the palisade.  Take them down as close to the longhouse as possible.  Visit me when you are done.”  He turned on his heel and walked off.  I noticed that he had left the axe leaning against the stump of the fallen tree.
Before he disappeared through the fissure in the rock, he paused.  He did not turn around, just said:  “A tree does not fight back as does a man.  If you wish to fight a man, first you must learn to conquer a tree.”
After he had left, I stood rooted to the spot for a long time.  I wished to become a warrior, to learn how to wield an axe with skill.  Rather than a lesson in war-craft, I had received instruction in how to be a woodsman.
I felt the familiar anger rising from deep within and did nothing to cage the beast.  I walked towards the axe and, like the petulant child I was, hurled the weapon deep into the undergrowth, then stormed off towards the village.  A mile down the road, I had calmed down enough to reconsider.  An hour later I was searching for the axe on all fours.  I was near the entrance of Trokondas’s dwelling and constantly looked over my shoulder, dreading his appearance.  Eventually I found the axe to my great relief and skulked off to the village.
I arrived in the woods close to the town by early afternoon.  By then, my initial negativity had turned to a steely determination to show my would-be trainer that I could take down the trees without strain.
Soon I located a tree of similar size less than a hundred paces from the edge of the fields bordering the settlement, and set to work immediately.  Where Trokondas’s strikes bit deep into the wood, mine seemed to bounce off the bark, sending a shudder through my shoulder at every impact.  Before I had managed to create the guiding wedge, the skin was peeling from my palms and fingers, leaving red, oozing blisters.
It grew dark long before I had conquered the tree.  That evening I was beset by a dark mood, wolfing down my food and ignoring the attempts of Runa and Unni to make pleasant conversation.  I had only one thing on my mind:  conquering the ten trees.
I woke up early the following day and left the longhouse before the morning meal to do battle.  My adversary eventually succumbed early in the afternoon.  Trokondas’s instructions saved my life as the tree kicked back violently when it crashed down, no doubt due to my poor form with the axe.  The handle of the axe was red with the blood from my blisters.  That same afternoon I felled the second with blood dripping down the haft of the axe, but the pain was nothing compared to the feeling of accomplishment I experienced.
Four days later I went to visit Trokondas, my task completed.
I was proud when I told him that the ten trees had been felled, yet ashamed that it took five days.  “You did well”, he said.  “I thought that it would take much longer.”
“Show me your palms”, he said.
I held out my blistered, bleeding hands for him to inspect.  “Wash it in the sea every morning and afternoon and wet it with vinegar before you go to sleep.”
“Come back in ten days when the blisters have healed.”
For the next ten days I religiously followed the instructions of my mentor.  Every evening after cleaning my hands with vinegar, I rubbed Runa’s healing herb paste onto the blisters.  Every morning after I had rinsed my hands in the sea, I repeated the process and Unni bound linen rags around my palms to protect them during the toils of the day.
Ten days passed and my hands healed.
Unsurprisingly my next assignment was to fell a hundred smaller trees that would be used as the logs for the palisade.  Again I ended up with blisters, but when they healed my palms were tough and calloused.
During that winter I learned how to wield an axe.  Not in the way of the warrior, but in the way of the woodsman.  When the days lengthened and the first flowers of spring came, my hands were as tough as a bear’s, my shoulders had gained muscle and I was sure I was a hand taller than when I had washed up on the shore.
And the village, which was still only one large hall, was surrounded by a wooden palisade as high as two men, built according to the instructions of Trokondas.
Spring was also the planting season, the season when the fields were ploughed, weeded and fertilised.  On one of my regular visits to my mentor, I explained to him that I would see him less often due to my responsibilities at the village.  It was expected that I, like any other able-bodied villager, would assist with the preparation of the fields.
A frown creased his brow:  “No.  You will not work in the fields.”
He motioned for me to sit down opposite him.  “I will tell you how it will be from now on.  When you return to the village you will explain our wishes to the people.  They will listen.”  He picked up on my slight hesitation.  “It is part of your training, Ragnar.  You do not have to convince them.  Tell them how it will be.  You will see - sheep wish to be guided.”
Later that same evening I joined the villagers in the hall.  With a heavy heart I told Runa and Unni what ‘Njord’, which was the villagers’ name for Trokondas, wished of me.
Runa listened intently, but did not reply.  She clapped her hands together three times until all in the hall was staring at her expectantly.  “Ragnar wishes to speak”, she croaked.
She nodded to me and said:  “Tell them.”
“I have a message from the one who dwells within the woods.  Our protector”, I said.  A low murmur could be heard from the gathered villagers.
“Starting tomorrow, I will be tutored by him in the way of the warrior six days out of seven.  On the seventh day, I will instruct the men of the village in the use of arms.  We will start when the crop has been planted.  And”, I continued, “I will not join you in the fields, rather I will hunt within the woods.”
I looked at the blank faces of the sheep staring back at me and added:  “Is there anyone who wishes to gainsay these words?”  Unsurprisingly, no sound came from the crowd.  “Good.  It will be done this way”, I said, and turned my back on the rest of the people in the hall.  Immediately the chatter continued.  It was as Trokondas had predicted:  the sheep wished to be told what to do.
Armed with my two calloused palms, I returned to Trokondas the following morning.
He grinned.  “What did the villagers say when you informed them of our plans?”
“They said nothing”, I replied.  “They just accepted my words.”
“The dog listens to the hand that feeds him.  It is ever thus”, he snorted.  “And they fear me.  I am an unknown to them.  Men fear the unknown.  Come Ragnar, let us go make you someone to be feared.”
I followed Trokondas outside and saw that he held the haft of an axe in each hand.
When we stood on the leaf carpet underneath the ancient trees, he motioned for me to place my axe against a tree.  He stepped towards me and held out a haft.  I accepted it and noticed that the head of the axe was missing.
“An axe is three weapons disguised as one.  It is a staff, a war hammer and also a blade.  To know the axe, one needs to learn how to handle all three.”
He pointed with his axe to the haft in my hand.  “That thing in your hand, Ragnar, is a staff.  I will show you how it should be wielded.”
Trokondas performed a series of movements which seemed simple, yet complex at the same time, which is the only way I am able to describe it.  I watched him in amazement, my mouth agape.  He then performed the actions and the steps in reverse order, ending up in exactly the same place.
“Where did you learn this, Trokondas?” I asked.
“That”, he said and grinned, “is still none of your business, boy.”
* * *
Over the period that followed, I was taught the basics of the art through repetition.  And, an art it is, because even after many moons of practise, I still felt that I had much to learn.
Trokondas showed me how to use the blunt end of the blade as one would a war hammer.  The months became seasons and I finally learned how to use the blade of the axe.
The seasons flowed into years.  When I look back, I am not sure when it happened, when I became a man.  But I do recall the moment when I realised that I was no longer a boy.




Chapter 23 – Warrior (March 469 AD)

My left hand gripped the throat of the axe, palm facing down, with my little finger closest to the iron.  The haft was held diagonally across my body with the head close to the ground.  The whetted blade pointed away from my adversary.  My right hand gripped the haft close to the butt, thumb facing the head.
My right leg was bent at the knee, the left straight, protected by the axe.
I reversed the grip of my left hand, slowly shifting the thumb so that it faced towards the head.  Simultaneously I slid the hand closer to my right, as if preparing to sweep for the legs.  My opponent’s eyes picked up on the slight adjustment and he raised the head of his weapon in a high guard, ready to block the anticipated sweep, ready to counterstrike with the head.
But rather than sweep, I again reversed the grip of my left hand, lunged forward and thrust the butt at the midriff of Trokondas.  The Greek was no fool and responded by stepping back, my thrust just failing to reach the intended target.  I took a step back to end up in the same pose as moments earlier, the only change being that the blade of the weapon pointed outwards.
A smile cracked the bearded face of my mentor and he nodded in appreciation of my effort.  Almost immediately he mirrored my reversal of grip as I had moments before, but it was no feint.  He drew the butt in closer to his body with his left hand and allowed the head to accelerate in a downward arc towards my head.
My left foot moved back and I raised the shaft in a head guard, parallel to the ground, blocking his strike.  His haft struck my axe with such force that I could feel the shock reverberating through my entire body, even though I was moving backwards.
The immense power of the strike, coupled with my retreat, caused Trokondas to overextend and he was unable to pluck his weapon out of the way as I hooked the butt-end of my axe under his haft and circled it around.  He was left with no option but to release his grip and I caught his axe with my left as it tumbled to the ground.
It was the very first time I beat him.
For a moment I saw the beginning of a scowl appear on his face, but it turned into a grin as he stepped forward to embrace me.
“Well done, bo..”  He raised his open palm.
“Never will I call you a boy again”, he said, and I nearly burst with pride.
He came to a halt in front of me, his face inches away.  I had seen nearly sixteen summers and I was as tall as my mentor, but not as broad in the shoulders.
Trokondas embraced me in a bear-hug, then stepped back, holding me at arm’s length.  “Well done, Ragnar”, he said, and tapped his finger against his temple.  “You used your mind to defeat me.  That is good.  Tonight we celebrate!”
I allowed my face to drop for an instant.  He sighed.  “I know I cannot compete with the girl, and you have probably told her already that you will be there tonight.”  He looked up at the sun shining down through the canopy.  “Go now, but return before the sun sets.”  He held out his hand and I passed both weapons to him.
I followed the familiar trail that meandered through the forest.  Only when I stepped out of the confines of the woods did I stop for a moment to stare at the village on the slope of the hill.  It never ceased to amaze me how the settlement had grown and prospered over the past few years.  More than a hundred folk now called Runaville their home.  The original large longhouse still stood at the crest of the hill, but twelve smaller ones had sprung up all around it, all within the protection afforded by the wooden palisade.  Most of the folk who had swelled the numbers of the town were survivors from nearby villages who had lost their homes due to raids by the Sea-Danes.
Not that the men of the village were a force to be reckoned with, but even an oldster or a boy becomes a formidable adversary when wielding an iron-tipped spear from the walkway of a palisade.
Runa was still alive and did not look a day older since I had first laid eyes on her four summers before.  She was the unofficial headwoman of the village, and the official spiritual leader.
Where did I fit in?  I was something of an anomaly.  I was Runa’s son in the eyes of the people.  The one who visited the sacred forest to commune with the gods.  Unsurprisingly, the story of how Njord, or Trokondas as I knew him, delivered us from the predation of the Sea-Danes had developed over the years.  Folk who had not even been present would retell the story as if they were eyewitnesses.  They told of how the god materialised out of the forest and smote the Danes in a blur of lightning.  Of course, all of us who had actually seen it happen, did nothing to gainsay these ‘eyewitness’ accounts.
In any event, as I walked up to the longhouse, a beautiful young woman with white-blonde hair and blue eyes appeared in the doorway.  Unni smiled when she noticed my approach, and I reciprocated.
I waited until I was inside before I blurted:  “Unni, I beat Trokondas!  For the first time ever!”  She extended her arms in the beginnings of a hug, which caused a cough from Runa, who was stirring some or other brew in the copper cauldron suspended over the fire.  “You know our way, Ragnar”, she said.  “None of that until you are betrothed.”  She grinned and turned her back, intentionally of course, to allow Unni to hug me.
“Will you sup with us tonight?” Unni asked, knowing the answer already.
“He has asked me to join him, to celebrate my victory”, I replied, trying to supress my eagerness to join Trokondas.
“You spend more and more of your time away from us, Ragnar”, Unni said, and turned away from me to cut some greens for Runa’s pottage.
I noticed Runa watching the argument develop with raised eyebrows, although she did not take sides.
“It is because of him that we have been safe for four years, Unni.  Do you think it is coincidence that we have been spared from the attacks of the raiders?  They see a town with strong walls lined with men armed with iron-tipped spears.  That is the reason they leave us be.”
Unni nodded, her eyes downcast, immediately making me feel bad about my ranting.
“We will go pick berries in the forest tomorrow”, I said.  “The whole day.  I will make sure that I return in time for the morning meal.”  My answer seemed to mollify her.  “Good”, she said, not looking up.  “Go celebrate and be back tomorrow.”
I realised that by staying I would just make it worse.  “Till tomorrow then”, I said, and started towards the gate of the town.
Men passed me on the path and all greeted me with a nod.  I returned the gesture without stopping to converse.  I had been training the men of the village in the use of the spear for long and they knew me well from our weekly practise, but never did I engage in friendly conversation.  Years ago I had taken to heart the advice given by my mentor:  “Never be friends with the sheep.”
Before the sun set I was back at the abode of Trokondas.  A small wild boar, suspended on an iron spit, was grilling over a fire outside his cave.  He stood and gestured for me to take a seat opposite him on an old fur.  He turned the meat before he sat down again, the juices dripping onto the glowing embers.
“I was just starting to suspect that you lost the fight against Unni and stayed there for the evening”, he grinned and poured us each a cup of mead.
“It was close”, I said, grinning back.
“Trokondas”, I asked, “why is it that you approve of my association with Runa and Unni?  They are also villagers.”
“Runa is the leader of the village”, he began, and took a sip from the cup.  “Your association with me and them increases their perceived worth in the eyes of the villagers.  Their association with you, also, in turn, elevates you in the villagers’ eyes.”
I took a moment to ponder on his words.  “Trokondas, it is wise words, indeed”, I replied.  “I will ask you once more, but never again if you refuse.  Where do you hail from and why are you here?”
He took another sip from his cup, this time a large one, and allowed the sweet liquid to warm him from within.
He stared into the fire and rubbed his bearded chin.  “I might as well tell you, Ragnar”, he sighed.  “One day when I cross the river, at least one man will know my story.”
For a long time he stared into the fire and I had to get up and turn the meat because my mentor did not notice that it was burning.  When I sat down again he had still not spoken, as if it was physically challenging to form the words.
Then he took a deep swallow from his cup.  “Listen carefully, I will only tell this once.”




