apter Four

—

—_—

The

 slave boy

P among the trees, the three young
warriors held their breath. They

saw Beogard get up and stand

 directly in front of the raiders, one against

" He was bigger than every one of them by

a2 hand’s length, but outnumbered. A great
bear facing a pack of wolves.

: Sigwyn could stand it no longer.

“I'm going down there.”

“No! He made us promise to wait,”

d her brother, holding her back.

Kenhelm was about to speak too — but

- at that moment, a farm boy appeared
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a weapon and to

or Bron was a slave — had a steel
always kept propped beside the
rge. It was never used except as a
netal worker’s trade.
would use it now, although he’d been
ever to touch it.
or not, he would run to help Rowena.
master could call for the village men to
‘running from the fields.
n sprinted hard, but then a heavy blow
d on his back and knocked the breath out of
He stumbled and fell. And before he could

n 2 weight fell on him, forcing him to the

n fought by instinct. He lashed out with his
nd tried to scramble free. But an instant later
the sharp edge of a knife at his throat.
‘not move boy.”

e a grab at the knife. Anger gave him
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ogard stroked his grey beard and
wghed, but he kept his eyes fixed
‘and unblinking on Hrotha.

you were invited to my family’s feast
d not realise it.”

 laughed.

a feast but we were just leaving.”
dy? Before my sons arrive?”

must catch the tide.”

drotha, Beogard noticed the
relax — a stir, a breathing out —

r had decided not to fight.
shrugged. “I'll not stop

*m go. He stood very still

ntil at last the silence was

all your sons?” she said.






Chapter Six

A feast at
the farm

1l work in the fields was

abandoned. Tools were stacked,

gates were shut and animals
tethered. A fire was laid in the pit in front
of Rowena’s farmhouse.

Elder-man Paega and his wife brought a
pig to roast, enough to feed all families from
the nearby farms. And everyone gathered,
sitting on the ground and on benches, while
cups and bowls were laid on a trestle board.

Wigstan and a group of the older men
went to look for the raiders. Paega rode
ahead on a pony and a couple of the men




“Yes elder-man. But they’d rather steal yours,”
1 Beogard. “And it’s not grain they wanted,
k they were looking for plunder. And for

ves.
Rowena passed him the drinking horn, now

full.

“We owe you our lives, lord.”

Beogard smiled and raised the horn.

“No lass, you owe us nothing. This feast is all a
weary traveller could want.”

“But where are you travelling to?” asked one of
the farmers. “And what are you Saxons doing in
the land of the Jutes?”

Others around the fire murmured and nodded.

Beogard took a long drink and wiped his
mouth on his sleeve.

“Some of us here are Saxons, it’s true. And
some of us are Jutes. Some may also be British
folk whose families lived in this land long before
us. But tonight we are all friends beside the same
fire.

“To tell you the truth, I’ve travelled around so

~ much that sometimes I can’t remember what I
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am — ” he laughed and put his great hands on his
knees.

“But why I am here you ask? I’ve come a l(-)ﬂg
way and it is a strange tale. I can tell it to you if
you want...”

A murmur of excitement went around the fire.

“Yes, tell us,” said Paega. “We want to hear.”

 “Very well.”

A harp was produced and passed around until
Edwyn took it and began playing a Saxon tune
that all the Jutes knew too.

Everyone looked at Beogard, waiting for him
to begin.

Nobody noticed an extra figure squeeze in at
the back of the crowd.

Bron had slipped away from the forge where
his master, the blacksmith, now lay snoring.
Tomorrow he would have 2 slave’s work to do

again. But tonight he would listen to warriors’
tales.

40




night — 1 almost died in my bed.

«] would have died, there as I slept, but for
one thing. I was suddenly woken in the dead O,f
night by a sound that chilled my blood: a howling
and yammering as if from a great hound. The
sound woke me and I lay sweating in the dark
with my eyes wide and the hair rising on my
scalp.

“I am an old man and not much frightens me
these days. But that dog’s howl did.

“I found my courage, took up my sword and
led my warriors to the door of my hall.

“They all crowded behind me as | pushed

the oak aside, just the merest crack, and peered

outside. And there it was! A huge grey hound,

staring straight at me,
“Tlooked back at it. Our eyes met, and then
the strangest thing happened
Before I could take another step a sudden
wind blew up and shook the
tr
hall. T kney, 5¢ that g
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spot where my bed was, and smashed
ces — just like this — 7

d snatched up a stick from the fire and
it suddenly in two, making everyone

“We stood there terrified, clutching each other.
Then storm passed as quickly as it had come, and
the dog stopped howling. It took one last look at
me and trotted off into the forest.”

Beogard took a swig of beer from the horn and
wiped his beard.

“And I understood. The creature had been sent
to warn me. If I'd been asleep in my bed T would
have surely been killed.”

The children stared at him wide-eyed and the

farmers nodded at each other approvingly. The
tale had begun well.

Fkkokokokk

“ € very next morning,” the warrior
g continued, “I looked for the hound. But
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my bed. And
ing to see the
[ didn’t see it again
later.” '

d returned?!”” exclaimed

t came back. And in a
w the creature to you — here at

tared at him amazed.
his shoulder towards the
and the younger children
gether.
aghed Beogard. “The hound
der? It was sent by the gods
e
rink and continued his tale.
pened. Exactly a week after
visitor arrived at my hall,
Saxons,” he said. ‘Sent

1 Beogard, I.ord of




laughed.
ake such

heart missed a beat. For
hound again, at that very
Sherwyn leaned forward and

= a golden brooch from his king —

’ched as the warrior unpinned it and
Ccross to the other side of the fire to

YO he said. “T ook at the
2 in the gold. See jts shining

0






