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.....Com on wanre niht scridan scead ugenga

From out of the wan night slides the shadow walker

Beowulf



Part One

The Slave King 

I want ed dark ness. There was a half- moon that sum mer night and it kept
slid ing from be hind the clouds to make me ner vous. I want ed dark ness. I
had car ried two leather bags to the small ridge which marked the north ern
bound ary of my es tate. My es tate. Fifhaden, it was called, and it was King
Al fred's re ward for the ser vice I had done him at Ethandun where, on the
long green hill, we had de stroyed a Dan ish army. It had been shield wall
against shield wall, and at its end Al fred was king again and the Danes were
beat en, and Wes sex lived, and I dare say that I had done more than most
men. My wom an had died, my friend had died, I had tak en a spear thrust in
my right thigh, and my re ward was Fifhaden.

Five hides. That was what the name meant. Five hides! Scarce enough land
to sup port the four fam ilies of slaves who tilled the soil and sheared the
sheep and trapped fish in the Riv er Kenet. Oth er men had been giv en great
es tates and the church had been re ward ed with rich wood lands and deep
pas tures, while I had been giv en five hides. I hat ed Al fred. He was a mis er ‐
able, pi ous, tight- fist ed king who dis trust ed me be cause I was no Chris tian,
be cause I was a north ern er, and be cause I had giv en him his king dom back
at Ethandun. And as re ward he had giv en me Fifhaden. Bas tard.

So I had car ried the two bags to the low ridge that had been cropped by
sheep and was lit tered with enor mous grey boul ders that glowed white
when the moon es caped the wispy clouds. I crouched by one of the vast
stones and Hild knelt be side me.

She was my wom an then. She had been a nun in Cip pan hamm, but the
Danes had cap tured the town and they had whored her. Now she was with
me. Some times, in the night, I would hear her pray ing and her prayers were
all tears and de spair, and I reck oned she would go back to her god in the
end, but for the mo ment I was her refuge. 'Why are we wait ing?' she asked.
I touched a fin ger to my lips to si lence her. She watched me. She had a long
face, large eyes and gold en hair un der a scrap of scarf. I reck oned she was



wast ed as a nun. Al fred, of course, want ed her back in the nun nery. That
was why I let her stay. To an noy him. Bas tard.

I was wait ing to make cer tain that no one watched us. It was un like ly, for
folk do not like to ven ture in to the night when things of hor ror stalk the
earth. Hild clutched at her cru ci fix, but I was com fort able in the dark. From
the time I was a small child I had taught my self to love the night. I was a
scead ugen gan, a shad ow- walk er, one of the crea tures oth er men feared. I
wait ed a long time un til I was cer tain no one else was on the low ridge, then
I drew Wasp- Sting, my short- sword, and I cut out a square of turf that I laid
to one side. Then I dug in to the ground, pil ing the soil on to my cloak. The
blade kept strik ing chalk and flints and I knew Wasp- Sting's blade would be
chipped, but I went on dig ging un til I had made a hole large enough for a
child's buri al. We put the two bags in to the earth. They were my hoard. My
sil ver and gold, my wealth, and I did not wish to be bur dened with it. I pos ‐
sessed five hides, two swords, a mail coat, a shield, a hel met, a horse and a
thin nun, but I had no men to pro tect a hoard and so I had to hide it in stead.
I kept on ly a few sil ver coins and the rest I put in to the ground's keep ing,
and we cov ered the hoard over and stamped the soil down and then re placed
the turf. I wait ed for the moon to sail out from be hind a cloud and then I
looked at the turf and reck oned no one would know it had been dis turbed,
and I mem orised the place, mark ing it in my mind by the near by boul ders.
One day, when I had the means to pro tect that trea sure, I would re turn for it.
Hild stared at the hoard's grave. 'Al fred says you must stay here,' she said.

'Al fred can piss down his own throat,' I said, 'and I hope the bas tard chokes
on it and dies.' He would prob ably die soon enough for he was a sick man.
He was on ly twen ty- nine, eight years old er than I was, yet he looked clos er
to fifty and I doubt any of us would have giv en him more than two or three
years to live. He was for ev er grip ing about his bel ly pains or run ning to the
shit hole or shiv er ing in a fever.

Hild touched the turf where the hoard was buried. 'Does this mean we're
com ing back to Wes sex?' she asked.