Chapter 24 – Excubitor

“If one journeys for many moons down the Amber Road and takes ship to the great City of Constantine, you will not have reached my home.  Then, still, one must travel far to the port of Attaleia where the East Romans keep their mighty warships.  From there, you travel north and east on the rocky paths that lead to the faraway snow-capped peaks.  When you find yourself surrounded by forests and clouds, and when you hear the bull-headed storm-god, Teshub, unleash his wrath, only then have you found the land of Isauria, the land of my birth.
At the mention of his homeland, I noticed Trokondas’s eyes clouding over and he paused to take a swallow of mead.  After a few moments he had composed himself.
The Isaurians are a war-like people.  A fearsome race of warriors who, like their god Teshub, carry the war-axe into battle.  Even now the Romans have never totally brought the Isaurians to heel.
When the Great Khan of the Huns invaded the lands of Rome in the year 443, I was but fourteen years old.  Initially my people seized the opportunity and raided the Roman lands stripped of its soldiers, but as the Khan grew in power, the Romans negotiated a peace with the Isaurians, paid for in gold.  My uncle, Kodisa, went to live in the Great City of Constantine and because of his skill, became the Master of Soldiers, the commander of the Empire’s Eastern armies.”  He smiled then and added:  “The Romans called him by the name Flavius Zeno.”
“The reputation of my uncle caused many Isaurians to flock to his banner to fight side by side with the Romans.  His son, Tarasis, was one of them.  And I, Trokondas, was but seventeen summers old when I joined my nephew and went to live in the Great City of Constantine.
Soon we heard that the Huns had crossed the Danube and we marched as part of an army, led by a Goth general.  We met the Huns and their allies at the River Utus in the Roman Province Dacia Ripensis.  There we fought a great battle, the likes of which the world has rarely seen.  But in the end the Great Khan prevailed, the Goth general was slain and the battle lost.  But the Huns were not unscathed, and while they were licking their wounds, we retreated.
The Isaurians were recalled to the City of Constantine, which shortly before had suffered a massive earthquake that had seriously damaged the walls.
Then we heard that Hun warriors were advancing on the city.  Under the leadership of the praetorian prefect, and with the assistance of the Isaurians, the citizens rebuilt the walls within two moons.  Although the Huns tried, they could not breach the mighty walls lined with the axe-men from Isauria.  Soon they realised their folly and went back from whence they came.  My uncle Flavius Zeno was rewarded by the emperor and became consul the following year, and shortly after he was appointed to the rank of ‘patricius’, making him the second most powerful man in the Empire.
But when the gods bless a man, other men look upon him with envy, and soon the envy turns to anger and the anger gives way to hatred.  And so it was with my uncle and the other powerful barbarian that had the ear of the emperor, the Master of Soldiers of the Western armies, Ardabur Aspar.
So, when the Great Khan invaded the land of Italia and the Roman Empire of the East came to the assistance of the Western Empire, Aspar made sure that many of the Eastern Empire’s auxiliaries that sailed to Ravenna in Italia were Isaurians, hoping that they would perish in the conflict.
Attila and his Scythian allies crossed the Alps in March 452 and descended on the Po valley in Northern Italia.  The Huns crossed the River Po and ravaged the land.  The Khan even took up residence in the Imperial palace in Mediolanum for a while.
We skirmished with the Huns and killed many, but they were reluctant to engage.  Rather, they turned their scruffy mounts and retreated.
It was early April when a contingent of Isaurians were sent to repel a Hun warband that had ventured too close to Ravenna.  We rode out early in the morning and engaged with the Hun horsemen, trapping them in a narrow valley.  When we had killed or scattered them all, we were surprised from behind by a force of Hunnic infantry.  We fought ferociously but found that the enemy infantry matched us in skill.  The last I remembered was fighting a blonde giant.  I woke up in the camp of the Heruli.  I was a prisoner, but rather than slap me in chains, Abdarakos of the Heruli gave me a choice:  give him my oath or become a slave. I chose to give him my warrior oath and became a trusted man of the erilar of the Heruli.
While in Italia, Fortuna did not smile on the armies of the Great Khan and his allies.  Not only were they harried by the Romans, but soon the dead bodies of the thousands of people and livestock they had killed spoiled the water and they were beset by pestilence.  Laden with loot, their wagons returned across the Danube.
The next year, the Great Khan died.  Attila’s sons lacked the wisdom of the Khan, and the tribes within the alliance revolted.  A year after the death of Attila, we engaged the Hun horde of Ellac at the Nedao River.  We, the Heruli, fought side by side with Gepids, Rugii, Suebi and Scirii.  As much as the tribes disliked each other, they shared a desire to throw off the yoke of the Hun.  And we prevailed in the end.  Ellac, the eldest son of the Khan, was slain along with thousands of his warriors.
That fateful day, I saved the life of Abdarakos the Heruli, and in return he released me from my oath and I returned to the City of Constantine.”
Trokondas appeared tired and drained, but I pressed him:  “Why did you return?  Did you not have a good life with the Heruli?”
He scowled.  “There was a woman…”, he said.  “She died in the fighting”, he added.  “I will not say more on the subject, as it is none of your business, b…, eh, Ragnar.”
“I understand, Trokondas, but at least tell me how you came to this land.  You have only told me half a story”, I replied.
I stood to turn the meat and refilled our cups with mead.
He nodded and continued.
“I returned to the City of Constantine in the year 454, only to find that my uncle Kodisa, or rather Flavius Zeno, was on his deathbed.  His son Tarasis was at his side.
The following few years I drifted from one employer to the next, working mostly as a bodyguard to the rich.  I spent my coin in the taverns of the backstreets of the city.  I tried to forget the things that kept me awake at night.  While I engaged in all sorts of debauchery, Tarasis was trying to further his military career, without much success, as Aspar had not forgotten his feud with Flavius Zeno, the Isaurian.
Three years after my return to Constantinople, Emperor Marcian died.  Aspar ruled from behind the scenes and as before, made sure that a puppet Emperor was appointed.
But Aspar misjudged him with Leo, who was a Bessian from Thrace.”
Trokondas chuckled and took a drink from his cup.  “The Bessians have much in common with the Isaurians.  Both mountain tribes have a reputation as fearsome warriors and sometimes, when it suits them, they are robbers.
Leo the Thracian did not take kindly to Aspar pulling the strings, and Aspar did not take kindly to not being able to pull them.  Soon Leo feared for his life and he turned to a man who served under him in the legions, a man with a similar heritage.  He turned to Tarasis the Isaurian.
Leo recruited an Imperial Guard of three hundred men and called them the Excubitors, the men who never slept.  Tarasis made sure that I was one of the three hundred.  We were the best of the best, all Isaurians, and all reported to Tarasis.  The emperor elevated the rank of Tarasis, and to remind Aspar of events past, Tarasis took the name Zeno.
Zeno made me one of the ten ‘scribones’, officers commanding thirty men.  I reported directly to him.
We trained hard, kept the emperor alive while Zeno became Emperor Leo’s friend and confidant.  But Aspar was still growing in power and there was no way to stop him.
But then the gods smiled on me.  On a dark, moonless evening I caught a man sneaking from the quarters of Ardabur, the son of Aspar, who was then commander of the armies of the east.  With him he carried letters from Ardabur to the Sasanian King, asking him to invade Roman lands and promising him assistance against Leo.  After dispatching the messenger, I took the letters to Zeno, who immediately informed Emperor Leo.
In the presence of the senate, Leo confronted Aspar, but he blamed his son and denied any involvement.  Leo dismissed Ardabur, but allowed him to live.
Aspar found out that I was the one who had thwarted their plans and he decided to have me killed.  I fled to Thrace, but there another attempt was made to kill me.
Finally I decided to go to where the agents of Aspar would never reach me.  I decided to travel to the Islands of Scandza.”
He smiled then, and added.  “And I arrived two moons before you did.”




Chapter 25 – Question

Leodis, my Greek tutor, had once said that the battlefield is a safer place than the Imperial Court.  At least, one is fairly certain that an attack will not come from behind.
The tale of Trokondas had given me firsthand insight into this “nest of vipers”, to use the words of my tutor.
Sadly, the delicious meal of roasted pork that followed, was eaten in silence.  I was trying to digest all that he had said while my mentor, on the other hand, who had been forced to remind himself of the things that he had tried to forget, was trying to forget.  But I was yet to see sixteen summers and did not realise that by asking questions, I was probing old wounds, so naturally, I pushed on.
“Why Scandza?” I asked.  “Why not the faraway Islands of Brittania or Caledonia?”
He sighed, but humoured me.  “It is something that a holy man, a shaman, once told me.”  Immediately I was reminded of the last time I saw Atakam and the strange way in which he behaved.  I decided not to probe any further and changed the subject.
“Will you ever return?” I queried after a long silence.
“To the City of Constantine?” he clarified.
I nodded.
“If the gods will it, yes.  But I cannot do this until the snake called Aspar has crossed the river.”  He spat out a piece of gristle.  “When he is dead, I will return to my rightful place at the side of Tarasis.”
When Trokondas finished his meal I stood to pour more mead, but he waved it away.  “Sit down, Ragnar, I will be back.”
Within moments he returned, and in his hand he carried an axe the likes of which I had never seen before.  He reverently placed the weapon on the furs close to the fire and carefully removed the leather sheath from the head.  The weapon was a thing of beauty.  The bearded iron head was decorated with intricate etchings and the word “Excubitor” was engraved close to the edge of the blade.
“It is no ordinary weapon”, he said.  “The emperor had one made for each of the ten commanders of the Excubitors.  The head is made from Seric Iron from the land of the Tamilar people.  It was forged by Sasanian smiths on special order.  The blade is without equal and holds its edge.”
I was itching to pick up the axe, which Trokondas sensed.  “Go ahead, Ragnar, feel the weight.”
I stood, stepped back and swung the axe to test the balance.  “It is lighter than I expected.”
I bent over at the waist to replace it on the furs, but he stopped me with his open palm.  “Take it, Ragnar.  It is yours.  My gift to you for your companionship”, he said, and added, “but this is not a showpiece that you hide away.  This is the weapon that you should use every day.  It will serve you for a lifetime.”
Apart from the dagger that the Scririi prince, Ottoghar, rewarded me with, I had never received a gift of this magnitude.
With a sudden stab of guilt I realised that this was not the first nor the greatest gift this stranger had bestowed upon me.  He had changed me from a cripple into a normal boy and taught me the way of the warrior.
“I have never thanked you for saving my life, for healing me and training me.  You have given me so much, I cannot accept this”, I said, and laid the axe back on the furs.
The Hellenised people are always more inclined to show emotion and he stood and embraced me.  “Take it, Ragnar.  In my culture, it is an affront to the gods to refuse a gift”, he lied, and handed me the weapon.
* * *
On the morrow I was early to rise and bade Trokondas a quick farewell.
I was eager to show Unni my axe, yet I took the time to pick wildflowers as a peace offering on my way home.  When I arrived at the longhouse, Unni and Runa had just finished preparing the morning meal.  I sat down at the crude oak table and Unni poured me a large mug of soured milk.
Runa handed us plates filled with oat porridge, made with fresh milk and sweetened with honey.  Before I took the first scoop I asked:  “Where do we go?”
“I heard that the cloudberries are plentiful in the bog near the shore on the far side of the hill”, she said.  She noticed my expression and added:  “The same bog where we cut elk sedge for the roof.”
I nodded while greedily scooping the delicious porridge into my mouth.  “I know it is far, but it will be worth it”, she said, and produced two woven baskets.
Runa gave Unni a hug.  “Stay safe, child”, she said, then uncharacteristically pulled me close and hugged me as well.  “Be sure to return soon, Ragnar”, she said.  “I will, Grandmother”, I replied, taking no notice of her words, and with that she shooed us out the door.
I had made peace with the fact that I would in all likelihood never return home to the Heruli.  The gods had sent me to this place for a reason and I was content.
We walked in silence for a while, the girl sensing my contemplative mood.  “Unni”, I said, breaking the silence.  “Yes, Ragnar”, she replied.
I took a deep breath and said again:  “Unni.”
“Yes, Ragnar”, she replied.
“Unni”, I said for the third time, but continued before she could reply.  “Would you consider to one day when you are ready…, would you consider to be my wife?”
Unni stopped in her tracks and I turned to face her.  She looked up, into my eyes, as if trying to divine my thoughts, but then her eyes settled on something behind me.  She pointed and pulled me down into a crouch next to her.  I turned, and there, but a hundred paces away, pulled up on the sandy beach, was an enormous ship, thirty paces from prow to stern.  Further down the beach, barely visible through the trees, stood a group of men, not fewer than twenty in number.
I was just about to whisper to Unni when two men appeared, walking up the path we were descending.  They were eighty paces from us.  One pointed at us with his sword and ran in our direction, closely followed by his comrade.
While I removed the sheath from my axe I said to Unni:  “I will delay them.  Close the gate and summon the men to the walls.”
“The answer is yes”, she said and sprinted back along the path.
Within moments the first warrior was upon me, his comrade still some way behind.  What he saw before him was a peasant boy, albeit a bulky one, that had to be swept aside so he could keep the girl from warning whoever she was running to.
His longsword was held in his right hand and he pulled it back so that it touched his left shoulder, preparing to swat me aside with a backhand sweep to the head as he passed.
The axe that Trokondas had gifted me was designed to repel sword attacks.  The beard of the blade was long and allowed one to hold the haft close to the attachment with the beard acting as a handguard.  But that was not its only function.
I held the axe in a low guard with both hands close to the butt.  The warrior’s first mistake was to underestimate his enemy and the second to openly show his intention.
As he passed me on the right, he swept his blade backhanded towards my head.  I lifted my axe and caught his sword with the haft, allowing his blade to slide along the metal-reinforced surface as I lowered the axe towards the ground.  The blade was trapped in the gap between the beard and the haft and from this extended position I accelerated the head in an upward sweep which tore the sword from his hand and sliced deeply into the inside of his upper leg, close to his groin.  I had severed the large blood vessel, just like Trokondas had taught me.  Screaming, the man fell into the undergrowth.
The second warrior was five heartbeats behind the first, allowing me time to study him.  These were no rag-tag Sea-Danes.  He wore a short-sleeved mail tunic that hung to his knees.  His shins were protected by iron greaves and his forearms by boiled leather vambraces.  He wore a full face helmet with cheek guards and I noticed that the spear he carried was a quality weapon, the whetted blade free from rust.
He saw how I had dealt with the other warrior and was clearly cautious.  When he was within striking distance, his spear, held underhand, snaked towards my head.  I batted the thrust aside, one hand gripping the butt, the other protected by the beard of the axe-head.  I stepped in to close with my adversary, as the spear requires distance to be effective.  But he was no novice and he stepped back, again thrusting, this time for my groin, a difficult blow to parry.  I lunged to the left with my right foot, lowering my body with my legs wide apart.  I pushed the spear to the left, my hips rotating with the move and removed my left hand from the head while jerking upward with my right, which was on the butt.  For a moment his haft slipped into the space behind the beard, and he staggered forward trying to extract it.  His spear slipped free from my axe and I had no time to recover, but still I tried to strike.  I lunged and thrust the axe-head at his helmet, inflicting only a glancing blow, which somehow dislodged his helmet.
Again I moved forward, and again he stepped back.  Then I noticed the tattoos on his cheeks and for a moment I was stunned, focusing on the swirling blue lines.  I never felt the blow, a mighty overhead sweep that connected with the side of my head.  My vision exploded in a bright light and all went black.




