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One

They stopped for the night at Roche Abbey, a 
Cluniac monastery close to Doncaster that 

offered overnight hospitality to travellers. The monks 
were genuinely terrified of the Danes but, provided 
a hefty donation was forthcoming, would not risk 
asking why seven Danes were escorting six girls and 
one woman – and why they required the women to 
be locked in their dormitory.

Finally, all the slaves and his men were fed and 
accommodated. The monks had given him a room of 
his own which, thankfully, was a guest room rather 
than a dormitory of monks’ cells, like his men had – 
he had a decent sized bed, a comfortable chair and a 
table. There was a jug of ale and a tankard left on the 
table beside a basket of fruit.

He decided to use the communal shower and 
remove his sodden tunic and cloak. The water was 
hardly warm, but it gave him a chance to wash his hair 
and remove most of the dirt that had accumulated 
since he had landed in Mercia. He changed into a 
soft wool tunic and on the way back, stopped in his 
men’s dormitory and sought out Vidar.

‘Fetch the Saxon woman to my room.’
Vidar hesitated and then bravely said, ‘No’.
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‘What the hell do you mean, ‘No?’ You little runt. 
Get your arse out of here and fetch her now, or I will 
knock you senseless!’

Vidar backed away. ‘I will not be party to you 
raping Gytha; she has had enough to cope with 
already.’

He stared at Vidar, incredulous, his anger 
increasing by the second. ‘She insisted on bloody 
coming to wet nurse that bloody daughter of hers 
and I agreed because she would be available for my 
pleasure, considering the rest of them are out of 
bounds.’ Suddenly, a thought hit him. ‘I see – it’s the 
daughter you are lusting after, is it? Well, let me wipe 
that thought out of your head.’ He lunged forward 
and slapped Vidar so hard on the side of his head that 
he stumbled backwards, hit the wall and slid down it, 
temporarily dazed.

Thorsten flung open the door and stamped to 
the dormitory that the women had been allocated. 
Two of his men were guarding both locked doors. 
He snatched the keys, unlocked the door and entered 
the room. He strode over to Gytha, grabbed her by 
the wrist and said, ‘Come with me, woman.’

Gytha was totally taken by surprise and found 
herself being propelled towards the door. Skye ran 
in front of Thorsten, screaming, ‘You are not taking 
my mother anywhere, you evil bastard.’ He gave her 
a terrifying stare, raised his hand and swatted her out 
of the way.

Gytha was in no doubt about his intentions for her 
and exactly how angry he was, but the grip he had on 
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her wrist prevented her from struggling against him. 
He dragged her to his room, slammed the door shut, 
strode over to the bed and pushed her backwards onto 
it. He leant over her menacingly, ‘Now, get undressed 
and into that bed!’ He went over to the table, poured 
out a glass of ale and drank half of it in one go.

He turned around. Gytha was sitting on the edge 
of the bed, not attempting to undress. His patience 
was evaporating, and he shouted, ‘Don’t dare defy me 
or you will live to regret it. You are my Saxon prisoner 
now and will do whatever I want.’

She stood up, trembling, and in a quavering voice, 
she said, ‘I can’t. I am a married woman and my body 
belongs to my husband; I would be breaking my 
wedding vows if I were to lie with you.’

He strode over to her, his hand raised. ‘Of course, I 
know you are married to a Norseman who presumably 
informed you of your wifely duties. I want sex with 
you, not to bloody marry you, woman. I suggest you 
remove that dress before I do, or you will be doing 
the rest of your journey naked.’

Bravely, she stood her ground and raised her head, 
fixing her steely blue eyes on him. ‘If you take me by 
force then you must appreciate that Ralf will pursue 
you and kill you.’

He laughed, ‘And that’s supposed to frighten me, 
woman? The only men whose women I wouldn’t risk 
violating are Ivar or Ubba.’

Quick as a flash, she intervened, ‘Both of whom 
are friends of Ralf.’

She knew by the flash of his green eyes that this 
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was news to him, but he turned and laughed, ‘You 
think that will stop me when I know they are 100 
miles away? I will be long gone across the sea with 
your daughter before your husband even starts 
looking for you… and Ivar and Ubba won’t waste 
their time chasing after you; they have far bigger fish 
to fry in keeping Jorvik under their command. Saxons 
normally accept defeat when they are outnumbered. 
Are you going to reconcile to your fate willingly or 
risk fighting me and ending up dead when I have 
finished with you?’

She knew she was beaten and began unbuttoning 
her dress. His eyes shone with triumph. She removed 
her dress and undergarments and stood naked in 
front of him.

‘Not bad for a woman in her thirties.’ He pulled 
his tunic over his head and removed his breeches. The 
anticipation had raised his ardour.

Gytha observed his naked body, shuddered and 
then knelt over the edge of the bed.

He hesitated slightly, ‘That’s an interesting 
choice of position?’ He approached her carefully as, 
instinctively, he knew she was highly dangerous. He 
knelt behind her and ran his hands over her buttocks. 
‘Now, you behave, and you won’t get hurt. Defy me 
and I will ensure you get hurt.’

There were no preliminaries and she gasped at the 
force of his entry but tried to ignore what he was 
doing to her. However, he stopped suddenly, turning 
her over and laying her on her back with her knees 
up. ‘Just in case you were trying to avoid seeing my 
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pretty face by adopting that position, I regret I want 
to see yours.’