'It means,' I said, 'that no man trav els among en emies with his hoard. It's
safer here, and if we sur vive, we'll fetch it. And if I die, you fetch it.'



She said noth ing, and we car ried the earth that was left on the cloak back to
the riv er and threw it in to the wa ter.

In the morn ing we took our hors es and rode east wards. We were go ing to
Lun dene, for in Lun dene all roads start. It was fate that drove me. It was the
year 878, I was twen ty- one years old and be lieved my swords could win me
the whole world. I was Uhtred of Beb ban burg, the man who had killed Ub ‐
ba Loth brok son be side the sea and who had spilled Svein of the White
Horse from his sad dle at Ethandun. I was the man who had giv en Al fred his
king dom back and I hat ed him. So I would leave him. My path was the
sword- path, and it would take me home. I would go north.

Lun dene is the great est city in all the is land of Britain and I have al ways
loved its ru ined hous es and fever ish al leys, but Hild and I stayed there on ly
two days, lodg ing in a Sax on tav ern in the new town west of the de cay ing
Ro man walls. The place was a part of Mer cia then and was gar risoned by
the Danes. The ale hous es were full of traders and for eign ers and ship mas ‐
ters, and it was a mer chant called Thork ild who of fered us pas sage to
Northum bria. I told him my name was Rag nar son and he nei ther be lieved
me nor ques tioned me and he gave us pas sage in re turn for two sil ver coins
and my mus cle on one of his oars. I was a Sax on, but I had been raised by
the Danes so I spoke their tongue and Thork ild as sumed I was Dan ish. My
fine hel met, mail coat and two swords told him I was a war rior and he must
have sus pect ed I was a fugi tive from the de feat ed army, but what did he
care? He need ed oars men. Some traders used on ly slaves at their oars, but
Thork ild reck oned they were trou ble and em ployed free men.

We left on the ebb- tide, our hull filled with bolts of linen, oil from Frankia,
beaver- pelts, scores of fine sad dles and leather sacks filled with pre cious
cumin and mus tard. Once away from the city and in the es tu ary of the
Temes we were in East An glia, but we saw lit tle of that king dom for on our
first night a per ni cious fog rolled in from the sea and it stayed for days.
Some morn ings we could not trav el at all, and even when the weath er was
half good we nev er went far from shore. I had thought to sail home be cause
it would be quick er than trav el ling by road, but in stead we crept mile by
fog gy mile through a tan gle of mud banks, creeks and treach er ous cur rents.
We stopped ev ery night, find ing some place to an chor or tie up, and spent a



whole week in some god for sak en East An glian marsh be cause a bow strake
sprang loose and the wa ter could not be bailed fast enough, and so we were
forced to haul the ship on to a mud dy beach and make re pairs. By the time
the hull was caulked the weath er had changed and the sun sparkled on a
fog less sea and we rowed north wards, still stop ping ev ery night. We saw a
dozen oth er ships, all longer and nar row er than Thork ild's craft. They were
Dan ish war ships and all were trav el ling north wards. I as sumed they were
fugi tives from Guthrum's de feat ed army and they were go ing home to Den ‐
mark or per haps to Frisia or wher ev er there was eas ier plun der to be had
than in Al fred's Wes sex. Thork ild was a tall, lugubri ous man who thought
he was thir ty- five years old. He plait ed his grey ing hair so that it hung in
long ropes to his waist, and his arms were bare of the rings that showed a
war rior's prowess. 'I was nev er a fight er,' he con fessed to me. 'I was raised
as a trad er and I've al ways been a trad er and my son will trade when I'm
dead.'

'You live in Eofer wic?' I asked.

'Lun dene. But I keep a store house in Eofer wic. It's a good place to buy
fleeces.'

'Does Ric sig still rule there?' I asked.

He shook his head. 'Ric sig's been dead two years now. There's a man called
Eg bert on the throne now.'

'There was a King Eg bert in Eofer wic when I was a child.'

'This is his son, or his grand son? Maybe his cousin? He's a Sax on, any way.'

'So who re al ly rules in Northum bria?'