Chapter 26 – Mourdagos

Strangely, my first thought when I woke was not of where I was.  Neither did I wonder whether I was alive or dead.  Unni’s last words before we separated kept milling through my mind.
Did she mean, yes, she would warn the village or did she mean, yes, she would be my wife?
A bright light flooded my vision, even though my eyes were still closed.  I tried to rub my face with my hands, but realised they were bound.  The light disappeared as quickly as it appeared and I forced my eyelids open, looking straight into the eyes of a man whose head was shielding me from the sun.
“Should I kill him?” he asked, addressing someone not in my field of vision.
“No, fool.  He will have to row, then we will slit his throat”, came the answer, followed by cackling laughter.
As my senses returned, I became aware of a pounding headache and then I was overwhelmed by a terrible thirst.
“Bring him to me”, a gruff voice commanded.
From the speed at which the order was executed, I discerned that the voice belonged to a commander of sorts.
I was grabbed by the front of my tunic and roughly hauled to my feet.  Needless to say, I realised that I was aboard a large ship.  The man dragged me along the centre of the deck, moving in between the rowers, who were seated on chests.  I stumbled over a rib.  “Look where you’re going, fool”, he said and cuffed me across the back of the head.
Again I stumbled and again he cuffed me, obviously enjoying it.
We came to a halt next to an oldster who was holding the steering oar, his eyes fixed on the stern, not paying us any attention.  Next to him, with his back turned to me, stood a bear of a man.  Broad in the shoulders and at least a hand taller than me.
“Water”, the bear growled without turning around, and again the swiftness at which the footsteps disappeared and returned was a telling sign of the level of his authority.
A hand from behind held a wooden cup to my lips and I drank greedily with most of the water spilling onto my tunic.
My wit began to return and I realised that I could understand their tongue.
The bear slowly turned around and for a moment I thought that I was looking into the eyes of Abdarakos, my grandsire.  But the man holding me kicked me in the back of the knee.  “Kneel before your lord, peasant”, he hissed.
My knee buckled and hit the deck.  I pushed up with my leg and jerked my head back to where I thought my handler’s face would be.  I was rewarded with a crunching sound as the back of my head crushed his nose.  For a heartbeat the pressure from behind lessened and I heard the sound of a dagger plucked from its sheath.
“Stay your hand, Saxon”, the bear hissed.  He glared over my shoulder, his eyes threatening violence.  “Who lives or dies is my decision”, he growled.  “Defy me again and you are a dead man, Dreogan”, he added, and I could see that he meant every word.
The Saxon shared my opinion.  “I apologize, Lord Mourdagos”, came the nasal reply and the fear in his voice was palpable.
His hostility towards Dreogan was by no means an indication of familiarity towards me.  In his eyes I was just a bothersome peasant.
“You”, he said, “killed one of my men, boy, and for that there will be a reckoning.”
He bent at the waist and picked up my axe.  “The likes of this, I have never seen before.  Where and from whom did you steal this, boy?” he growled.
I could feel the anger rising within me at his insults.  I knew that he would kill me no matter what I said.  “I am not your boy, raider”, I answered him in the tongue of my people.  “I am Ragnaris, grandson of Abdarakos, erilar of the Heruli, and I am no thief.”
When the name of my grandsire left my lips, the boat swayed for a moment, causing Mourdagos to reach for the side of the ship to steady himself.  Whether it was a reaction of the helmsman or an oarsman, I did not know, but they were all surely listening.
The big man scowled.  “The grandson of Abdarakos died years ago, so much I have heard.”  But his voice lacked the confidence of moments before.
We stared at each other for some time and he studied me with intent.  Then he unsheathed his dagger and cut away the braccae from my left leg, revealing the ugly scar on my ankle.
He put his hand on my shoulder, yet it was all but a threatening gesture.  “Give me the name of the shaman of Abdarakos”, he whispered.
“Atakam”, I replied.
“And the Hun?” he said.
“Sigizan was my mentor”, I said, “and the Greek’s name was Leodis.”
The axe clattered to the deck and the big man turned pale.  “Your father...., he was the…”
“I have no father”, I replied, which seemed to pluck him from the spell he was under.
He cut the bonds from my hands and embraced me. “It is good to meet you, nephew.  I am Mourdagos, brother to the wife of Abdarakos.  I am erilar of the Heruli that dwell near the lands of the Saxons”, he waved his hand indicating to all surrounding us, “and this is my ship.”
* * *
From nowhere the sea conjured up a gust of wind that showered my face with a salty spray.  Mourdagos turned around and pointed to the far horizon behind the stern.  “I was looking at it when they woke you, Ragnaris.  A storm is coming”, he said, “and we will run before it.”
“You will still have to pull an oar, Ragnaris.  The man you have killed in not able to do it”, he said and pointed to a body wrapped in canvas lying in the prow.  It looked as if he had second thoughts then said:  “Show me your palms.”
I opened my hands, revealing palms covered with thick callouses, compliments of the years working with the axe.  He nodded in approval.  “Good, there will be no blood.”
I wished to enquire about the fate of the village, but it was not yet the time.  First, we would have to survive the storm.
Mourdagos pointed toward the two rows of rowers facing us, pulling on the oars rhythmically.  There are twenty oars on each side, so it takes forty oarlock-men to row this ship.
I must have stared at him in confusion.
“We row more than we fight, that is why we call them oarlock-men”, he grinned, “Abdarakos”, he added, “would refer to his warriors as riders, is it not?”
I nodded.
“We do not have enough men to change oars every sea-shift”, he said.  “We will row with only fifteen pairs of oars.”  He gestured towards a man pulling at an oar.  “Boarex the giant rows two shifts at a time.  He is not the only one.”
Mourdagos handed me my axe.  “Watch them and take an oar when Boarex is done.”  He walked to the stern of the ship to converse with his men.
I did not have to wait long for Mourdagos to announce the change of the shift.  To my surprise, nothing happened.  After about a quarter part of an hour a rower called out: “change”.  Immediately one of the resting rowers walked along the aisle and stopped alongside the tired rower.  He paused for a moment, then skilfully slipped in between the rower and the board, taking a seat on the thwart next to the man.  For a few strokes the two men shared the oar, allowing the new man to warm his sinews and feel the rhythm.  Once the new man was satisfied, he nodded to the tired rower, who slipped out into the aisle.
The oar-changing continued for the greater part of an hour, until all but the giant had changed oars.
For another hour I watched as the big man leaned into every stroke.  He pulled the oar effortlessly and did not seem tired in the least.  Then he grunted unintelligibly, which I took as an indication that he required to be relieved.
I stood next to him, waiting for the perfect moment to slip in on the board-side of the giant.  I studied him up close.  His hair was black and braided in the Hun way.  Underneath the glaucous Heruli tattoos I noticed the scars of the Hun warrior.  His arms were corded with veins, criss-crossed with scars, and nearly as thick as my legs.  His upper back was slabbed with muscle, giving the impression that his head sprouted from his torso without the presence of a neck.
He rowed with me for a while, then released one hand from the oar and raised it to his head.  I misread the gesture and thought that he was about to cuff me for a reason unbeknown to me, but rather he touched his bear-like paw to his forehead and said:  “It is an honour, lord.”
I was bracing myself for a cuff and I would have rowed through it, but the giant’s display of reverence shocked me to such an extent that I bungled at the oar and the boat lurched for a heartbeat, followed by jeers from the rest of the oarsmen.  Fortunately Boarex regained his hold on the oar and easily fell into the stroke.
The giant grinned a sheepish grin.  “Apologies, lord”, he said and hurried to make water over the side of the ship.  I heard a warrior teasing him:  “Boarex, if only your bladder was as big as your muscles you could have rowed three shifts.”
He dismissed the comment with a grunt and went about his business, leaving me confused with regards to his reaction.
I easily fell into the monotonous rhythm of rowing and found it easier than I had anticipated.  That feeling changed after a half part of an hour.  My lower back was burning and every stroke felt as if it were tearing apart the sinews of my upper arm.  My hands lost all feeling and I barely managed to hold onto the oar.  But I would rather have died than to show weakness in the presence of the men.
Maybe Mourdagos gave the instruction or mayhap Boarex knew that I would not last.  Whatever the reason, soon the giant warrior appeared next to me on the thwart.  We rowed jointly for a few heartbeats, then he turned to me and grunted as a sign that I was relieved.
I found my way back to the stern and glared at the fast approaching purple-black clouds on the eastern horizon.  The steersman still had his gaze fixed on the prow of the ship and paid me no heed.
“Will we outrun it?” I asked.
His eyes did not leave whatever they were looking at and he issued a humourless cackle.  “Only the gods are able to outrun a storm, boy.  It is a big one, but it is moving south.  We are moving south and west.  It may pass us, but mayhap we will get caught in the edge.”  He paused and added:  “Better pray to the gods, boy, either way, we are in for a pounding.”




Chapter 27 – Fox and Wolf

Thrice I spent time at the oar throughout the night, and each time Boarex relieved me within the hour.
When morning finally arrived, everyone was close to exhaustion, but the gods had granted us a reprieve.  The dark clouds had moved south and the sun was visible above the eastern horizon.
Before long the wind died down and the sea flattened.
Mourdagos allowed the men to ship their oars.  From a chest he produced an amphora of wine and after giving praise to Ulgin, he poured the dark wine into the sea as a libation.
The men opened a barrel of pickled herring and although I never developed a taste for the disgusting little fish, it was all that was available and I reluctantly partook in the feast.  The warriors were soon all snoring away, some flat on their backs, others leaning against the board of the ship.
Eventually I too dozed off.
Moments later I woke with a start, with Mourdagos’s hand shaking my shoulder.  He put a finger to his lips, indicating that I should remain quiet.  I then noticed that the sun was already low in the sky and realised that hours, not moments, had passed since I had fallen asleep.
Mourdagos motioned for all to move to one side of the ship, causing it to lean over.  He nodded his approval and peered through an oarlock to the western horizon.  The warriors busied themselves with donning their armour, taking leather covers off shields and readying their weapons.
Boarex whispered:  “There is a Sea-Dane ship heading our way.  We wish to make them think that our ship was damaged in the storm”, he said.  A savage grin split his face that caused me to briefly pity the men who were about to fall into the trap.  He bent his horn bow and slipped the string into the groove, then tested the tension by drawing the string.  Lastly he took four arrows in his draw hand.
I owned no armour, but I did remove the leather sheath from the head of my axe and tested the blade, which was, predictably, as sharp as a razor.
Boarex was clearly relishing the prospect of clashing with the Danes.  “The sheep is wounded and the fox comes to investigate, but the wolf is waiting”, he said, and again he issued a grin that bordered on being unsettling.
We did not have long to wait.  The familiar splash of oars combined with the excited voices of men grew louder until I felt the slight shudder when the Danes’ boat bumped against our own.
“Kill them all”, Mourdagos roared, and the Heruli warriors attacked.  Two men, one at the stern and one at the prow cast grappling hooks onto the deck of the Danish ship.  The Hun giant at my side drew back the string of his enormous horn bow and released four arrows in less than the same number of heartbeats.  The broad-headed arrows toppled two men over the far side of the enemy ship while two more were hit in the torso and fell into their boat, screaming.
It took a few heartbeats for the Danes to realise that they had been ambushed.  During those precious few moments the Heruli secured the Danish ship with the grapples.  The giant Hun dropped his bow and with his round shield protecting his body and a shortsword in his right hand, he jumped over the side of the ship into the ranks of the enemy.
Unsure of what was expected of me, I followed in the wake of the big man.  Boarex swatted a Dane aside as he landed, using his shield as a weapon.  The protruding iron boss hit the Dane square in the face with a sickening crunch.  From a crouch, he launched himself into the gap left vacant by the Dane.  The warrior facing Boarex lifted his shield, but the Hun grabbed it by the rim and used his immense strength to rotate the shield and fracture the arm of his unfortunate adversary.  As the shield dropped, he thrust from low to high, his sword penetrating deep into his opponent’s ribcage.
From my left a Dane jabbed a spear at my face using an overhand grip.  I blocked it with the haft of my axe.  He drew back to strike a second time and I followed suit and hauled back the axe-head over my right shoulder, feinting the overhead strike favoured by a novice.  He lifted his shield to meet the blow, but I pushed the head down and backwards with my right hand, then released my grip on the haft.  My left hand gripped the butt end and I rotated my hips, allowing the head to gather momentum in an underhand swing.  Guided by my wrist, the blade smashed into his leg just below the knee.  Although he wore greaves, the metal plate was not made to stop a blow from a war-axe.  With his knee shattered, he lost his balance and fell over the side, his armour dragging him into the depths.
And then there were none left to fight.  An almighty cheer emanated from the Heruli.
Mourdagos’s warriors mercifully finished off the wounded, and stripped the dead of anything of value before gifting the corpses to Ran.
But it was not the loot or the coins which pleased him the most.  He stroked the side of the boat still tied to ours.  “This is a well-built ship.  She is beautiful and will be useful to us.”
The treasure that was gained was split equally among the warriors, Mourdagos content with the Dane ship as his prize.
Although mead and ale were among the looted commodities, the warriors refrained from drinking, which again emphasized their respect and fear of the erilar.
* * *
We rowed south and west for four days, towing the captured ship.  On the morning of the fifth day after the skirmish, when our last barrel of water was half empty, we sighted land on the steerboard side of the ship. The oldster at the steering oar gestured with his chin.  “The land of the Angles.  The Angles, Saxons and Heruli live in peace.”
Mourdagos turned to the helmsman and said:  “Take us to the river, Pharus”.
The old man nodded and the prow of the boat turned towards the south.  He pointed across the port side of the ship toward the thin sliver of land on the horizon.  “The lands of the Varni, the Thuringians and the Scirii.”
“The man who rules these tribes is an ally of the Heruli”, Mourdagos added.  “His name is Edeko.”
Many years before I had saved the life of the Scirii prince, Ottoghar the son of Edeko.  I nodded and kept my council.
By the middle of the afternoon we had left the Austmarr behind and were rowing up the River Trave.
Mourdagos held his hands on either side of his head.  He indicated his right fist. “This is the Austmarr”, he said, then he indicated his left fist, “and this is the North Sea, but between them is a protrusion of land, not unlike my head.  To journey between the two, around the head, takes many days in a ship and it is a treacherous route with many enemies and dangers along the way.”
“But”, he said and grinned, “where my neck is, are two rivers which all but meet in the middle, separated by only twenty miles.  The Trave flows into the Austmarr and the Elbe flows into the North Sea.”
He pointed with his finger to the middle of his neck.  “The Heruli have their camp in the middle of the neck and then it is but ten miles to where we moor our boats, in either of the rivers.  We will now travel up the Trave, until the river becomes too shallow.  There we keep our ships that raid”, he grinned, “or trade, in the Austmarr.  When we wish to row to the North Sea, it is but ten miles journey to the boats moored in the Elbe from where we easily reach the Sea.”
The oldster skilfully navigated the channels and sandbanks of the Trave.  More than once I felt the hull scrape over a submerged obstacle, but the man knew the river like the back of his hand and when the sun was near the western horizon, and the river was only thirty paces across, we moored alongside the western bank.
The old steersman explained.  “This is the furthest we can go upstream and still turn the ships, boy.”  He pointed to the eastern bank.  “Still need to know your business though, else you will get stuck.”
Mourdagos issued instructions to his underlings, then he strolled over to where I was standing at the stern.  “You have done well, Ragnaris”, he said.
“And”, he added, “you wish to know about the village in the land of the Svear, yes?”
I nodded.
“We did not raid the village because it was defended by a high wall and many men with iron-tipped spears.  To lose men and gain the loot of peasants is the doings of a fool.”
I sighed with relief.  He grinned and asked:  “So what is her name?”
“Unni”, I said.
He slapped me on the back and gestured for me to follow him.
“Tonight, we will feast our success”, he said.  “Then we will go and find your grandsire.”