Afterwards, she lay with tears pouring down her 
face. He had at least not kissed her lips, although his 
mouth had been everywhere else. She had managed 
not to cry out whilst he ravaged her, for fear of the 
consequences, and wanted her silence to reinforce to 
him that she had been raped.

He looked at her and did feel remorse. He kissed 
the tip of her nose and whispered, ‘There, my little 
Saxon. That wasn’t so bad, was it?’

The look she gave him would have turned most 
men to stone and he was full of admiration for her 
courage. ‘Let me go back to my daughter now; you 
have had what you wanted.’

He laughed, stood up and pulled back the covers, 
scooped her up and deposited her gently on the 
pillows, quickly jumping in beside her. ‘No way, my 
dear. I haven’t finished with you yet, and who knows 
when I will get the opportunity of a decent bed again. 
You can go to sleep while I explore your body and 
find out what really turns you on.’ 

She knew not to show any weakness, as much as 
she wanted to howl like a baby. Tired and exhausted 
as she was, there was no way she dared contemplate 
sleep. She was terrified that if she did and he continued 
caressing her body, it would respond naturally to the 
stimulation, assuming it to be Ralf, not her tormentor. 

Thorsten continued his exploration of her with 
oral sex and she was terrified her body would betray 
her. At one point, it nearly did. He laughed and 
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switched his position, straddling her waist. ‘Now, 
Gytha, just relax and enjoy it. This time I promise 
not to hurt you.’ 

To banish him from her sight she closed her eyes 
and silently recited a psalm in her mind to try and 
block out what he was doing to her ravaged body. 
He was slightly taller than Ralf but weighed at least 
a stone more and she feared she would be crushed 
to death. He was dark-haired and green-eyed with a 
long plait in the centre of his head falling to his waist, 
with the sides of his head shaven but heavily tattooed. 
He was extremely muscular and fit and, she guessed, 
younger than thirty. Where did these Vikings get 
their desire to fight and conquer from? They must be 
programmed from birth to fight and kill and yet so 
was Ralf, but he could be as gentle as a puppy with her 
and the children. She was struggling to breathe and 
prayed her ordeal would cease before she suffocated 
to death underneath him. Just as she began to lose 
consciousness, he released her and rolled away. She 
turned onto her side, gasping for air, feeling like a 
fish out of water. When her breathing had returned 
to normal he wriggled closer to her, wrapped his arms 
around her and cupped her left breast. He pulled the 
covers around them both and within minutes, was 
snoring. 

She was furious. How was she going to sleep 
with him snoring like a wild boar next to her ear? 
She looked across the room at a large wooden cross 
that was tipped in silver, reflecting the moonlight 
streaming through the window on the opposite wall. 
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Why, if this was a House of God, had He forsaken 
her? Why hadn’t he sent angels to protect her and 
strike down her attacker? Maybe Ralf had been right 
when he had teased her and said that her religion – 
based on one God – would never work, as he could 
not possibly help all of his followers at once. 

o0o

Thorsten awoke, startled by the sound of footsteps 
passing the slightly open window. He quickly 
remembered where he was and realised that the 
monks were going into the church to pray just before 
dawn. He could feel the warmth of Gytha’s body next 
to him and he ran his left hand down the curve of 
her buttock, remembering his sexual pleasure from 
last night. If he touched her gently, perhaps he could 
fool her body into responding in her sleep as if he was 
her husband. He repositioned her body and bent her 
knees upwards. He gently stroked between her thighs 
until she relaxed and instinctively moved closer 
to him. As he penetrated her he gripped her arms 
tightly. She woke with a start and tried to evade him.

‘Shush, Gytha. Keep still and it will be over very 
quickly.’

She was furious, disorientated and powerless yet 
again. He was as strong as an ox and she had to 
succumb to him. Mercifully, it did not last long. He 
pulled the covers off them as he sat up and pushed 
her onto her back. She gave him a look of loathing 
and spat, ‘Bastard!’ He saw the bruising on her arms 
and her thighs caused by him holding her down, and 
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he was ashamed of himself. He threw the covers back 
over her. She had turned away from him and was 
sobbing quietly into the pillow.

He pulled his breeches on, and his tunic and said, 
‘Stay where you are until I return!’ He flinched as he 
saw the flicker of fear in her eyes at the prospect of 
another attack. He went to the washroom and filled a 
pitcher of hot water and took a bowl, soap and towel 
back to the room. ‘I have brought you some hot water 
to wash. Get dressed and come down to breakfast; we 
will be leaving within the hour.’ He then marched 
out to summon his men.

She saw the steam rising, got up and went over 
to the dresser to wash. She looked in the mirror and 
could see the bruises starting to form on her arms and 
over her breasts. She was at least grateful to him for 
supplying the hot water, as she felt incredibly dirty 
and violated.

As she opened the door of the bedroom, Father 
Abraham appeared and motioned to her to go back 
into the room. He whispered, ‘I have despatched two 
novices disguised as farmworkers, with fast horses, to 
take your message to Jorvik. God forbid it does not 
bring Ivar the Boneless here or we will all die.’

She replied, ‘Father, Ivar will not leave Jorvik on 
my behalf but if my husband gets your message he 
may be able to get here before we sail from Repton to 
Frankia, as the boat has to return from Northumbria. 
Please can you bless me before I go? I have sinned and 
broken my marriage vows.’