'We do, of course,' he said, mean ing the Danes. The Danes of ten put a
tamed Sax on on the thrones of the coun tries they cap tured, and Eg bert,
who ev er he was, was doubt less just such a leashed monarch. He gave a pre ‐
tence of le gal ity to the Dan ish oc cu piers, but the re al ruler was Earl Ivarr,
the Dane who owned most of the land about the city. 'He's Ivarr Ivar son,'



Thork ild told me with a touch of pride in his voice, 'and his fa ther was Ivar
Loth brok son.'

'I knew Ivar Loth brok son,' I said.

I doubt Thork ild be lieved me, but it was true. Ivar Loth brok son had been a
fear some war lord, thin and skele tal, sav age and ghast ly, but he had been a
friend to Earl Rag nar who raised me. His broth er had been Ub ba, the man I
had killed by the sea. 'Ivarr is the re al pow er in Northum bria,' Thork ild told
me,

'but not in the val ley of the Riv er Wi ire. Kjar tan rules there.' Thork ild
touched his ham mer amulet when he spoke Kjar tan's name. 'He's called
Kjar tan the Cru el now,' he said, 'and his son is worse.'

'Sven.' I said the name sourly. I knew Kjar tan and Sven. They were my en ‐
emies.

'Sven the One- Eyed,' Thork ild said with a gri mace and again touched his
amulet as if to fend off the evil of the names he had just spo ken. 'And north
of them,' he went on, 'the ruler is Æl fric of Beb ban burg.'

I knew him too. Æl fric of Beb ban burg was my un cle and thief of my land,
but I pre tend ed not to know the name. 'Æl fric?' I asked, 'an oth er Sax on?'

'A Sax on,' Thork ild con firmed, 'but his fortress is too pow er ful for us,' he
added by way of ex pla na tion why a Sax on lord was

per mit ted to stay in Northum bria, 'and he does noth ing to of fend us.'

'A friend of the Danes?'

'He's no en emy.' he said. 'Those are the three great lords. Ivarr, Kjar tan and
Æl fric, while be yond the hills in Cum bra land? No one knows what hap pens
there.' He meant the west coast of Northum bria which faced the Irish Sea.

'There was a great Dan ish lord in Cum bra land,' he went on. 'Hardic nut, he
was called, but I hear he was killed in a squab ble. And now?' He shrugged.
So that was Northum bria, a king dom of ri val lords, none of whom had



cause to love me and two of whom want ed me dead. Yet it was home, and I
had a du ty there and that is why I was fol low ing the sword- path. It was the
du ty of the blood feud. The feud had start ed five years be fore when Kjar tan
and his men had come to Earl Rag nar's hall in the night. They had burned
the hall and they had mur dered the folk who tried to flee the flames. Rag nar
had raised me, I had loved him like a fa ther, and his mur der was un avenged.
He had a son, al so called Rag nar, and he was my friend, but Rag nar the
Younger could not take vengeance for he was now a hostage in Wes sex. So
I would go north and I would find Kjar tan and I would kill him. And I
would kill his son, Sven the One- Eyed, who had tak en Rag nar's daugh ter
pris on er. Did Thyra still live? I did not know. I on ly knew I had sworn to re ‐
venge Rag nar the El der's death. It some times seemed to me, as I hauled on
Thork ild's oar, that I was fool ish to be go ing home be cause Northum bria
was full of my en emies, but fate drove me, and there was a lump in my
throat when at last we turned in to the wide mouth of the Hum ber.

There was noth ing to see oth er than a low mud dy shore half glimpsed
through rain, and with ies in the shal lows mark ing hid den creeks, and great
mats of oar weed and blad der wrack heav ing on the grey wa ter, but this was
the riv er that led in to Northum bria and I knew, at that mo ment, that I had
made the right de ci sion. This was home. Not Wes sex with its rich er fields
and gen tler hills. Wes sex was tamed, har nessed by king and church, but up
here there were wilder skeins in the cold er air.

'Is this where you live?' Hild asked as the banks closed on ei ther side.

'My land is far to the north.' I told her. 'That's Mer cia,' I point ed to the riv ‐
er's south ern shore, 'and that's Northum bria,' I point ed the oth er way,

'and Northum bria stretch es up in to the bar barous lands.'

'Bar barous?'

'Scots.' I said, and spat over the side. 'Be fore the Danes came the Scots had
been our chief en emies, ev er raid ing south in to our land, but they, like us,
had been as sault ed by the North men and that had less ened their threat,
though it had not end ed it.
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