Chapter 28 – Messenger

Close to a hundred Heruli tents occupied the mild slope overlooking the river.
Before long we were drinking looted mead while juicy joints of mutton were roasting over the flames.
I drank sparingly while I listened with half an ear to the warriors reliving the fight against the Sea-Danes, obviously exaggerating their own feats as well as those of their kin and companions.  My mind was occupied with the enormity of what had transpired over the last few days.
Again the gods had intervened and changed the direction of my life.  Was my rightful place with my kin, the Heruli, or did I belong with Unni and the Svear?  At least I knew that the village had been spared, but what would happen to Unni?  Would she take another husband?
And Trokondas?  Would he stay as their protector?  Would he return to the Great City of Constantine?
When I was sure that all was too drunk to notice, I slipped away to sit under a nearby tree on the hill overlooking the moonlit river.  It was the first time since my capture, or rescue, that I was not under the eyes of the warriors.  For long, I cried in silence for all I had lost.
Much later, when my tears had dried up, I heard footsteps approach.  It was Mourdagos.
“See the river cutting through the landscape like a silver snake?” he said.
I nodded, not sure whether he required an answer.
“See how it turns west, then south, then north again.  But inexorably the water flows towards the Austmarr.  There is no escape.  It is the will of Ulgin and the fate of the river.”
He placed his huge hand on my shoulder.
“Do not be troubled overmuch, Ragnaris.  As we all, you are caught up in the river of life.  Only the gods know which way it will flow tomorrow or the day after, but inexorably it will take you to your destiny.  You will do well to remember that.”
Then he turned on his heel and re-joined the feast, leaving me to cry some more, of course.
* * *
Early on the morrow Boarex woke me.  “Come, lord, your presence is required.”
I washed my face in the horses’ drinking trough and followed the big man to the tent of Mourdagos.  As we approached we noticed a man leave.  He appeared tired and was covered in dust and grime.  The man inclined his head when he passed me and I pushed aside the flap and entered the tent, while Boarex returned to his duties.
Mourdagos wore a serious expression.  “Ragnaris, again the river has changed course”, he said.
We were alone in the tent and he motioned for me to take a seat on the furs next to the fireplace.
“The man who you saw leave is a messenger from afar.  He has come to bring urgent tidings from your grandfather”, Mourdagos said.
He poured two horns of ale, handed me one, then took a seat opposite me on the furs.
He drank deeply and sighed.  “Know you of the Ostrogoths?” he asked.
“Very little, Uncle”, I replied.  “Only what I remember from the lessons of my Greek tutor.”
“Tell me”, he said.
“Many generations past, the Ostrogoths lived north of the Dark Sea, far from here, on the Sea of Grass.
They became a great people and ruled most of the lands from the Dark Sea to the Austmarr.  A hundred years ago, the hordes of the Hun, who lived even further to the east, moved west.  Some tribes of the Goths fled west to Roman lands, but most were brought under the heel of the Hun and became their allies.”
Mourdagos nodded.  “Your tutor taught you well, boy, but allow me to enlighten you further.”
He took another swallow from the ale-horn and continued.  “In the year that you were born, after the death of the Great Khan, his sons took power.”  He drank and stared into the fire, rekindling memories of old.  “The Romans said that Attila was the punishment inflicted upon them by their god.  It is true, the Great Khan was not one to be trifled with, but he was fair and he was wise.  But, as is often the case, his sons were not his equals, and soon their bickering tore the alliance apart.  The Germani tribes decided to throw off the Hun yoke, and near a river called the Nedao, we spilled a sea of blood to achieve it.”
“But”, he said, “Valamir, the king of the Ostrogoths, betrayed us all.  He arrived at the battle with five thousand men, but rather than fight at our side, he abandoned us to our fate.”
I could see the rage rise within him as he recalled the cowardly act.  “That”, he hissed, “the tribes will never, ever, ever, forget.  In fact, we have all taken an oath of vengeance.”
He breathed deeply, calming himself with great effort.  “Yet we were victorious that day.  All of the tribes, even the Ostrogoths, gained their freedom from the Huns.”
A slave appeared with a platter heaped with smoked wild boar and rounds of cheese.
Mourdagos indicated for him to place it next to the fire so both of us could reach it.
“Share the morning meal with me, nephew.  There is a reason I must tell you all”, he said and stuffed a handful of meat into his mouth, then swallowed it down with ale.  I followed suit.
He wiped the juices from his mouth with the back of his hand.  “The Eastern Roman Emperor allowed Valamir and his people to settle in Pannonia, within Roman lands.  In return, the Ostrogoths provided soldiers to fight in the armies of the East and were paid much gold.”
“For years all was peaceful, save for the odd raid across the borders, but then things took a turn for the worse.
Hunimund, a Suebi king, captured a herd of cattle which apparently belonged to the Goths.  Theodemir, the brother of the Ostrogothic king, went too far and ambushed the Suebi, killing most of them in the process.  The rest, including Hunimund, were taken captive.
When King Vidimer found out, he was enraged.  He commanded Theodemir to release Hunimund and his men, but the damage had been done.  The Suebi had been humiliated.”
“Hunimund craved vengeance and appealed to some of the Scirii tribes to which he was allied.  The Scirii raided the lands of the Ostrogoths.”  He rubbed his face with his palm in a gesture of desperation.
“Is that so bad?” I queried.
“And”, he continued, “Vidimer, the Ostrogoth king, was slain in the raid.”
“That”, I said, and nodded in agreement, “is bad.”
Mourdagos took more meat from the plate and continued.  “Already, Theodemir has exacted vengeance on the Scirii tribes involved.  None were spared.  Not the women, not the children.  Everybody was killed.  If we do nothing, Theodemir will attack the tribes one by one and annihilate us all.  All the nations that fought side by side against the sons of Attila have once again united.”
Mourdagos sighed again and continued.  “So, yes Ragnaris.  The situation is dire, we are marching to the aid of our kin.  We are marching to war.  I trust that Abdarakos will do the same.”
“When?” was the only question that came to mind.
“The Western Heruli will march in five days’ time”, he answered.
“But”, he continued, “you and Boarex will accompany the messenger to your grandfather.  You will depart today.”
I nodded in acceptance of his words.  I stood to leave, then asked something that had been bothering me for a while.  “Why”, I asked, “would Boarex call me lord?  I do not even carry the markings of a man yet?”
Mourdagos sighed deeply.  “You do not know who your father is?” he replied.
“No, Uncle”, I answered earnestly.
“There are rumours that he is the Great…”, he stopped mid-sentence and regarded me with a frown.  “That is a question you should ask Abdarakos.”  He waved me away.  “Go with the gods, nephew.  I will see you soon.”
* * *
We rode south and east for many days.  Initially we traversed the lands of the Thuringian and Scirii tribes, then finally skirted the lands of the Rugii to the south.  The messenger skilfully avoided larger settlements.  From time to time we noticed horsemen in the distance, but none displayed any inclination to pursue us.  Twelve days after we departed from the camp of Mourdagos, the messenger announced that we were close to the lands of the Heruli.
“Today we will reach our destination”, he said.  “We are but fifteen miles from Budorigum.”  It was excellent news, but the messenger appeared all but excited, in fact he wore a frown.
“But what?” growled Boarex.
The messenger scowled at the big man.  “But we have to travel through what is now the land of the Longobardi.  They are no friends of the Heruli.  Should we to fall into their hands, we will die.”
In response, Boarex strung his horn bow and slung it across his back.
The messenger was no fool and rather than travel on the main road, we made use of the lesser known paths, of which he had an intimate knowledge.  “I am of the Suebi”, he explained.  “I grew up in this area, before the time of the Longobardi.”  He spoke the word ‘Longobardi’ with the same vehemence men use when referring to a sickness or an affliction, which explained his feelings towards them.  I decided not to probe as to his reasons.
The messenger, called Sido, informed us that he was a scout who just happened to be a messenger in this case.  He rode fifty paces ahead of us, acting as an advance scout.
It was the third hour of the morning when Sido held up his open hand and we came to a halt.  He walked his horse back in our direction.  He handed me the reins of his mount and placed his finger on his lips indicating that we should remain quiet.  He jogged down the track and melted into the forest bordering the path.
Boarex and I were becoming concerned about his whereabouts when he re-appeared from the mogshade.  “Ten warriors on foot are approaching us”, he whispered.  “We can hide in the forest, but they will notice the tracks of the horses.”  He pointed to the woods.  “If they trap us in there, it will not go well for us.”
In order to provide an answer, he unsheathed his longsword.  “We will wait for them, kill a few, and then ride home.”  I could not help but wonder if his eagerness to inflict harm on the Longobardi had more to do with settling a personal score than being the best course of action, but I kept my mouth shut and followed them into the gloom.
Trokondas had trained me to use an axe from horseback.  His men, the Excubitors, when they were not on guard duty, were essentially a mounted unit.  Still, when we heard the Longobardi approach, I felt my palms become sweaty and my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.
Before I had the opportunity to dwell on what was about to happen, Sido led the way and burst from cover.  He smashed into the column of men, bowling over one of the Longobardi and slicing into the arm of a second.  Boarex released three arrows into the midst of the enemy, two arrows finding flesh and a third ricocheting off an iron helmet.
I was close behind the Hun, the axe in my left hand.  Using my wrist, I swung the axe vertically in a lazy arc.  One of the Longobardi, the first to regain his wits, had his spear drawn back, ready to cast it at the Hun twenty paces in front of me.  As I passed him, the axe completed the circle and the back of the iron head struck the Longobardi’s shoulder, spinning him to the ground, the spear falling from his grip.
Sido whooped with joy, no doubt having added to his list of revenge on the invaders of his homeland.  “Now, we ride like the wind”, he yelled.
Two hours later we waded our spent horses across the ford giving access to the Heruli settlement of Budorigum.
While my horse was carefully making its way across, I could not help to think about the runes I had carved into the steering oar of the Svear ship all those years ago, and I wondered whether my actions then had a hand in my return.




Chapter 29 – Alliance

What I did not know, was that Abdarakos was visiting Budorigum, nor did Sido deem it important to tell us.  Mourdagos had not informed him that I was the grandson of the erilar.  Boarex spoke little and kept this knowledge to himself.
I assumed that I still had at least three days before I would face Abdarakos, not to mention Leodis and Sigizan if they were still alive.
Like always, Budorigum was a hive of activity and we patiently made our way to the large longhouse at the top of the slight rise.
Sido slid from the saddle and tied his horse at the designated place.  “Come”, he said.  “The erilar is inside, waiting on my return.”
“Sido, why did you not tell us that Abdarakos is in Budorigum, rather than at the main camp?” I asked.  He glanced in my direction and said:  “Why would I?”
Of course, he had a point, which did not prevent my scowl.  Sido just shrugged and walked towards the door.  Boarex immediately followed him.  I took a deep breath and trailed after them.
The two guards at the door nodded at Sido.  One disappeared inside and re-appeared moments later.  He held out a hand for our weapons, but allowed the Suebian to retain his, then motioned for us to enter the hall.
A sizeable fire was burning in the hearth and three men sat around it.  Abdarakos sat on a low stool and the two others cross-legged on furs.  My legs felt weak and my heart beat in my throat.  I was partly obscured from view by Sido and Boarex, who stood in front of me.
My grandsire was fussing with his blade and without taking his eyes off his toil, he said:  “What tiding do you bring, Suebian?”
Before Sido could offer a reply, Abdarakos looked up and the Hun inclined his head.  “Greetings, lord.  I am Boarex, hearth warrior to Lord Mourdagos, and escort to Lord Ragnaris.”
Boarex took a step to the side and Abdarakos fixed me with his gaze.  I heard another gasp of surprise from close to the fire.  My grandsire stood then.  “Leave us”, he said and gestured for both of my companions to exit.
Sido wanted to protest, but Abdarakos cut him off with a glare, and the messenger skulked off with Boarex in tow.  The latter closed the door behind him.
The big erilar of the Heruli slowly made his way towards me until only a handspan separated his face from mine.  I noticed another presence on his right, but I dared not look away from the white-blue eyes studying me, a deep frown creasing his brow.
Then the unmistakable voice of Leodis came from beside Abdarakos.  “By all the gods alive, Abdarakos, he looks exactly like you!”
Leodis took a step towards me with his arms outstretched, but my grandsire stopped him with a palm against the chest.  “No, Leodis.  He is my grandson first”, he said, then embraced me in a bear hug.
I had always thought that Abdarakos resented me because of my bad foot.  But I was proved wrong.  He hugged me tight, still thinking that I was a cripple.
He kissed me on both cheeks and took a step back to allow Leodis to embrace me.  “Ragnaris, the shaman was right after all”, the Greek said and repeated the actions of the erilar.
Then I noticed that the third man, still seated around the fire, was none other than Atakam the shaman.  He was swaying back and forth, mumbling under his breath.  His eyes opened wide and he stared at me.
He spoke in a strange, unearthly voice.  “Many moons ago, a cripple boy was taken from us.  That boy will never return.  In his stead, the gods have sent us Ragnar, the Iron One, from the land of the Svear.” 
He closed his eyes and started humming.  I shivered, the power of the gods palpable in the room.  How else could the shaman have known my Svear name?
For the first time I spoke, my voice hoarse with emotion.  “I have travelled to the ocean’s furthest shore and have been gone for four years, but tonight I feel as if I had never left.”  Then I could suppress it no longer and the tears rolled down my cheeks.
Leodis embraced me again and I could see that Abdarakos’s eyes were glistening.
That night, we did not feast.
Abdarakos summoned Sigizan to the hall and I shared my tale with the four of them while we sipped mead, and ate sparingly.
Exhausted by the happenings of the day, we retired early.
Even though I was dead tired, sleep did not come easy that night.  I felt at home with my grandfather and the Heruli, yet I had this strange feeling that I belonged somewhere else.
By the time I woke the next morning it was only Atakam and I left in the hall.  He sat close to the fire, fiddling with a mortar and pestle.  Next to him lay a leather pouch.
“Come, Ragnaris, it is time”, he said.
I had not witnessed the ceremony, but I knew the Heruli culture well enough to know what was about to transpire.
I removed my tunic and lay down on the furs next to the fire.
He pried the stopper from an amphora and I could smell the fragrance of cedar, cypress and frankincense.  He scooped up a handful of the oily paste and spread it over my face and my chest, creating intricate patterns while chanting words the meaning of which I did not understand.
He picked up a small golden container from the furs and scooped a few coals from the fire, then he fitted another, smaller, golden dish inside the first.   From a leather satchel he poured hemp seeds into the dish and placed it in front of him.
Atakam inhaled the sweet white smoke and then, crouching on all fours, he slowly and methodically blew the smoke over my body.
He repeated this many times until I had been cleansed to his satisfaction.  Again he sat down close by and chanted while swaying back and forth.  Some time passed and I might even have dozed off.  I was woken by the shaman scraping the sweet smelling paste from my face and chest with a wooden strigil.
Atakam took the bone needles from the leather pouch and placed the pestle with wood ash, ground up with mare’s milk, next to him.
Painstakingly he proceeded to etch the circular marks of the warrior onto my cheeks.  He pierced the skin with the needles and rubbed the fine ash deeply into the wounds.
The process was painful, but nothing compared to the sense of pride that overwhelmed me.
I had become a man, a warrior, and to prove it, my cheeks would forever proudly carry the blue-green marks of the Heruli.
When all was done, many hours later, Abdarakos was called into the hall.
He inspected the handiwork of the shaman.
“Tonight, we feast”, he roared.  “My grandson has become a man.”
* * *
On the morrow, we departed for the main settlement of the Heruli.
Twenty of the erilar’s hearth warriors travelled with us.  I rode in the company of my former tutor Leodis and Sigizan the Hun warrior, who had immediately befriended the like-minded Boarex.
While the two Huns were chatting away in their own language I spoke with my former tutor.
“Leodis, no one has ever told me who my father is.  Do you know?  Does anyone know?” I asked.
For a while he said naught, and it was obvious to me that he was weighing up his words before he spoke.  “Ragnaris”, he replied, “I for one do not know for sure.  But what I do know is that your father was a very powerful man.  There are certain, er… things that you would need to ask your grandfather.  I believe that he will have the answers that you seek.”
For a moment I thought to ride up to Abdarakos and ask him, but I realised that some things required privacy and also discretion.  I decided to keep my curiosity in check and wait until the campaign was concluded before I would approach him.
But Leodis was not done yet and he asked:  “What do you know of you mother, Ragnar?”
“All I know, Leodis, is that my mother was promised to the Great Khan, but he passed away before they could consummate the marriage.  Then, to save her life, my grandfather arranged a wedding with the son of the Khan, who died before I was born.  I must then be the grandson of the Great Khan.”
Leodis smiled the way a tutor smiles at his pupil, from a position of elevated knowledge.  He lowered his voice and said:  “Do not assume things, Ragnar.  Sometimes, all is not as it seems.  But on the other hand, sometimes all is at it seems.”
I offered him a scowl.  “I will speak to my grandsire”, I said and kicked my horse to catch up with Abdarakos.
My grandfather was no longer a young man.  When I had last seen him before my capture, his blonde hair was streaked with grey.  Now, five years later, very few of the blonde hairs remained, creating the appearance that he had gone completely grey.  He had seen fifty summers, yet he was still a formidable warrior.  Leodis had once told me that the power of Abdarakos lay not in wielding a sword, but in his presence, his command over men, and his ability to read the field of battle.
I fell in beside Abdarakos.  He issued a small nod of approval.  “When we reach our home, we will call a council of the nobles.  Then the Heruli will honour the blood-oath made many seasons ago.  We will settle a score with the treacherous Goths that is long overdue.”
* * *
The attention of all within the spacious tent was focused on the erilar.
Finally, when the murmuring subsided, Abdarakos spoke.  “Nearly twenty years ago, on the banks of the Nedao, we gained our freedom from the bickering sons of the Khan who wished to enslave us.  Yet we paid a heavy price in blood.”
My grandfather met the gaze of a young nobleman seated across from him. He inclined his head and said:  “Lord Kouzaios, son of Irbis, your father fought next to me in the line.  On that day, he made proud the god of war.  He slew many of the enemy, but in the end he died, his body riddled with arrows.  I was there when he crossed the river.”
Kouzaios nodded, clearly proud of the praise heaped on his family by the Heruli war leader.
“Do we need to get involved, lord?” another young man asked from the back.  “It is not our quarrel.”
A frown creased the brow of the erilar.  “Lord Bochas, I have seen it happen before.  If we do naught, Theodemir will crush the Suebi.  For years Goths have served in the armies of the East Romans, and fought in their bloody battles against the Sasanians and the Egyptian tribes.  Their men are no strangers to war.  They are hardened veterans.  Apart from raiding the farmers of Illyria, the Suebi has seen no war.  Once the Ostrogoths have crushed the Suebi, they will bring them into the Gothic fold.  Then, emboldened, they will strike at the Gepids, or maybe the Heruli, to try and consume us one tribe at a time.”
Bochas nodded.  “I fear that you are right, Lord Abdarakos.  I would rather fight in the lands of the Suebi than wait until the Goths attack us in our own lands.”
It did not take long for the warrior-nobles to come to a decision.  They would honour their oath.  The Heruli would march to war.
Once the decision was made, Abdarakos addressed the arrangements:  “We will wait for the Heruli of Mourdagos and the Scirii of Edeko to reach us from the north.  When they arrive, we will join them and march to the lands of Hunimund.  In the lands of the Suebi, we will wait on the arrival of the Rugii from the west and the Gepids from the east.”