He interrupted, ‘Stop, my dear, you have done 
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nothing wrong. That heathen savage raped you. You 
were not a willing participant, were you?’

‘No, Father, of course not.’
‘Kneel down.’ He drew the sign of the cross on 

her forehead then lay his hand on her head and said, 
‘May God hear your prayers and allow your husband 
to rescue you and those innocent girls before you are 
torn from our shores.’



10

Two

Gytha left quickly for the refectory, fearing 
Thorsten’s anger. When she went in, Skye came 

running to her and threw herself into her mother’s 
arms.

‘Has he hurt you, Mama?’
‘No, sweetheart. No more than I could bear.’
‘But it won’t stop him molesting you every night, 

will it?’
‘As long as he leaves you alone, I can take it.’
She took a seat and picked at some fruit and bread 

and cheese, not because she was hungry, but because 
she had to keep eating to keep going.

Thorsten came striding in and told the guards 
to get the girls outside and mounted up. Each man 
buckled his saddlebag onto his saddle then legged up 
each girl onto the horse before climbing up behind 
them. 

Thorsten went over to Gytha’s mare. He was 
surprised to find she had a sheepskin fastened over 
the saddle. ‘Who tacked up this mare?’

There was silence and then Vidar said, ‘I did, sir.’
Thorsten walked over to him and everybody held 

their breath. ‘I hope my Saxon slave appreciates your 
kindness.’ He then laughed loudly and legged Gytha 
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up into the saddle.
After they had covered twenty miles, Gytha was 

very appreciative of the sheepskin fleece over the 
saddle as she was very sore. They stopped briefly and 
when she dismounted, she cried out in pain. Vidar 
was close by and he helped her to a low wall, which 
she leaned on.

Vidar said, ‘I am so sorry I could not prevent 
Thorsten from hurting you.’

‘Be careful, Vidar; you saw how angry he was last 
night. Don’t try and intervene on my behalf or you 
will end up dead. I knew what I was letting myself in 
for when I insisted on coming. As long as he leaves 
the girls alone, I am not bothered.’

‘He won’t dare touch the girls; he knows that 
Scarface will kill him if any of them are deflowered. 
Their value lies in their virginity. He has an order 
to fulfil for six blonde virgins for an Arab sheik. He 
wants them for breeding in his harem. The Arabs and 
Moors like the pale skin and blonde beauty of Saxon 
girls. She may have an easier life there than she would 
if sold in Paris as a slave. This is why we are only 
hunting teenage girls on this trip. If Scarface gets 
enough good quality girls, he intends to sail through 
the Mediterranean to Constantinople, Antioch and 
Alexandria.’

‘How long do you think we will be at Repton for?’
‘Who knows? It depends whether they find decent 

girls in Northumbria or not. Our troop was intended 
to raid Jorvik but when we sailed up the Ouse and 
heard both Ubba and Ivar were there, we daren’t risk 
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it. We switched to smaller villages in the countryside, 
which is why you were targeted. We snatched three 
of these girls from a church after Thorsten had seen 
them driving there.’

Thorsten ordered them to remount and Vidar gave 
her a gentle leg up back up onto her mare. They moved 
on at pace as they had fifty-eight miles to cover before 
reaching Repton. Tonight, they would be bedding 
down in the forest. When twilight began to fall, 
Thorsten started looking for a suitable campsite away 
from the Roman road. Fortunately, he had purchased 
food for their supper from the monastery, so at least 
they did not have to hunt for their meal. There had 
been no rainfall for the last two days and he hoped 
they would not encounter any overnight.

Gytha and Vidar set about preparing a fire and 
soon, hot water and milk were on the boil. The 
men all drank either mead or ale. Gytha unwrapped 
cooked chicken and ham and sliced bread. Thorsten 
was helping prepare a shelter for the women, out of 
earshot of those around the fire.

As she was cutting the bread with a very sharp 
knife, Skye quietly said, ‘Mother, I know you loathe 
Thorsten’s sexual advances but if you were to pretend 
that you liked him then you may be able to persuade 
him to let us go.’

Gytha stared at her daughter in disbelief. ‘You 
want me to deceive him into loving me, shattering 
my marriage vows to your father even further in the 
process? For God’s sake, Skye, he is a Dane. I am just 
someone to provide him with sex – nothing else. He 
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has not treated me with much compassion so far and 
the last thing I want is more attention from him.’

Skye picked up the bread knife. ‘But if you 
deceived him you could cut his throat with this knife 
if you took him by surprise.’

Gytha gasped, ‘I would not know where to start 
and that knife will hardly kill him quickly enough 
before he has chance to strangle me.’

Skye sighed in exasperation, ‘Then turn his sexual 
attention towards me! I could do it. Father taught 
both me and Ranulf to fight with a sword and a seax 
and I would have no problems slitting his throat with 
that knife whilst he was raping me. Father showed 
me how to slit the throats of deer and small animals 
and prepare them for the pot.’

Gytha hugged Skye to her. ‘Sweetheart, he would 
not dare touch you as you will be one of the prize 
slaves that Scarface already has a contract for in 
Arabia.’

‘Arabia?’
‘Possibly, if they can find enough beautiful virgins 

to fill that order. Scarface is prepared to sail through 
the Mediterranean and head for Constantinople and 
the Holy Land to ensure he gets a top price for his 
slaves. Western women are much admired for their 
pale skin, blue eyes and blonde hair out there.’