Chapter 30 – Hunimund

“I heard that the Suebi king has paid gold to Beuca and Babai to fight at our side”, Sigizan said, and tore at a piece of dried meat with his teeth.  He passed what was left to Boarex.
“Beuca and who?” asked Boarex, who followed suit and handed me the remainder.
“Babai”, Sigi replied.  “Sarmatian kings, or that’s how they style themselves.  They have been fighting as mercenaries all around, except on the side of the Goths.  They hate the Ostrogoths and I heard it’s an old feud from way back.”
We formed the rearguard of the combined armies of the Heruli and the Scirii.
Some of the older men were veterans of the wars of Attila while others had served as mercenaries in the legions of Rome, but nearly half had only seen battle in the form of raids and tribal disagreements.  No longer did Germani armies march as a mob.  Their exposure to the iron discipline of the legions had imprinted a semblance of order.  As the road curved to the right, I noticed the orderly columns of heavily armoured Scirii spearman leading the march.  Trailing them were the Heruli, who were by comparison lightly armoured in chain. Their round shields were painted with concentric white and red circles, and slung over their backs.  Unlike the Scirii, who favoured the heavy spear, the Heruli carried swords, battle-axes and long daggers.  Behind the Heruli foot followed the mounted Heruli, mostly nobles, who fought from horseback, a remnant of the time spent as subjects of the Huns.
Leodis and Trokondas had both shared with me the detail of many famous battles recorded by the Greeks and the Romans.  My tutors had explained the strategies used, the selection of terrain and the mistakes of the generals.  Even though I was knowledgeable on the theory of war, I lacked greatly in practical experience.  I had never even witnessed a major battle.
Sigizan gestured at the axe tied to my saddle.  “Have you been taught how to wield that from the back of a horse?”
I nodded.  “I prefer to use it with my feet planted on the earth, but yes, I can use it from the saddle.”
“I have spoken to Abdarakos, Ragnar”, Sigizan continued.  “You will fight at my side, as part of the Heruli cavalry.  As will Boarex.”
“Have you trained with the bow?” he added as an afterthought.
I grinned sheepishly.  “Yes, I have.  You gave me my last lesson five summers ago.”
Sigizan shook his head in resignation.  “I will make sure you have a bow that you are able to draw.  Maybe you will be fortunate enough to hit something with a stray arrow”, he said with a grin.
In any event, we marched south for two days through Heruli lands.  On the morning of the third day we turned east and south, following the road leading into the hills.
By mid-morning on the fifth day we descended from the hills onto a wide, flat expanse, the lands of Hunimund, king of the Suebi.  We marched east for the entirety of the day, until the afternoon, when we finally arrived at the Vah River.  On reaching the river we turned south, following its flow.
I rode next to Abdarakos who shared with me the exploits of the Suebi.
Late in the afternoon with the sun low in the sky, he pointed to movement in the distance.  “Come Ragnar, let us see if the Suebi know of our arrival in their lands.”
It turned out that Abdarakos was better informed and prepared than I thought.  He had earlier made arrangements with the Suebi and we arrived at a campsite with at least twenty oxcarts filled with provisions, including barrels of ale.  In anticipation of our imminent arrival they had slaughtered cattle and sheep.
“Ragnar, we will water the thirsty horses in the river and set up camp for the night.  Tomorrow we will march south, following the Vah.  The Rugii king is marching along another river that flows to the south and spills into the Vah.  At the crossing, the army of Hunimund is awaiting our arrival.”
That night I shared the cooking fire with Sigizan and Boarex.  We roasted large joints of mutton and beef over the fire while we sipped on bitter Suebian ale.
“How many men will we have?” I asked Sigizan.
“Five thousand Scirii and five thousand Heruli march with us”, he said, and gestured to the camp surrounding us.  “Your grandfather had to leave many warriors at home to guard against the incursion from the Longobardi”, he said, and took a swallow of ale from his horn.
“A large number of the men of the Scirii is fighting for Rome under the leadership of Ottoghar, so they could only provide five thousand.”  He tore off a mouthful of meat and spoke while he chewed.  “Maybe Hunimund has three thousand men and the Rugii five thousand.  Not sure about the Sarmatians, but I would guess not more than two thousand.”
He wiped the juices from his mouth with his sleeve and swallowed the meat down with ale.  “So, maybe twenty thousand in total.  Why do you ask?”
“I would like to know whether the Ostrogoths will outnumber us”, I answered.
Sigizan chuckled.  “It matters little who outnumbers who, Ragnar.  We will still meet them in battle, even if they outnumber us two to one.”
Then he added:  “What does matter are the hearts of the warriors.  Many times, the Great Khan won battles against overwhelming odds.  Why? Because his warriors believed him to be invincible.”  Then he grinned like a wolf.  “And, even more importantly, the warriors of the enemy knew in their hearts that Attila had never lost a battle, so even when they had the upper hand, they were waiting for the battle to turn against them.”
He hit his fist against his armoured chest.  “The real battlefield is in here, Ragnar”, and he pointed to the dark plains surrounding us, “not out there.”
“So how does one fight this battle?” I pushed him.
Sigizan gestured to the meat grilling over the coals, then held aloft his ale-horn.  “This, Ragnar, is a good start.  It is not easy to be downhearted with a stomach filled with meat and a mind fortified with ale.” “And”, he added, “Abdarakos has never lost a battle.  The men know this.”
* * *
We were thirty Roman miles from the joining of the Vah and the Little Danube.  With the infantry and the oxcarts holding us back, it turned out to be a two day journey.
The march proved to be uneventful.  Even though we were moving through the territory of our allies, the peasant farmers still fled to the hills as soon as they laid eyes on the approaching column.  Sigizan explained it to me:  “Ragnar, to a peasant, any warrior poses a danger. Men on the march are not easy to control.  Among any large group of men there will be some who will have no qualms to slit the throat of a peasant to gain coin.  Only the ones too old to walk will remain and pray to their gods to protect them.”
Early on the second afternoon we reached our destination where the Little Danube River flowed into the Vah.  The Scirii and Heruli made their camp north of the Little Danube and south of the Vah in the natural wedge between the rivers.
The men of the Suebi were camped north of the Vah around a small settlement known as Guta.  The armies of the Gepids and the Rugii were yet to arrive.
While the warriors were setting up camp, Abdarakos and Edeko of the Scirii went in search of Hunimund, king of the Suebi.  I joined their entourage.  The Little Danube deposits much sand and soil into the Vah at that point, so fording the shallow sandbank proved to be easy.
We were soon escorted into the presence of the Suebian king.  I had never met Hunimund and somehow I formed a picture in my own mind of a hulking Germani warrior clad in furs, brandishing a massive axe.
I nearly gasped when I first laid eyes on him.  Hunimund was a doddering oldster.  The problems attributed to the Suebi king were not limited to his age, as it soon became apparent that he was also objectionable and dour.  Once Abdarakos and Edeko had skilfully placated the complaining old man, we crossed the river and returned to camp.
I waited until I was alone with Abdarakos before I spoke.  “Grandfather, is Hunimund going to be a problem?”
“He already is”, he said, and grinned at his own jest.  “You summarise the situation well, Ragnar”, he said.  “The question is not whether he is a problem or not, but if he will cause a problem when we bring Theodemir of the Goths to battle.  We will have to wait and see.”
Sigizan and Boarex were waiting for me when I arrived at the tent.  Sigi presented me with a well-crafted horn bow.  “Abdarakos gave the coin for the purchase”, he said.  “Let us go to test it.”
Boarex nailed a cracked shield to a tree which we used for target practise.  What followed was worrying at best.  I still possessed the feel for releasing arrows from the back of a horse, but my aim was wildly inaccurate.   I ended up releasing twenty arrows at the target with five striking near the centre, the remainder missing by far, leaving us unable to even retrieve the arrows which landed somewhere in the thick shrubs next to the river.
“Maybe you must consider carrying two additional quivers”, Sigizan suggested.   “The more arrows you loose, the better your chances at hitting someone.”
Frustrated, I rode at the target and from thirty paces away, I hurled my axe, which struck the shield dead centre and split it in two, causing it to drop from the tree.
Sigizan raised his eyebrows.  “You can only kill one man by throwing an axe.”
I scowled and turned my horse for another pass while Sigi fixed the target.  Predictably, I surrendered another arrow to the underbrush.