‘Then we have got to try to get away while we are 
in Repton awaiting the return of Scarface, as it will 
take at least five days before father can physically 
reach us, assuming he receives your message. If he 
doesn’t, he will assume we have already gone by boat 
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via the Humber.’
Thorsten appeared, and they all sat round the 

campfire eating their supper. Afterwards, the girls 
were taken to their shelter under guard and the men 
retired to theirs… all except Thorsten. Gytha tidied 
up and washed the pots and repacked the saddlebag, 
acutely aware that Thorsten was watching her.

He said, ‘Leave the fire. Come and sit here; I want 
to talk to you.’

‘Provided you promise that talk is all you want. I 
am in no state to stand another physical assault from 
you.’

‘You have a sharp tongue, Gytha, for a Saxon.’
She strode over and sat on the rock next to him. 

‘You have finally called me by my name instead of 
addressing me as “woman” or “slave.” What did you 
want to ask me?’

‘I was just interested to know how you came to be 
married to a Viking?’

‘Ralf came over with Ragnar Lothbrok as an 
eighteen-year-old when they were granted land by 
King Egbert in Dereham, Mercia. He came wanting 
to farm and breed horses and start a new life. The day 
the settlement was attacked by Egbert’s soldiers and 
most of the occupants slain, he was with Ragnar on 
a hunting party. Before they returned to the camp, 
a young boy told them that soldiers were lying in 
wait at the village. Ragnar opted to head for his boats 
before they were burned, but Ralf did not want to go 
back home. He had skills as a blacksmith and decided 
to risk trying to make a solo living. He kept moving 
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north after several skirmishes and settled in Jorvik 
eventually.’

‘It can’t have been easy for him: although Norsemen 
had a fearsome reputation as warriors, a lone wolf 
would have been an easy target.’

‘Ralf was not like you. He knew that he had to 
gain trust in order to be accepted and so he used 
his skills as a blacksmith, rather than his sword. My 
father was an arable farmer then and we used heavy 
horses. One day, my brother was sick and due to take 
two farm horses for shoeing, so I rode one and led the 
other horse into Jorvik to the blacksmith.’

‘How old were you then?’
‘Probably sixteen, and obviously I made an 

impression on Ralf. I was most concerned he might 
murder or rape me, but Ralf has never ever hurt 
me. Unfortunately, my brother had contracted the 
sweating sickness and he died soon after. I continued 
taking the horses to his smithy and when I told 
him one day that my father was putting up a farm 
building, Ralf turned up and volunteered to help 
over the weekend. My father grew to trust him but 
when he asked for my hand in marriage a year later, 
he refused.’

‘So, did he throw you over his horse and carry you 
off into the sunset?’

‘No, he didn’t; he respected my father’s wish for us 
to wait at least a year and our courtship was allowed 
to continue, but under my father’s beady eyes.’

‘And he didn’t take your body before marriage?’
‘No! You would have, and you’d probably have 
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murdered my father as well, but Ralf was prepared to 
wait patiently and prove himself.’

‘Well, he had the added bonus of inheriting the 
land on your father’s death since you were the only 
child. Was it really you he wanted, or the land?’

‘The farm was only twenty acres, hardly big 
enough to provide an income for a small family, but 
fate intervened again. The raiders attacked, and my 
father was killed. My mother and I were hiding in 
the barn under the hay and thankfully, the raiders 
were disturbed and fled without finding us. Ralf and 
I married and moved his smithy from Jorvik and we 
switched to horse breeding.’

‘Did he tell you about the duties of a Viking wife?’
‘If the first priority was to obey her husband he 

would not have risked telling me as he would have 
been wasting his time. My name – Gytha – means 
“battle,” and I can hold my own with my tongue 
against you big lumbering oafs, even if you have a 
sword in your hand. I honestly think you Vikings 
must come out of your mother’s womb clutching a 
sword and an axe. What makes you so violent and 
angry? Do you teach your children to slaughter as 
soon as they can walk, instead of give them toys to 
play with?’

Thorsten roared with laughter, ‘Oh Gytha, you 
are hilarious, but you may be surprised to know 
that we respect our women and if a woman has land 
and money, she retains her role as the leader of the 
community on marriage. We don’t go to church 
to marry; we just have a feast when we declare our 
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marriage with the binding of hands. Our attitude to 
sex is very different from yours. We see it as a pleasure 
to be enjoyed and shared. We don’t remain faithful 
to our wives and don’t expect them to be faithful to 
us when we are out of the country. Besides, in the 
winter with only a few hours of daylight and freezing 
temperatures, what better way to spend your time 
than having sex after fighting all summer?’

‘But you won’t know whether the babies your 
wives are carrying are your own!’

‘What does it matter, unless you are the leader 
of the pack? Even then, the leader is entitled to 
take whichever woman he wants to his bed as the 
more male offspring, the more potential warriors he 
produces.’

‘But that’s the problem – nowhere have you 
mentioned the concept of love.’ 

‘Well, of course Vikings love their wives and make 
sure they are pregnant before they leave in the spring 
as believe me, there would be ructions if they came 
home to find a cuckoo already growing in their nest. 
Thankfully, I don’t have that problem as I am a single 
man. Come, let’s to bed. We have another twenty-
five miles to ride tomorrow. Would you like to join 
me, so you can cuddle up to this “lumbering oaf” for 
warmth?’

‘No, thank you! You couldn’t be trusted to keep 
those shovels you call hands to yourself.’