Chapter 31 – Kings (July 469)

The Rugii arrived the following day.  King Flaccitheus and his men had travelled along the southern bank of the Little Danube and therefore our camps were separated by the river.
At the same time, the Gepids joined Hunimund and his Suebi north of the Vah.
Hunimund, who had styled himself as the leader of the alliance, summoned all the kings to a council of war.
As was expected, each war leader was accompanied by a small entourage and Abdarakos included me in his.  I arrived at my grandfather’s tent and was shown inside by a guard.  Mourdagos, who was the erilar of the Western Heruli, waited inside the tent, looking resplendent in his polished scale armour and gilded plumed helmet.  Abdarakos, who was similarly attired, studied me for a moment, his face contorting in a scowl.  “Come”, he said and waved me over, “people would think me a peasant should my grandson wear an old tunic to the meeting of the kings.”
He gestured to where a magnificent set of workman-like iron scale armour was draped over a wooden support.  He grinned.  “It used to be mine, Ragnar, but I outgrew it”, he said, and patted his armoured stomach.  He clicked his fingers and a slave jumped forward to help me don the armour, which included a padded felt undergarment, iron vambraces, greaves and a plumed iron helmet with a reinforced nose-guard.
All fit as if it were made for me.
Mourdagos stared at me and shook his head.  “By all the gods alive, you look exactly like your grandfather did a hundred years ago.”
Abdarakos ignored the stab and took a step back to assess my appearance.  “Good, I was saving it for you”, he said, his voice suddenly hoarse.
We mounted and again forded the shallow part of the river to reach the camp of the Suebi.
Since our last meeting with Hunimund, he had taken residence in the longhouse of the local Suebi chieftain, who was most likely summarily expelled in order to accommodate the aged king.
We arrived last and were ushered into the hall.  All the other kings were already seated when Abdarakos and Mourdagos were shown to their respective chairs.  The Suebi had made chairs for all the leaders of the tribes, but it was clear that Hunimund’s was slightly larger than the rest, with a higher seating position.  The retinues of the kings took their seats on the scattered furs surrounding the chairs.
The murmuring subsided and Hunimund, being the ruler of the lands we were encamped in, spoke first.
One by one, he greeted the men seated before him.
Mourdagos of the Boat Heruli, lord of the seas, the one whose warriors strike fear into the hearts of pirates and landsmen alike.
Abdarakos, erilar of the Moravian Heruli, keeper of the Amber Road.
Edekon, the king of the Scirii, the feared heavy infantry of the Great Khan.
Flaccitheus of the Rugi, menace to the Goths.
Thraustila, great king of the mighty Gepids, the men of Transylvania.
Beuca and Babai, kings of the Sarmatians, the warriors of the armoured horse.
He greatly exaggerated their fame and achievements, and plied them with praise.  Then slaves crept forward and presented each king with a finely crafted golden ring.
When Hunimund of the Suebi spoke the words, there was no sign of the doddering oldster.  His voice carried power and menace.  “The rings are a symbol of our unity, our struggle against the one nation who wishes to bring us under its heel.  It is a symbol of our struggle for freedom.  First from the sons of Attila who wished to enslave us, and now from the traitors who abandoned us in our hour of need.”
Slaves handed each king a horn of mead, and as Hunimund accepted his, he raised it in the air.  “And it is a symbol of our victory to come.  We will once and for all do away with the despicable Goths.  None will be left alive.”
All raised their horns in response and drank to the imminent victory of the alliance.
But the Suebi king was not done and he said:  “There is more, my lords.  I have sent word to the emperor of the East Romans.”  The revelation caused a deathly silence to descend upon the meeting, all eager to hear more.  He held a scroll aloft, displaying the intricate seal of Leo the Thracian.  “The might of the Empire of the East is marching west as I speak, to fall upon the rear of the oathbreakers.  Even the emperor is sick and tired of their duplicitous nature!”
An almighty cheer resounded to the heavens as the kings drank to their inevitable victory.
I glanced at Abdarakos, who met my gaze, and I noticed the concern in his eyes.
“And”, Hunimund continued, “I have sent word to the West Romans.  They are occupied with their struggle against the Vandals, but they support our cause and a small force is marching to our aid.”
Again, the men assembled, cheered.  Again, I met the stare of Abdarakos, and it was all but comforting.
Then Hunimund stood from his high throne, assisted to his feet by a hearth warrior.  “The honour of the Suebi has been tainted by Theodemir.  He attacked and murdered my men when they were abed.  Allow me the honour to direct the fight so the Suebi may gain the revenge they have been craving for long.”
* * *
Much later, back in the camp of the Heruli, I sat with Mourdagos and my grandsire.
“It is foolish to place the command of the army in the hands of that old man”, stated Mourdagos.  “You, Abdarakos, should be the one to lead us, or”, he said and took another swallow from his ale-horn, “the king of the Gepids, Thraustila, takes after his father Ardaric, I hear, and he knows his business.”
Abdarakos sighed.  “I agree, but the old man planned it well.  First he heaped compliments on the kings, then he fed them mead and handed out gifts.”  The erilar shook his head in resignation.  “I fear that it is too late to change.  With the old man in command, we need to be careful, or we might just meet our demise on the plains of Pannonia.”
“Should we not wait for the Romans to fall upon the rear of the Goths?” I asked.
Abdarakos shook his head.  “No, Ragnar, the Romans will never engage before we have defeated the Goths in battle.  The Empire wishes to see us tear ourselves to pieces.  Barbarian against barbarian.  Then, when we have broken the Goths and paid for it in blood, they will kill the rest and claim a great victory for the emperor, which they will record in their journals.”
I nodded.  After what I had heard from Trokondas, the words of Abdarakos rang true.
“So what will we do?” I asked.
“We will fight with honour and do as we are told”, he said.  “But I will not allow Hunimund to throw away the lives of the Heruli to mend his tainted pride.”




Chapter 32 – Danube

On the morrow, while the Scirii and the Heruli crossed to the southern bank of the Little Danube, the Suebi, Gepids and Sarmatians forded the more substantial Vah.  By the end of the day, after struggling across the rivers, the entire army made camp on the plain south of the Little Danube.
We did not follow the course of the River Vah when we marched the next morning.  We were only a day’s march north of the Danube where enough water would be available for the horses and the warriors.
“Do you think that they will be waiting for us on the other side of the Danube?” I asked Sigizan who rode beside me.
He snorted.  “You concern yourself with things that may never come to pass, Ragnar.  We will see if they are there when we arrive.”
My concerns turned out to be unfounded, as there was no sign of the Goths on the southern bank when we eventually reached the mighty Danube.
Crossing the Danube proved to be a challenge.  For men on horseback it was not difficult, but the infantry who wore heavy armour could not merely wade through, as the water was deeper than the height of a man in some places.  Men built rafts, or waded over the sandbanks and floated their heavy armour by tying it to waterskins inflated with air.   We did not have the capability to take wagons across, apart from a select few which belonged to the kings of course.  The wagons were disassembled by slaves, taken across the mighty river by boat, and re-assembled on the other side.  Nobility has its advantages.
In any event, it took two days, but eventually the whole army crossed the river and all, apart from the unfortunate few who had drowned, were camped on the southern bank.  I found it difficult to understand why the Ostrogoths allowed us to ford the river unmolested.  Were they not aware of our presence?  Did they fear us?  Had they perhaps engaged with the East Roman army?  What I did not realise was that Theodemir, the king of the Goths, was very much aware of our crossing.  In actual fact, he wanted us to cross the river.
Come evening, I shared the cooking fire with Sigizan and Boarex.
“I have read in the scrolls of the Romans that, in times of old, the iron legions constructed a camp every evening that they spent in the lands of the enemy.  The entire camp was surrounded by an earthen rampart topped with a wooden palisade and ringed by a deep ditch”, I said.  “Why do we not do the same?  Surely we could be attacked while we are abed”, I added.
Boarex issued a gruff laugh.  “For one, we do not carry the iron tools of the Romans of old”, he said and took a swig from his ale-horn.  “But even if Hunimund’s men had the tools available he would not even think of tasking the warriors with building a camp”, Boarex answered and stuffed a large piece of meat into his mouth.
“Why is that?” I continued.
While Boarex was struggling with the particularly tough piece of meat, Sigizan answered on his behalf.
“Ragnar, if Hunimund, the war leader, commanded the men to build a camp this evening, tomorrow morning a third of the army would have disappeared.”  He made a circular gesture above his head with the joint of mutton he was holding.  “These men are not the men of the legions of old, Ragnar.  These men are free warriors, not farmers who are in the pay of a master.  To them, digging in the dirt is an affront to their gods.  These men are here not because they have to be here, but because it is what their honour demands of them.”  He took a swallow from his horn.  “And there will be much loot to be had.”
While Sigizan explained it to me, Boarex had finally lost the battle with his mouthful of meat and spat out a large piece of gristle.
“The Roman armies of today are mostly men from north of the Danube, Ragnar.  They are horsemen.  When the people of the Sea of Grass invaded across the mighty river many generations ago, it forever changed the way the Romans fought.  A short sword and a rectangular shield does not keep one alive for long against a mounted Scythian wielding a bow, a war-axe and a lasso.”
Boarex continued:  “Many of our people fight in their armies and like Sigi said, nowadays they are horsemen and their armies are mobile.”
“And the Goths?  How do they fight?” I asked.
Boarex answered.  “The Ostrogoths fought in the armies of Attila, so many took to the horse in those days.  But all in all, they prefer fighting on foot.  Large shields, pikes and swords.  But don’t underestimate them, Ragnar.  They are large, powerful men, vicious and cruel.  Fighting is in their blood.  War is a part of who they are.”
He drank some more and what he said, confused me even more.  “But most of all, Ragnar, their king, Theodemir, is a man who knows his business.  He learned his trade at the hands of your grandsire, after all.”
I went to sleep with many nagging concerns.  We were marching to fight a host of vicious men, led by a scheming king seeking revenge and our war leader was an oldster.  Again I thought of the words spoken by Mourdagos.  I was caught up in the river of destiny and there was naught I could do to change it.
We woke to pelting rain pouring from a dark and ominous sky.  Boarex let me borrow his spare sealskin cloak, which at least kept my back and shoulders dry, but the rest was soon soaked through to the skin.
Sigizan nudged his horse closer to mine and leaned over to shout into my ear, trying to be heard over the sounds of the storm.
“We will march east, following the southern bank of the Danube.  Hunimund has sent out men to ravage the land in all directions.  We will raze their farms and their towns along the way while we head for Aquincum, a major settlement sixty miles to the east.  Outriders are scouring the lands to locate the army of Theodemir.”
Apart from Sigizan’s briefing, we rode in miserable silence for most of the day.  The only fortunate thing was that the roadway was Roman and rather than struggling through slippery mud, we rode on the stone road which shed the rain like a waterfowl.
By early afternoon the storm had blown past and patches of blue sky and sunshine replaced the dark clouds.  The heavy rain during the morning had impaired our progress and as a result the army travelled only ten miles.  Down the column, horns gave the signal for the army to rest, which afforded us time to store our raingear and water the horses at the nearby river.  Sigizan poured us each a swallow of mead to help dispel the cold.
Before long we were on our way again.  We had not even travelled a mile, when again, the horns signalled a halt.  Sigizan rode up the column to establish the reason for the delay.
“Mark my words”, Boarex said, “our scouts have found the army of the Goths.  Why else would we halt?”
The big man was soon proved right when Sigizan returned.  “Our scouts found the Goths”, he said, which caused Boarex to smirk.  “Told you so, didn’t I?” he said.
Sigizan ignored him and continued:  “Three miles east the road turns south, away from the river to avoid a swampy area where a small tributary, the Bolia, spills into the Danube.  A mile inland the road passes over a ford in the tributary. There the Goths are waiting for us.”
In my mind the battle with the Goths was still days away and my stomach churned at the news that the enemy was so close.  “Will we meet them in battle today?” I asked.
Sigizan was quick to answer.  “No, Ragnar.  If they are still there tomorrow, we will give battle.  Only if they attack us today will there be a battle.”
I let out my breath slowly, trying not to seem too relieved.  “Pity”, I replied.
Boarex gestured to me.  “Better tie him down, Sigi, else he will slip out tonight and attack the Goths all on his own.  There might not be any left for us to kill tomorrow.”