He laughed, ‘Maybe I have done your Ralf a favour 
by removing the viper from his nest.’

‘Oh no, you will live to regret it; he will pursue you 
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to the ends of the earth to kill you for violating his 
beloved wife.’ They retired to their separate shelters 
and she snuggled up to Skye, relieved that he had left 
her alone.

o0o

It was mid-afternoon the next day when they rode 
through the gates of the first Viking settlement at 
Repton. It had now become a thriving inland southern 
port for Vikings sailing in or out of the North Sea 
from the Humber Estuary via the River Trent. There 
was ample room to moor their longboats and provide 
permanent guards and take supplies in or out of 
Scandinavia. It served as an over-wintering spot as 
well. Scarface had chosen Repton for the overland 
raiders from the two units raiding Jorvik, and the 
second unit raiding Mercia could wait there for his 
slave boat returning from Northumbria via the Ouse 
and Trent. There were sufficient secure wooden huts 
to house the prisoners and provide safety from attack. 

Thorsten was relieved to find that Redbeard’s 
troop was already in residence and had captured ten 
teenage girls… but only four of them were blondes 
and none were as pretty as Skye. Redbeard showed 
him his frightened captives and complained that 
Mercia was originally populated by immigrants from 
Mediterranean countries who were darker in skin. 
He showed his girls to Redbeard and he stopped in 
front of Skye, checked the length of her tied-up hair, 
turned her round and ran his hands over her buttocks.

‘Are you sure she’s still a virgin? Scarface can tell 
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the difference, you know. How old is she?’
‘She’s sixteen and as her mother insisted on 

coming with us, I am sure she is pure. Her father’s 
a Norseman and her mother a Saxon. Thankfully, he 
wasn’t at home when I snatched them.’

‘Well that explains her beauty, then.’ He surveyed 
Gytha, who was standing behind Skye. ‘Why the 
hell did you bring her mother? There may be limited 
room on the slave ship, depending on how many 
Scarface brings.’

‘I brought the mother to cook on the journey south 
and keep the girls calm… and to keep me warm and 
content at night.’

Redbeard laughed, ‘Not a bad idea, but I doubt 
Scarface will be amused.’

‘Have you just locked your girls up all day?’
‘I have only been here for three days, but I have 

them marched under guard down the river bank for 
an hour’s walk before dark with their heads covered, 
to get some exercise. There are over 200 men here 
and they would all like to bag themselves a virgin, 
so we need to guard them very carefully. One of my 
men started touching one of the girls on the journey.’

‘What did you do?’
‘Well, I thought about chopping his hand off but 

then if we had come under attack he wouldn’t have 
been able to hold the girl and fight the raiders. I told 
the girl to scream loudly if he touched her again and 
that I would chop his dick off.’

‘Did it work?’
Redbeard laughed, ‘I don’t know! She never 
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complained again so she either started to enjoy it, 
or he left her alone. If he’s gone any further, then 
Scarface can deal with him.’

‘I will talk to Gytha – maybe the girls can do some 
sewing or weaving for the villagers during the day to 
relieve the boredom. She doesn’t need to be locked 
up; she won’t leave the girl and I will be having her in 
my bed at night.’

‘If she’s a Norseman’s wife she will know how to 
pleasure a man. Most of the Saxon women haven’t a 
clue.’

Thorsten smiled and refrained from admitting she 
was proving difficult to tame. However, he would 
have time now to concentrate on that whilst they 
waited for Scarface’s return.

Redbeard said, ‘Shame Ivar and Ubba Ragnersson 
had only just invaded Jorvik or you could have had 
your pick of blonde-haired girls. I bet there aren’t any 
virgins left in Jorvik now that their warriors are in the 
city. I found two redheads with Irish blood, but not 
many pretty blondes.’

‘Ivar’s holding the city and Ubba’s men are 
patrolling the Ouse and Fosse and the surrounding 
area. Halfdan holds Lincoln so they appear to want 
to control Northumbria.’

‘Will you join me tonight in the main hall for 
supper?

‘Yes, provided we have sorted out overnight guard 
rotas for the huts. You guard your booty and I will 
guard mine. I am not risking losing my cut of the 
profit if your men lose them.’
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Three

Ralf and his son made their way at a steady canter 
after leaving their Terrington farm and heading 

back to Haxby. He was delighted with the condition 
of the youngstock. The summer had not been too 
hot and dry, so the horses had benefited from the 
abundant grass. Godric had done an excellent job 
and their breeding programme was improving stock 
year by year.

They halted at the top of a hill that gave them a 
view right across the Vale of Jorvik. It worried him 
that Ivar was in charge of his home town, because of 
the devastation and loss of life of its people when he 
invaded. He would have far rather had Ubba as King 
as he had the same moral values as him and did not 
have the streak of cruelty that drove Ivar. Ubba had 
inherited his father’s quiet, cheerful disposition and 
love of nature and land. 

They rode on and as he got closer to home, he 
suddenly felt unusually anxious. When they arrived 
at the turn-off to the track to his farm, he felt even 
more apprehensive. As they turned the corner, he saw 
his main gates were open and blowing in the breeze.

He pulled up and shouted to Ranulf to stay where 
he was until he came back for him and if he saw 
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anybody come out, to ride back down the track and 
gallop into the city.

He drew his sword and pulled out his axe. He 
steered his horse onto the longer grass and walked 
towards the gate. The first thing he saw was his two 
guard dogs with slit throats. As he moved into the 
farmyard he saw two of his farm labourers with their 
hands tied and throats slit. He dismounted and 
forced himself to enter at the kitchen door, his anger 
rising by the second. To his utter relief, his wife and 
daughter were not there. He ran upstairs, terrified 
he would find them both raped in their beds, but 
the house was silent. He ran back out, shouting their 
names, and headed to the barn. There was no sign 
of them. He then checked the stables and was even 
more surprised to find all the horses still there except 
for Gytha’s mare. He checked the tracks in the yard 
and estimated that there must have been at least six 
horses ridden by the thieves.

His brain was on overload as the value of the 
horses was considerable – so why hadn’t the raiders 
taken them? Suddenly, the answer hit him and with 
a strangled sob, he ran to his horse and galloped 
back to Ranulf. They were not horse thieves; they 
were slave traders. He told him what had happened 
and urged him to follow him into Jorvik. Was Ivar 
responsible for this? He thought he had established 
a good relationship with him, but he had seen Ivar 
look longingly at Skye and licking his lips when he 
had last visited. Ivar’s predilection for young girls was 
well-known. He had heard many stories about Ivar’s 
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virgins. It appeared he could have intercourse, but he 
was obviously sterile as no babies were produced.

They reached the city gates and galloped through 
them to the two-tiered wooden house Ivar was using 
as a base for his court. The guards knew him and 
were surprised at his haste. They informed him Ivar 
was dining. He ran through the house, flung the 
door open and observed Ivar with Ubba and six of 
his main men. 

Ivar looked up, startled. ‘Why Ralf, you seem to 
be in a hurry. What’s wrong?’

‘Do you have anything to do with the kidnap of 
my wife and daughter?’

There was a gasp of surprise from around the table. 
All eyes turned to Ivar as Ralf got closer to the table.

Ivar shouted, ‘Of course I know nothing about this. 
I consider you to be a friend as you knew my father. 
Why would even me, the cruel Ivar the Boneless, take 
your wife and child?’

Ralf was only two feet away when he replied, ‘If 
you had anything to do with this Ivar, I will kill you!’

Ubba leapt to his feet as he saw Ralf pull his axe 
from his belt from underneath his cloak. He lunged 
forward, kicked Ralf ’s leg from under him and 
unbalanced him, and flung him to the floor on his 
knees. Within seconds, he had a seax at his throat.

‘Shit Ralf, are you bloody mad?’ He turned to Ivar 
and shouted, ‘Are you sure you are not lying, brother? 
Because if I find out you are then I will be the one 
who kills you!’

Ivar shouted, ‘For fuck’s sake, slit the bastard’s 
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throat. I will not be threatened in my own home… 
and how dare you question my integrity, brother?’

Suddenly, there was a cry of, ‘No, don’t kill my 
father!’ In the turmoil, everyone had overlooked the 
boy still standing in the doorway.

Ubba shouted, ‘Nobody is killing anybody until 
I get to the bottom of this. Sven, take the boy to the 
kitchen and see he is fed. Frank, you stay here and 
the rest of you can piss off.’ He pulled Ralf to his feet, 
still with the seax at his throat, removed his sword 
and threw it to the side of the room while patting 
him down for weapons. ‘Ralf, I promise Ranulf will 
be safe. Now, sit down and explain exactly what 
happened.’ As the other men stood up, he pushed 
Ralf towards a chair. He motioned to Frank to sit 
on the other side of him and he took the seat next to 
Ivar, at the head of the table.

‘I came home and found my gates swinging open. 
My two guard dogs were dead, with slit throats, in 
the entrance. My two farm labourers were in the 
yard, bound and with slit throats. There had been at 
least six horses in the yard and I searched for Gytha 
and Skye, to no avail. The only horse missing from 
my yard is Gytha’s mare.’

Ivar responded, ‘Definitely the work of slave 
traders, probably Danes targeting young girls.’

Ubba turned to Frank, ‘You have been patrolling 
the Ouse. Have you seen any new activity?’ 

‘The only boats I have seen were a large longboat 
with two smaller ones that were tied up on the far 
bank of the Ouse overnight, but they left to go north 
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up the Ouse very early the next morning. I assumed 
they were just laying up for the night and then 
heading north.’

Ivar asked, ‘Were they flying any banners?’
Frank replied, ‘No but the carving on the bow and 

stern were horses’ heads.’
Ubba said, ‘Sounds like a Danish Skeid with two 

Snekkas as escorts. They could have moored further 
upriver and then come back.’

Frank responded, ‘No, they didn’t,. I sent a man 
to watch them and ensure they did not stop here. He 
tracked them up as far as Ripon and was sure they 
were aiming for the Tees.’

Ralf said, ‘But if they did come back, will they 
have made it to the Humber by now and out to sea?’

Ivar said, ‘Not necessarily.’
There was a knock at the door and a guard arrived 

accompanying two young men. ‘These men claim 
to have a message for King Ivar to pass on to Ralf 
Lindholm. They have come from Roche Abbey near 
Doncaster.’

Ivar pointed to Ralf. ‘Give him the message; he is 
Ralf Lindholm. I presume they stopped at the abbey 
overnight. How many men are there?’

One of the men replied, ‘Six Danes, six teenage 
girls and one woman. They stayed overnight on 
Tuesday.’