Chapter 33 – Bolia

The plain west of the Bolia River, South of the Danube, Pannonia – July 469 AD
(Present day Northern Hungary, west of the Concó River mouth, near the town of Csém)
Early the next morning while it was still dark, the Germani army, under the command of Hunimund, lined up for battle on the plain west of the Bolia River.  The cavalry, of which I was a part, was positioned on the far right flank.
The Germani army was arrayed in a deep formation with a narrow frontage, to match the deep ranks of the Goth horde.  I was aware that Abdarakos had cautioned against it, but his advice had been disregarded by Hunimund who believed that the strategy of the Goths would be to attack en masse and pierce our centre or our left.
I thought of the words of Hunimund the previous day.  “We must be strong in the centre and on the left, Abdarakos.  It is where they will try to break us.  The Suebi and the Gepids will fight on the left flank and the Rugii in the centre.  There we will shatter the attack of the Goths”, he had said.  I had noticed the familiar anger rise within my grandfather when he turned on his heel, with me in tow.  “Ragnar”, he growled, “maybe I have made a mistake.  Maybe I should have taken the risk and demanded to have control of this army.”
* * *
The horse that Abdarakos had gifted me was a large gelding, very different to the smaller yet powerful Hunnic horses belonging to Boarex and Sigizan.
I craned my neck to be able to see past the sea of men obscuring my view.
Sigizan had seen nearly thirty-six summers, but he was a Hun, and in the blink of an eye, he stood on his saddle, his horse as motionless as a rock.
“The Danube is three miles that way”, he said and pointed to his left.  “Our frontage is half a mile wide, and the Goths match it.  A bend in the Bolia River guards their right flank.  The banks are wooded, I cannot see past it.”
“The cavalry of the Goths seems to outnumber ours, but they have less infantry”, he said.
The Hun turned his gaze to the Germani army and continued.  “Next to the cavalry, on the left, are the warriors of the Scirii, whose long spears will protect them if the Goth horses get past us.  On their far side are the men of the Heruli.  In the centre are the Rugii and the Gepids.  The left flank, facing the deep ranks of the enemy, is where the Suebi will make their stand.”
Sigizan dropped back in his saddle.  “It is strange how the Goths bunch up against the river.  Something is afoot.  Theodemir is no fool.”
He glanced to his right where the two thousand Sarmatian heavy cavalry were lined up in neat ranks, their long, thick spears grounded for the moment.  Sigizan gestured with his chin towards the men and horses encased in chain and scale.  “They will keep the enemy from outflanking us.  The armoured horsemen are devastating if they are used correctly.”
I said little because the knot in my stomach was becoming worse, rendering me unable to speak.
Sigi placed his hand on my arm and whispered loud enough for Boarex to hear:  “Stay close to me and Boarex today.  This is your first taste of a battle, Ragnar.  There is no need to be a hero.  All you need is to survive and to learn.”  On my right Boarex grunted his agreement and added his piece of advice.  “When the arrows descend, incline your head ever so slightly.  It keeps the arrows from the face.  Not a pretty sight, an arrow in the mouth or eye”, he said.  I needed no convincing and again nodded.
Before they could impart more of their knowledge, the Suebi horn sounded, signalling the advance.
At first the Germani army crept forward, but then they gained speed, approaching the enemy at a slow rhythmic jog.  I was not close to the front rank, but the moment the two hordes clashed, was unmistakeable.  A roar akin to faraway thunder resounded across the plain, making the hairs rise on the back of my neck.
The cavalry remained stationary while our Gepid commander watched the enemy horsemen like a hawk.  I heard the thunder of hooves and, above the heads of the men in front of me, I noticed a dust cloud rise.  But rather than attack us, the Goth horsemen rode south, leaving their infantry’s flank unprotected.
It was a difficult choice to make.  Should the commander allow the enemy horse to circle our position, the Goths could fall upon the Germani rear.  On the other hand, if he seized the opportunity and attacked the enemy’s unprotected rear, he could effectively crush their resistance.
In the heat of the moment, he ignored the diversion and signalled for our cavalry to circle around the left flank of the Goths.  The heavy cavalry of the Sarmatians retreated to fend off a possible attack from the west or the south.
“I do not like this”, Sigizan shouted, and took four arrows in his draw-hand.  “Theodemir is a clever one”, he added and shrugged.
We raced past the line of battle, circling the left flank of the Goths, to fall upon the rear of their ranks.
I reached for the quiver tied to my saddle and took three arrows in my right hand.  I passed the reins to my hand holding the arrows and removed my strung bow from its case with my left.
But to my surprise, the column of horsemen veered to the right, away from the rear of the enemy, and came to an abrupt halt.  In confusion I looked at Sigizan, who pointed towards a deep ditch cut into the soil.  I noticed that the ditch joined with the Bolia River in the distance. 
The Hun explained:  “The Goths have dug a ditch to anchor their left flank.  This is something they have learned from the Romans.  See, it joins with the river and it is flooded.  No horse can get to the other side.  We have been fooled.”
The horde of horsemen milled around, awaiting the decision of the commander.  Then we heard the horns signal that the rear of the Germani army was under attack.
We rode to the aid of our men at full gallop, only to find the enemy horsemen in retreat, fleeing into the distance.  The Goth cavalry had launched an attack upon the outnumbered Sarmatians, then turned to flee, outpacing the heavy cavalry.  The Sarmatians had all but spent their warhorses on fending off the attacks and pursuing the Goth horsemen.  Many had dismounted to loot the corpses of the Goths who had underestimated the swiftness of the armoured horses.
I knew little of the practical side of warfare but I experienced a growing feeling of impending doom.  When it came down to strategy and cunning, Hunimund was not the equal of Theodemir the Goth.
The sound of thousands of men cheering brought me back from the gloom.
Boarex pointed to our left flank to where the ranks of the Suebi infantry were surging forward, pushing back the Goths.  “Looks as if the Suebi are having more success than us”, he said and scowled.
Soon we could hear the cheering as the Rugii and the Gepids celebrated their imminent victory while the Goth centre retreated before their advance.
On our right flank, the Scirii and the Heruli were still engaged in a terrible duel with the Goth infantry, none able to gain advantage over the over.
The result of the success we had experienced on the left flank and the middle was that the Germani line was no longer straight.  The left flank had advanced three hundred paces and the middle more than two hundred.  Nearly two thirds of the warriors in the Germani army were fighting with their backs to the wooded banks of the Bolia River which originally anchored the right flank of the enemy.
Then an enemy horn sounded.  The sound chilled me to the bone.  It was not the normal sound of the horn, it was shriller, with a higher pitch that carried an eerie quality.
At the signal, the woods on the bank of the Bolia River came to life as thousands of Goths burst from cover to fall upon the rear of the Suebi and the Gepids.  At the same time the earth began to tremble as the Gothic cavalry bore down on us from the west.
Sigizan grabbed the reins of my horse.  “Stay close, Ragnar.  We are not done for yet”, he said.
Within heartbeats, the Gepid commander restored order and the Germani cavalry spread out along a line to meet the charge of the Goths head-on.  One of every four of the Sarmatian horses were sufficiently revived to join the charge.  This, the Goths did not foresee.
Sigizan, Boarex and I rode to the left of the line, adjacent to the Sarmatians.  At first we advanced slowly, keeping the line intact, but as we neared the charging Goths, we increased our speed to a gallop.  When two hundred paces separated us from the Goth line, Boarex and Sigizan dropped their reins and released their war arrows in quick succession.  In the Goth line men and horses went down in a tumble of limbs.  My arrows, in contrast, passed harmlessly over the heads of the approaching cavalry.
We kicked our horses until we rode at break-neck speed shrinking the gap between the lines to mere heartbeats.  I took my axe from the saddle, gripped the haft with both hands, and steered my horse with my knees.  I stole a glimpse at Sigizan who had stored his bow, a coiled lasso in his right hand and a small Hunnic axe in his left.
My eyes met the Goth who had chosen me as his opponent and my heart sank.  He was a big man, wearing the armour of the Romans, brandishing a heavy spear with a broad triangular blade.  He lay low in the saddle, the haft tucked tightly under his arm and the whetted blade of the head pointing at my chest.
He was most probably my better in every way.  Every way but one.  My horsemanship was taught to me by the Huns.  And there were no better horsemen than the Huns.
I turned my horse ever so slightly to show that I would pass him on his left, but in the way I displayed it, I knew he would think it a feint.  When I was ten paces from him, I turned the horse to the left and he thought that I had committed, but at the last heartbeat before I passed him, I veered to my right and I knew that I had him.  I deflected his clumsy strike, raised the axe and struck his helmeted forehead with the butt of the blade.  There was not much power behind the strike, but with the combined speed of the horses, the blow could have come from the hammer of Donor.
The helmet crumpled under the force and I felt the shudder ripple through my shoulders.  The Goth fell from the saddle, dead before he hit the ground.  I was caught up in the moment and turned my head to confirm the kill, which was the mistake of a novice.
When I looked back to the front, the next warrior was upon me with a sword blade on its way to my head.  But a lasso snaked from the left and plucked the Goth from the saddle, his screams silenced by the hooves.
Then we were through.
The battlefield was littered with corpses from both forces.  But where the Sarmatians rode, it was slaughter.  None of the enemy had made it through their line.  Their heavy, armoured horses were all but impervious and their long, thick, two-handed spears cut through the armour of the Goths with ease.  But their horses were spent.  They were withdrawing from the field, the Goths too cautious to stop them.
Both cavalry forces turned their horses, and the orderly lines soon disintegrated into a melee.
I remember little of the fighting that followed.  I parried strikes, landed my fair share of blows, while the two Huns, veterans of countless battles, stuck to my side.
But in the chaos, I became separated from my minders.  Soon my horse was spent and I was bleeding from minor wounds where my armour had been torn or punctured.  I was still trading blows with a warrior when my horse collapsed from under me.  With my last reserve of energy I jumped clear, a feat that would have made a Hun proud.  A heartbeat later a Goth horse bowled me over and I tumbled into the dust.




Chapter 34 - Theodemir

I did not lose consciousness, although I lay with my eyes closed, hovering on the edge of the abyss, my cramped hands clutching my axe in a vice-like grip.
Hours passed, or maybe mere heartbeats.  I do not know.
I opened my eyes when I felt something or someone pull on the haft of my axe.  I squinted into the light when a boot was placed on my chest for leverage.  I found some strength and pulled back.  The man stumbled and fell, providing me the opportunity to regain my feet.  The warrior facing me was a Hun.  He grinned and drew his dagger.
Maybe it was fear, maybe self-preservation, or maybe it was the intervention of the gods, but the words flowed from my lips in the tongue of the Hun.
“I am the son of Ellac, heir to the Great Khan of the Sea of Grass.  I am the grandson of Abdarakos, erilar of the Heruli.”
My words stunned the Hun. The blade dropped from his hand and he stared at me in wonder.  I looked around to where hundreds of Goths were looting the dead.  All eyes were on us, their hands on the hilts of their swords.
The Hun regained his composure and said:  “Give me the axe, boy.”
I hesitated for a heartbeat, and he added:  “I will take you to Lord Theodemir.  He will decide your fate.  If you lie, your death will be slow.”
The men closest to us heard my words and I realised that any who harmed me would be at risk to face the wrath of the Goth lord.  I passed my axe to the Hun, hilt first, and we left the field of the dead in search of the king.
* * *
The Hun warrior escorted me to the tent of the king.
He spoke in whispers to one of the guards who shortly after entered the tent.  Moments later the guard re-appeared.  He dismissed the Hun warrior and searched my clothing for concealed weapons before escorting me inside.
On the inside the tent was richly decorated.  Thick woollen carpets covered the floor and every item of convenience was made of silver or gold.  Theodemir was seated on a high chair, flanked by two very intimidating warriors.  He appeared to be a few years younger than Abdarakos.
The guard who had led me through the door kicked my legs from behind and I went down on both knees.
Contrasting the decorations of the tent, Theodemir appeared to be a warrior rather than a pampered highborn.
He regarded me for long, then turned to his guards.  “Leave us”, he said. “Make sure no one overhears.  I wish not to be disturbed.”
Without hesitation the three guards marched from the tent to give effect to their king’s commands.
When all had departed, he said:  “Come closer, boy.”
I stood and approached him, stopping two paces away.
He sighed.  “I can see that you are of the blood of Abdarakos”, he said.
“Give me the day of your birth”, he commanded.
“I was born weeks before the tribes shattered the yoke of the Hun”, I replied.
“Have they told you how your mother died?” he asked, and stood from his chair.
“No, lord”, I replied.
He poured two horns of ale and handed me one.
“Ildiko killed herself after Ellac died in battle.  It is the way of the Heruli.  It is the old way.”  He turned his back to hide his face, and his voice acquired a hoarse edge.
“I knew your mother”, he continued.  “I wished to be wed to her, but she was promised to the Great Khan”, he laughed at the memory.  It was a cold, bitter laugh devoid of emotion.
“I see your mother in you too, boy.  And so much more…”  His voice trailed off.
My throat was parched, but I was in shock and stood with the untouched horn of ale, as if I were a dimwit.
“Drink, Ragnaris”, he said.
I was surprised that he knew my name and spilled the ale all over the carpets.
“Yes, I know of you”, he said.  “More than you think.”
Then he turned to face me and there was a coldness in his voice.
“Any kingdom that is divided will eventually fall.  When Attila died, his sons tore each other apart and the tribes did the rest.  My second son, Theoderic, is no warrior, but it has been prophesied that my son will become the father of a great nation.  I cannot have my sons tear each other apart after my death.”
I had no idea why he was discussing the succession of the kingdom with me, but I nodded, confirming that I had heard his words.
He again walked towards me and came to a halt a pace away.  He gently placed a hand on my shoulder.  “It is the only way, forgive me”, he said.
“Guards”, he called in a booming voice.
“Lord”, I interrupted him.
He nodded, waiting for my question.
“Was my grandsire slain in the battle?” I asked.
He shook his head.  “Abdarakos is no fool, Ragnaris.  He escaped with a great number of the Heruli and Scirii.  The Suebi and the Gepids were not as fortunate.”
“Thank you, lord”, I said, and inclined my head.
“Take my young guest to a tent.  He is to be guarded night and day”, commanded the king.
As I left the tent I could not help but hear the words Theodemir whispered to his remaining guard.  “Do it tomorrow, early, after I have gone.  His kin is long gone and will not come to his aid.”
In my heart I knew the meaning of the words.  I would not live to see the sunrise.




Chapter 35 – Blood of the Khan

Sleep did not come easy, even though I was battered and dead tired.
The approach of the morning and the time of my imminent demise did wonders to dispel the exhaustion.  My mind raced and I fashioned many plans of escape although none seemed viable.
From the moving shadows cast on the sides of the tent I knew that the Goth guards were present and alert.  Farther off, I heard the laughter of men around the fires.  Eventually silence descended over the Ostrogoth camp as the victorious warriors succumbed to sleep after the raucous celebrations.
Then I prayed to Tengri, the father, the sky-god.  I did not ask him to change my destiny.  I pleaded for him to give me peace, for me to accept my fate.
I thought of the words of Mourdagos and the river in the moonlight.
And then, yet again, the water reached another bend in the river.
Without warning a Goth guard staggered through the opening of the tent.  Both hands clutched a war-axe protruding from his forehead. He collapsed at my feet in a pool of blood.
A hand pushed aside the felt flap and the Hun warrior who had brought me to the king entered the tent.
“Lord”, he said, and bowed his head.  “I fight for the Goth filth, it is true.  But in here”, he pounded his chest with his fist, “I will always be a Hun.  You are of the sacred blood of the Great Khan.  I will not allow the blood of the father of us all to be spilled by the Goths.”
He handed me a scale shirt, the kind favoured by the Huns, and a plumed, full face helmet.
“Do you know the way of the horse, lord?” he asked.  “We need to be quick.  They will come after us.”
“Give me your name”, I said.
“I am the one they call Kursik, lord”, he said and bowed his head again.
“Yes, Kursik”, I replied. “I know the way of the horse.  I was raised by Sigizan the Hun, my father’s champion.”  I motioned for him to lead the way.
We walked through the camp to where the horses were kept.  None afforded us a second glance.
Another Hun, a comrade of Kursik’s, was waiting with the horses.  Kursik accepted the reins from the unnamed warrior.  “May Ulgin guide your horse”, he said to Kursik, and they clasped arms.
The warrior handed me the reins of a Hun horse.  “Go with the gods, lord.  We will never forget the blood of the Khan.”
I nodded in acceptance of his words and jumped onto the back of the horse as only a Hun can.  “I can see that his blood flows strong in you, lord”, he said and waved us off.
I turned my horse to the north, back the way we came from, but Kursik shook his head.  “We will have to head south and west, lord.  The countryside is swarming with Goths rounding up the remnants of the Germani army.  Others are pursuing the Heruli and the Scirii.  We will have to flee to the lands of the East Romans.  It is the only way.”
The Roman road was illuminated by the light of the full moon, allowing us to ride at a reasonable pace.
When the sun peered over the eastern horizon we had placed thirty miles between us and Theodemir.
During the course of the morning we only stopped long enough to afford the horses time to recover.  Come afternoon we were forced to sleep in the shrubs at the side of the road or risk injury by falling from the horses.  When evening came we mounted again.  Kursik produced a pouch filled with strips of dried deer meat and rounds of hard cheese.  We ate in the saddle.
Even though the Hun horses were tireless, the hard riding combined with the lack of proper rest and feed was having an effect.
Before the arrival of the grey pre-dawn, we noticed our pursuers for the first time.  The faint sound of iron-shod hooves striking the road carried on the fresh westerly breeze.
I kicked my horse, but Kursik admonished me.  “They will only catch us sooner, lord.  When they do, we will fight them.”  He motioned to his strung bow.  “They would not have sent Huns, lord.  Huns would never harm you.”  He spat in the dirt.  “They are Goths for sure.  We will fight and you will win a death worthy of the grandson of the Khan.”  I nodded and he handed me my axe which I slipped through a loop attached to the saddle.
By the middle of the day we traversed a hilly, undulating landscape.  Our horses were nearly spent when Kursik called a halt where the road crested a hill.  We dismounted and moved to the side of the road.  Kursik’s gaze was fixed on the crest of the hill behind us.  He took his bow from the saddle and four arrows from the quiver.
He motioned with his chin to the road.  “I will slow them down”, he said as the Goth riders came into view.  In quick succession he released the arrows and two men fell from their saddles.  The riders took cover in the shrubs along the side of the road.
We led our horses over the crest of the hill and mounted again, out of sight of our pursuers.  We rode on the grass on the shoulder of the path to mask the sound of the hooves.
“Pray to Ulgin, lord”, Kursik said.  “Ask him to give us a worthy death.  Soon we will turn and make our last stand.”  I nodded and did as he asked.
Three miles farther, at the bottom of a hill, where a small stream flowed across the road, Kursik dismounted.  He took his weapons from his saddle, removed the tack from the head of his horse and threw it into the undergrowth.  He unsheathed his dagger and cut the girth and the collar holding the saddle in place and it fell heavily onto the road.  Then he stroked the head of the horse lovingly, whispered into its ear and slapped it on the rump.  The horse disappeared into the trees.
I, too, set my horse free, and Kursik nodded his approval.
The Hun put his quivers against the saddle and placed a booted foot on the leather for balance, then he tested the draw of his horn bow.
I removed the cover from my axe, revealing the shining blade and the intricate etchings.
Less than two hundred paces from us, a rider appeared at the crest of the hill.
Kursik released two arrows, but the warrior was no fool and caught the arrows on his shield.
Twenty men crested the hill on foot, their large round shields protecting their bodies, spears held at the ready.
They advanced with caution, three ranks deep.  These men were taking no chances.  They were the oathsworn of Theodemir and they would not fail their king.
They advanced ten paces and abruptly came to a halt.
“Here they come”, Kursik said.  But rather than breaking into a run which would herald our demise, the Goths retreated in the direction they came from.
Then we heard the shrill call of a buccina and a band of mounted warriors cantered down the hill behind us.
I grabbed Kursik’s arm to stay his hand.  “Leave this to me, Kursik”, I said, and he placed his bow on the saddle.  I removed my helmet and Kursik did the same.
The horsemen surrounded us.  Their commander, a grizzled warrior with a red cloak and a red crest on his iron helmet addressed us in the tongue of the Romans.
“What are a Hun and a Heruli doing in this part of the Empire?  And why are the Goths hunting you?” he asked.
My understanding of Latin was rudimentary, so I answered in Greek.
“We have survived a great battle, lord, between the armies of Theodemir and the warriors of the Germani tribes.  We have fled before the Goths.”
The man regarded us for heartbeats.
He gave instructions to his men, who produced a spare horse without a rider.
“I am Decurion Stefanus.  You will share your tale with our high general”, he replied.  Then added, “He is a Greek.  He will understand your blabbering.”