Ralf read the letter and passed it to Ubba. ‘Gytha 
persuaded them to let her go with them to try and 
protect Skye. The group’s leader is called Thorsten 
and they are slave traders working for a Dane called 
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Scarface. They left the boat on Sunday night when it 
was moored, and they were due to target Jorvik but 
when they discovered you were both here, they daren’t 
risk it, so they searched in the vicinity. She found out 
that they were heading for Repton to await the return 
of Scarface from Durham, as another group is raiding 
in Mercia. Their first stop will be Paris, but they have 
a contract from an Arab Sheik to supply six blonde 
virgins and if they have enough quality girls, they will 
sail on to Jerusalem and Antioch.’

Ubba jumped up, ‘Then we had better get going, 
Ralf; we need to snatch them from Repton, preferably 
before Scarface makes it back from Durham.’

Ralf gasped, ‘You would come with me, Ubba?’
‘Yes, me and five men. You can be the sixth and I 

will concoct a cover for going to Repton on the way 
there.’

Ivar said sarcastically, ‘But you haven’t discussed 
this with me, Ubba.’

Ubba laughed but passed him Gytha’s letter. ‘No, 
Ivar. I’m telling you, not asking you. You can supply 
a family to take care of Ranulf at his farm and a small 
guard to ensure his safety. There is no way we can risk 
taking him to Repton.’

Ralf was overcome with emotion. ‘Thank you, 
Ubba. I don’t know what to say.’ He turned towards 
the two monks. ‘Thank you for bringing the message, 
but I want to know something that my wife avoided 
mentioning. Has this Thorsten harmed my wife?’

Both men looked at each other and then one said, 
‘I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know for certain, but he took 
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her to his bed on Tuesday night and did not return 
her to the girls’ dormitory. I believe they slept out in 
the open the first night.’ 

Ralf wiped tears from his eyes and as he stood up, 
he muttered, ‘I will tear the bastard limb from limb 
when I get hold of him.’

Ivar leaned forward, passed him the letter and 
touched his arm. ‘Go with my blessing and I will 
keep your son safe.’

‘I am sorry, Ivar, that I jumped to the wrong 
conclusion and blamed you.’

‘Well, when I have such a cruel reputation I 
suppose I can’t expect you not to consider it. However, 
it obviously works as it stopped the Danes raiding 
my city for virgins. Although, if the rumours are true 
about my appetite for virgins then they should have 
known there wouldn’t be many left.’

Ubba laughed and hugged his brother. Ivar said, 
‘Go in peace, Ubba, but don’t get yourself killed; we 
still have a lot to do. I will send a message to Halfdan 
at Lincoln to watch out for their boats on the Ouse 
and see if he can surreptitiously delay them from 
reaching Repton to give you more time to get the 
two women away. If you have to fight your way out 
at Repton you should find more men will back you 
than Scarface. Be careful; we know the Mercians are 
planning to attack us and if they take you as a hostage 
I won’t be paying any ransom.’

Ubba laughed, ‘I wouldn’t expect you to, little 
brother, because it has always been me who watched 
your back, never you mine. Now, stay here – don’t 
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you go risking your neck either. My men know what 
they are doing and although I leave them effectively 
under your command, they are under my orders not 
to take unnecessary risks.

‘Come, Ralf. Are you up to riding through the 
night?’

‘Yes, whatever it takes. I just need to reassure 
Ranulf as he will be expecting to go with us.’

o0o

They set off at 3 p.m. carrying minimal baggage 
loaded on to one pack horse. The main items were: 
six shields, bows and arrows, covers to build shelters 
and animal-fur cloaks to sleep under. Only a small 
amount of food was carried, as speed was of the 
essence. Ubba had selected the fastest horses and 
insisted Ralf was not on his own horse as it had far 
superior qualities above the rest. He picked his escort 
according to their special skills. No identifying raven 
banners were taken.

They left through the gates of Jorvik at a fast 
canter. Crowds lined the narrow streets. They knew 
that with Ubba at the front, wherever they were 
going they meant business. Ralf was delighted that 
Ubba called him up to the front of the column, level 
with him. They alternated between bouts of canter 
and trot and when they were on difficult terrain, they 
walked. Ubba led them parallel to the old Roman 
road, to avoid meeting other riders. They spent five 
hours driving south but when the light began to fade, 
Ubba sent a man ahead to scout for a suitable safe 
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camping area.
The team swung into action. Each member seemed 

to have their own particular job. Some saw to the 
horses’ needs and some set up the shelter. Ralf helped 
one man make a small fire and another produced 
chicken legs and ale. The plan was to sleep for a few 
hours and then carry on down the Roman road as 
they could not ride through the forest in darkness. 

Most of the men drifted off to the shelter and soon 
there was just Ubba and Ralf left. Ubba turned to 
him and said, ‘I need you to promise me that you 
will not act alone when we get to Repton. I know 
your emotions will be running high but if you see 
your wife or daughter you may plunge all of us into 
danger if you react emotionally. I can’t afford for you 
to make a mistake Ralf, as if I get caught or killed, 
Ivar will hunt you down and kill you. He may not 
act as though he loves me, but we have a very close 
bond because I understand Ivar and have always been 
able to temper his excesses from when he was a babe 
in the cradle. As he grew up he had a terrible temper 
because he was always in constant pain from his legs. 
When he lost his temper, he was locked in an empty 
shed with nothing in it that he could damage until 
he eventually calmed down. I was the only person 
who could soothe Ivar and when I was allowed to 
go with my father overseas, Ivar would harangue me 
when we got back to tell him every single thing we 
saw and did. My father told me, “Everybody makes 
mistakes but when you are a leader, brave men die, 
and you learn a very hard lesson.” Being King is not 
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an easy life.’
‘Ubba, I won’t do anything stupid that could 

compromise the safety of any of us, but I appreciate 
your concern. I have not been a warrior for a while 
now, but I can be disciplined in a difficult situation. 
I won’t let my heart rule my head. All I want is to get 
Gytha and Skye back.’