Epilogue

The men we encountered were the advance guard of the Romans, attached to the XIV Gemina, a comitatensis unit of the Eastern Empire.
They brought us to where the warriors of the Imperial Army of Thrace were encamped, on a wide expanse of ground next to an unnamed river.
We were escorted to the quarters of the Greek general, passing rows of similar-looking, neatly ordered tents.
The large tent in the centre of the camp was heavily guarded by Roman soldiers carrying spears and round shields, all sporting a red and blue circle around the boss with an eagle motif at the top.  The Roman warriors eyed us with suspicion.  In a show of open hostility, some even spat in the dust as we passed them.
Decurion Stefanus who escorted us entered the tent, and heartbeats later we were ushered in along with our guards.
An officer sat at the door of the general’s section, behind a small table.  The decurion took a few steps forward, saluted, and conversed with the tribune in a hushed voice.
“The general is busy”, the tribune announced loudly in a haughty voice.
We stood in the waiting area for long, until a group of officers exited the main section of the tent, used as an office by the general.
The tribune stood and disappeared through the door to converse with the general.
Before long, the officer attending the door re-appeared and approached us.  He studied us intently for a while, then spoke in Greek:  “The Master of the Armies of Thrace wishes to hear your report in person, although I cautioned against it.  The general is not some petty barbarian commander.  This man answers only to the emperor, he is of consular rank!”
The Roman officer placed his hand under his nose to prevent our odour from overwhelming him, and shook his head in disgust.
“You will address the high general as ‘lord’”, he said and rolled his eyes in resignation.
I nodded to convey my understanding, but Kursik cleared his throat to draw my attention.  I realised that the Hun did not understand a word of what was said.  “We must address the man as ‘lord’”, I summarised for his benefit.
The tribune turned on his heel and led us into the presence of the Magister Melitum per Thracias.
The high general stood behind his desk.  He was a tall, powerful man with thick curly black hair and a matching beard.  I was sure that he had seen forty summers, yet no grey was visible in his hair.
The decurion saluted and came to attention.  Kursik and I inclined our heads in a show of respect.
Stefanus told the tale of our capture.  The general listened intently, his eyes never leaving us.
“… and these are the weapons that they carried”, he said, and with that, finished his report.  He walked forward and placed my bearded axe and Kursik’s horn bow on the table.
The high general’s gaze shifted to the weapons displayed before him and froze.  He removed the leather sheath from the head of the axe.  The weapon dropped from his hands.
He pointed towards a brutish guard.  “Oadas, only you will remain”, then he turned to the rest of his attendants.  “Leave me with the prisoners”, he said.
Within heartbeats all departed and left us alone with the high general and one guard.
“Where did you get this axe, Heruli?” he said and pointed at me.
My eyes strayed to the hulking guard and the general set me at ease:  “Speak, Herulian.  He is my kin.”
I sighed, realising that I was in no position to deny this man.  “This axe was a gift from an Isaurian”, I said, trying to keep my mentor’s identity a secret.  Then I remembered the instruction from the tribune and added:  “Lord.”
The high general scowled and narrowed his eyes with suspicion.  “I too am an Isuarian”, he revealed.
“I ask you once more, Herulian”, he said, his voice carrying an edge.  “Where did you come by this axe?”
I was treading a dangerous line.  “May I enquire by what name you go by?” I asked, then added, “Lord”, which like heartbeats before, sounded all but respectful.
“I am Flavius Zeno”, the high general hissed.
“It is an honour to meet you, Lord Tarasis”, I replied in perfect Greek, and the mouth of the Magister Militum opened and closed without saying a word.
But I was not done yet and continued.  “Your nephew, Trokondas, is safe in the land of Scandza.  He wishes to return as soon as all obstacles are removed, lord”, I said, and offered him a friendly smile.




Historical Note

From the year 375 AD to 568 AD, massive re-settlement of peoples took place within Western Europe.  Huns (in coalition with Germani and Scythian tribes) overran most of the Roman World.  Following the death of Attila in 453 AD, the tribes split, triggering a second wave of re-settlement.
One of these tribes, said to be the most fearsome of all, the Heruli, forever left behind their origins on the Sea of Grass and settled in Scandinavia.
Main characters
Ragnaris is a Hun name with Germanic origins.  He is a fictional character, following the journey of the Heruli through the fifth century AD.
Ildiko’s name is recorded in history.  She was the bride of Attila and probably of Germanic origin.
The Heruli family and friends of Ragnaris are all fictional.  That includes Abdarakos, Mourdagos, Sigizan, Atakam and Leodis.
Unni and Runa are fictional.  They represent the Svear-people and their agrarian culture.
The name Trokondas is not fictional.  Trokondas (or Trocundes) was an Isaurian general, famous in history with his brother Illus.  Trokondas was often an ally of Zeno and often an enemy.
Theodemir was the king of the Ostrogoths.
Attila was the king or khan of the Huns.
Flavius Zeno was an Isaurian and reigned as Byzantine Emperor from 474 to 491 AD. (Albeit with a short interruption during 475/6 AD).  His birth name was Tarasis Kodisa Rousombladadiotes.
Stranger from Another Land – Storyline
Attila, the king of the Huns, died in 453 AD, most probably due to internal bleeding as a result of heavy drinking during his wedding feast.  He was the overlord of many Scythian and Germani tribes which the Huns had subdued over the years.  Some scholars believe that he was murdered by Ildiko.
He had three sons.  Ellac, Dengizich and Hernach.
Following the death of the Great Khan, the sons argued amongst themselves and wished to distribute the subdued nations, like slaves.
The tribes did not take kindly to this treatment and a series of wars ensued.
At the famous Battle of the Nedao River in 453 AD, the tribes (Heruli, Gepids, Scirii, Suebi and Rugii) defeated a Hun/Alan alliance under Ellac the Hun, who died in the fight.  Some historians say that the Ostrogoths fought on the side of the Huns, others that they fought against the Huns.  It seems that the majority believes that they did not join the fight at all.
In the aftermath of Nedao, the Heruli settled north of the Danube in Moravia, taking control of a portion of the lucrative Amber Road.  This situation was ideally suited to the Heruli, as they were a predatory race, unlike many of the Germanic tribes, like the Goths, who were farmers.
At the time of this story the main grouping of Heruls resided in Moravia.  A second grouping, known as the Western Heruls is believed to have made their home near the mouth of the Weser, close to the Saxons.  These Heruli are deemed to be responsible for the raids along the coast of Spain and Gallia in 409, 455 and 459 AD.  The Spanish bishop Hydatius writes in his chronicles that in the raid of 455 AD, the Heruli attacked in seven ships with four hundred warriors.
During the fourth century the Longobardi (Lombards) were migrating south and came in conflict with the Moravian Heruli.
After the power of the Huns was broken by the Germanic and Scythian tribes at Nedao, the victors started to jostle amongst themselves.  It culminated in the battle of the River Bolia in 469 AD (near Csem in present day Hungary) where the Ostrogoths, under Theodimir, defeated a combined force of Suebi, Scirii, Rugi, Gepids and Heruli.  The Byzantine emperor, Leo the Thracian, dispatched an army to support the war against the Ostrogoths, but they turned back, probably after learning of the defeat of the alliance.  Aspar, from the start, cautioned against supporting the alliance against the Ostrogoths.  There is no evidence of the Western emperor, Anthemius, supporting the war against the Ostrogoths, but he was an ally of Leo the Thracian and it is not impossible that they would have shown their support in some way.  During this time, Flavius Odovakar, or Ottoghar, the Scirii prince became a senior officer within the Western Roman army.
I blamed the defeat at Bolia on Hunimund.  (My apologies, lord king.)  Little is known of the battle apart from the participants and the outcome.
In the year 469 AD, during which he held the honour of the consulate, Zeno (Tarasis) was appointed magister militum per Tharacias and led an expedition in Thrace, probably against the Goths in support of the Germani tribes.
Random items
	Blood rain is a widespread phenomenon that is documented frequently in history.  Until the 17th century it was believed that it was actual blood falling from the sky.  It is no surprise that it was regarded as a bad omen.  Today scientists agree that it is caused by aerial spores of green microalgae.


	The reading of the shoulder bones and the liver are well-known shamanic practices.  The same applies to the vapour bath of the Scythians.


	I have taken the liberty to assume that the Huns and the Heruli used tents similar to those of the Mongols.


	The treatment of clubfoot as recommended by Hippocrates is similar to the modern techniques.


	In Tengriism, a shamanic religion of central Asia, Ulgen is the son of Tengri.  I used Ulgin, as it sounds more like the name of the Norse god Odin.  Odin, with his shamanic characteristics, is said to have been introduced to the Svear by the Heruli/Huns.


	The story of Ulgin healing the horse of Baldur, I introduced as one originating with the Huns/Heruli, as both horses and Odin are linked to the Scythian culture.


	Budorigum is an old name of the town of Wroclaw in Poland on the banks of the Oder.  In days of old two important trade routes intersected here:  The Amber Road and the Via Regia.


	Many cultures, including the Romans and the Huns, employed learned Greeks as tutors and administrators.  I see no reason why the Heruli who controlled a portion of the Amber Road and were close allies of Attila’s, would not.


	There are a multitude of theories regarding the origin of the name of the Lombards.  I have decided to combine the two I found most credible.  The one referring to the length of their beards and the second that they worshipped the grey-bearded god, most probably Odin/Woden.


	Odoaker/Odoacer is presumed to be a Scirii or a Thuringian.  The root form of his name is believed to be Ottoghar, meaning grass-born.  This famous barbarian will feature again in the second book.


	In the ancient world, it was not uncommon to write on an ostracon, or pottery shard.


	Valr’s boat I modelled on the larger of the two clinker built boats excavated from a bog near Nydam in present day Denmark.  The boats date back to the first half of the fourth century AD.


	The Romans referred to the Baltic Sea as the Mare Suebicum, but from the Viking age, it was known as the Austmarr, or Eastern Sea.  It made more sense to call it the Austmarr, from the perspective of the tribes.


	The few words that the Svear utters concerning the wind is written in Afrikaans, not Svear.  Please forgive me the small indulgence.


	I have modelled the dwelling of Runar on the reconstructed Lojsta Hall in Gotland, which dates to the same era.


	During the late iron age in Sweden (4th and 5th centuries AD) the preparation method of food changed.  Ritual communal feasting by preparing food in a cooking pit, which represented an outdoor oven, all but came to an end.  A new hierarchy emerged where the warrior class prepared meat over open fires using metal tools such as spits.  The roasting spits have been associated with the aristocracy and rich boat graves aligned to the warrior culture.  I came across a theory that the roasting spit is associated with Odin’s spear and the sensory element of open roasting cements the differentiation between the warrior and peasant classes.


	Agnafit was a fishermen’s village on an island where Lake Mälaren meets the Baltic Sea.  It is apparently the place where Stockholm was founded in 1252.





 
	According to Adam of Bremen, the people of Uppsala, in addition to Thor, Freyr and Woden, …





"they also worship gods who were once men, whom they reckon to be immortal because of their heroic acts [...].

	Some academics hold the view that during the fourth and fifth centuries Woden was first introduced to Scandinavia by the Heruls, initially as the son of Thor.  Woden has many shamanistic elements, with the resulting religion of Asir and Vanir seeming to be a blend of Germanic and Hunnic religion.  The Germanic Scandinavians were not monotheistic and would have accepted other gods side by side with their own gods.


	Trokondas is one of the few original Isaurian names that was mentioned in the ancient records.  The Isaurians were said to be descendants of the biblical Esau.  They were powerful warriors who struck fear into the hearts of their enemies and were likened to Laestrygonians, the mythical giants who cannibalised the companions of Ulysses.  At around 460 AD, Emperer Leo (Byzantium Emperor) formed the Excubitors (translated as those not in bed) to act as his personal guard.  The three hundred men were mostly Isaurians.  With this, Emperor Leo tried to limit the power of Aspar, the Alanic/Gothic magister militum (head general) of the Byzantium armies. The Excubitors were the forerunners of the better known Varangian Guard.  Excubitors were crack troops who fought in the field and were sent on special missions, even diplomatic ones.


	Damascus blades were manufactured in the Middle-East from ingots of steel originating in the Tamil area in India.  The blades forged this way have distinct patterns and is said to be extremely durable while the edge takes long to blunt.  The process has been lost, but tests of surviving samples have revealed that the blades contained carbon nanotubes and nanowires, which is thought to have been formed by the special forging technique.  The Tamil steel was known as Seric iron in the lands of Rome.


	Many different theories exist regarding the origins of the word ‘Viking’.





I quote from a paper written by Eldar Heide on the etymology of the word ‘Viking’:

“We know that the word “Viking” originates from the times before the sail was taken into use in Northern Europe.  The oar-shifting etymology is based upon a positive linguistic connection between the root vik- (as in viking[r]) and a phenomenon central to pre-sail sea voyages, namely the shifting of rowers, reflected in the word vika. Thus, this etymology fits the age of the word(s) and the seafaring technology of that age.  Originally the word “vika” was a measure of distance, also known as a sea-shift, being the distance of rowing within a two hour shift”.

	Did the Vikings have tattoos?  Ibn Fadlan describes meeting the Rus Vikings in 921 AD and there he mentions that their whole bodies, up to their necks, were covered in greenish blue tattoos.  The greenish colour apparently comes from using wood ash as a dye.


	The earliest find of an iron horseshoe with nails dates to the fifth century AD.  The item was discovered in the tomb of the Frankish King Childeric I.









Author’s Note

I trust that you have enjoyed the first book in the erilaR series.
My aim is to be as historically accurate as possible, but I am sure that I inadvertently miss the target from time to time, in which case I apologise to the purists among my readers.
Kindly take the time to provide a rating and/or a review.
I will keep you updated via my blog with regards to the progress on the second book in the series.
Feel free to contact me any time via my website.  I will respond.
www.HectorMillerBooks.com
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