Ubba patted him on the back. ‘Well, any man who 
risks telling Ivar to piss off and refuses to sell him 
his horses is a man of courage, certainly no fool. You 
took a huge risk, but Ivar recognised your bravery 
and respected you for it.’

They slept until 5 a.m., taking hourly turns to 
guard the camp. Then, carefully, they went back out 
to the road and got a good head start before dawn 
broke. Soon they were approaching Roche Abbey, 
where they stopped for a brief rest and a hearty 
breakfast. Ralf thanked Father Abraham for sending 
the message and assured him his young clerics would 
not be harmed by Ivar and would be back soon.

They ploughed on and covered another twenty 
miles before stopping to camp overnight. They found 
a river tributary and took the horses, two at a time, 
to stand in the cool water for twenty minutes to ease 
their legs and avoid lameness. Ralf checked all of 
their shoes, replaced any loose nails and removed grit 
and small stones. 

Ubba joined him when he took his horse and 
chatted amiably. ‘You know I envy your lifestyle, Ralf. 
My dream scenario would be to have a smallholding 
for my family and breed horses. Being a son of Ragnar 
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does not make for an easy life. On my first trip over 
I was only eleven and cockily thought that because I 
could sail round the coastline and through the fjords, 
that I was a competent sailor. I spent the entire trip 
throwing up in the bottom of the boat, incapable of 
even rowing. My father, Bjorn and Floki the boat 
builder were sympathetic but when we hit a bad 
storm and the waves were lashing into the boat and 
thunder and lightning striking the mast, I wanted to 
die. Floki and Bjorn were loving it, but I was terrified. 
Even my father threw up before the storm subsided.’

Ralf laughed, ‘Well, I was eighteen and thought 
I would be fine and on my first crossing I threw up, 
but thankfully it subsided.’

‘Bjorn kept telling me I would conquer it eventually 
and gave me nightshade leaves scalded in boiling 
water to ease my suffering. It took me four long haul 
sailings before I finally got my sea legs. It also took 
me a while to get to grips with navigating, but I did 
master it. Bjorn, however, was exceptional. He can 
navigate anywhere and has an extra skill of being able 
to predict the weather. He says he can smell a storm 
brewing long before it arrives, and he has us prepared 
even if there is nowhere to shelter.’

‘Tell me, then, which son of Ragnar is the most 
proficient?’

‘I have to say Bjorn is the strongest fighter, best 
sailor and the most courageous. When the going gets 
tough, Bjorn can always find an extra gear. I have 
only ever known him to struggle when he went across 
the desert by camel. He found the heat intolerable, 
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but then he is a big strong man and heat saps your 
energy.

‘The cleverest by a long way is Ivar, particularly 
when it comes to battle strategy. His use of the old 
Roman sewers to invade Jorvik was inspirational. I 
led the assault on the walls, but Ivar was exceptional. 
He is probably the best bowman and axe thrower and 
his upper body strength is equal to that of a horse. 
He found a position on the rooftop and despatched 
fifty men by bow and arrow. He is also the cruellest; 
he was only thirteen when he showed me drawings of 
how he would torture the enemy. Hence, his torture 
of the Bishop of Jorvik by melting down silver and 
pouring it into his eyes and mouth – that was true. 
I had no idea what he intended to do as I was still 
fighting my way in and arrived too late. Not that he 
would have stopped if I had been there.’

‘Does Ivar approve of your closeness to Bjorn, 
your half-brother?’

‘Not really, but he understands that as we were 
both over here as young boys learning to fight, we 
had a strong friendship. The first time I was allowed 
to fight at the back of a shield wall, Bjorn talked 
me through every eventuality and although I was 
terrified, I was eternally grateful for his advice. I will 
never get over the trauma of having to trample over 
your own men and the enemy when in many cases, 
they are still alive. I am much happier fighting in the 
open and as I was light and athletic, Floki trained 
me to jump over the shield wall and attack from the 
front when I was competent enough.’ 
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‘Why is Ivar so cruel?’
‘I think it’s because he has had to prove his worth 

and suffered years of being called a cripple and coping 
with chronic pain. Imagine how the world looked to 
Ivar when he was a boy and could only ever crawl, 
not walk. It was Floki who made him his first chariot 
and that was his turning point. You see, he can ride 
short distances on horseback but with no feeling 
in his legs, he can’t control the horse easily. On his 
first journey over here he had to be tied to the mast 
because if the ship had rolled he had no balance to 
prevent him from being thrown out. That knowledge 
must have been terrifying as he would have drowned; 
he can only swim short distances.’

‘And what about you, Ubba? I think you are 
closest to Ragnar in both looks and temperament. 
You both have no desire to be rich and famous but 
have a courageous and adventurous streak. I think 
you would both have been happy to be plain farmers, 
but destiny intervened.’
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