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[ . .
parts lovely black co’or to hair that IS dull, burnt, streaked, off-color hair a minute longer.
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Ao the Powers of the Universe

¢ A OD GEOMETRIZES,” said an ancient sage.

Within the straight line, curve, and angle—
and their combinations—exist the forces of crea-
tion. These secret symbols contain the mysterious
laws of the universe. Upon their right use—or the
neglect of them—the success or failure of every
human enterprise depends.

Have you a desire, something you wish to ac-
complish in life? Put your finger on a dot. In
whatever direction you move your finger from the
dot, you have made a beginning. Thus a dot is the
symbol of one—or a beginning. Your desire then
is also symbolized by one. If you follow the proper
method or way to accomplish what you want, you
have arrived at point two. Whenever these two
symbols are brought together—the idea and the
right way—you produce point three—the success of
your plan. Success, therefore, is symbolized by the

three equal sides of a triangle.

In planning your personal affairs—business, do-
mestic, or the welfare of your family—do you use
a Cosmic formula? Do you determine whether
your acts are in accord with Divine truths
eternally expressed in symbols? Why does
the circle represent completion? Why is it
said that a man is on the square? These
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symbols are used by astronomers and scientists to
prove the physical laws of the universe—why don’t
you apply them to the problems of your everyday
world? Learn what symbols, as powers and forces
of nature, you can simply and intelligently use in
directing the course of your life.

Let the Rosicrucians (not a religious organiza-
tion), a world-wide brotherhood of learning, reveal
to you the symbolism of successful living.

Lot this GIFT BOOK Explain

If you want to prepare yourself through under-
standing for the greater rewards of life, write for
the fascinating free Sealed Book. It explains how

you may receive this age-old wisdom. Use the
coupon below.

Scribe W. E. W,
THE ROSICRUCIANS, AMORC
San Jose, California, U. S. A.

Please send me the Free, Sealed Book. I am inter-
ested in knowing how I may obtain the masterful
Rosicrucian teachings.

P L T O SR e A e =

@
L]
- ' '
L]

¥ ’
v

L L]
\\. -\:‘ h..;
SRS . . '- < A Ui e : .: AR e
s- A-

SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA, U.

Please mention DeLL MEN’s GrouP when answering advertisements 3



KFIVE-NOVELS MONTHLY

F. A. McCHESNEY, Editor
Copyright, 1942, by Dell Publishing Company, Inc.

Volume 59 MAY, -1 94,2 Number 2

CONTENTS

Banners for Byzantium . . . 6
By John Murray Reynolds

Hangman's Loop . . . . . 39

By Edward S. Williams

The Nebraska Wildcat . . . 58

By Cornelius Morgan

Where There's Gold . . . . 90

By L. P. Holmes

Adventure Cove . . . .. 120

Where Readers Write
Their Own Stories

Congo Drums . . ... . 126

By Rolland Lynch

FORECAST

NFORGETTABLE is the word for Cornelius

Morgan’s adventure novel, Flight in the Dark.

The story of an R. A. F. pilot who, after los-
ing his memory in a crash over France, returns to
England many months afterward knowing nothing
of the past, and ignorant even of his own name.
Asked if he could be Brad Everett, a missing
American flyer, he has no answer except that he
might be, he does not know. And then he learns
that Everett is believed to have murdered his
brother pilot and friend, Lieutenant Mannering, in
St. Johns Wood just before the flight over the
Meuse in which Everett apparently crashed. Asked
again and again who he is, reminded over and
over of the murder of Everett’s flying comrade, he
wonders if he is—if he can be—a man who ruth-
lessly murdered his friend in cold blood. Quietly
he submits to questioning, to tests, wanting des-
perately to clear himself, to establish his identity,
and to blot forever from the record, and from his
own conscience, the terrible doubt and suspicion
that make him an outcast among men.

A new writer whom we are glad to bring to
Five-Novels readers is Edward Ronns, whose mur-
der novel, Sometimes They Die, is tops. The story
of a man’s colossal effort to get a real killer be-
hind bars even as an innocent and lovely woman
in a death cell waits, hour by hour, minute by min-
ute, for the moment when, all hope of reprieve
gone, she must know the agony of the last mile,
the gruesome horror of the death chamber, and
pay the penalty of the law for a murder of which
she is innocent.

David Allan Ross has written another smash-hit
adventure—a thrilling story of submarine action
in the East. This is the story of Lieutenant Eddie
Harmon, and it is a record of the daring, bravery,
and unswerving faithfulness to duty of all menrﬁi
our submarine service. Theirs is high courage, steel
nerves, and a purpose that defies death because
victory is everything and danger is a small risk
when the goal is freedom.

ALSO

Justice in Gunsmoke, by Philip Ketchum

AND

A stirring new baseball novel by Ben Peter Freeman

ON SALE MAY 15th!

20¢c a Copy #236496 $3.20 Foreign No Canadian Subscriptions $2.00 a Year Demestic
Published monthly &y Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 149 Madison Avenue, New York, N. Y. George T. Delacorte,
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Entered as second-class matter at the post office at New York, N. Y., under the Act of March 3, 1879. Addi-
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MURDER AT THE MOVIES!

In the luxurious Chicago movie theater “Hellzapoppin” had just run
its course, and the second feature—"Sealed Lips,” a gangster melo-
drama—was flashing across the screen. When a shot rang out, most
of the audience believed it was simply one of the sound effects in the
film. But this wasn’t make-believe—it was murder!

High up in the balcony, a young man dashed for an exit. And the
girl with whom he had been sitting toppled out into the aisle, her life’s
blood staining the deep carpeting!

Who was the lovely young victim? Who was her murderous escort?
These were the two questions uppermost in the minds of Chicago’s
crack detectives as they set out to solve a crime which again proved
that fact is stranger than fiction. You will have a thrill a minute as you
read the story of their rapid-fire investigation, published this month in

FRONT PAGE DETECTIVE under the title, “Kiss of Death for the Laugh-

ing Virgin.”

This is but one of many exciting fea-
tures in the big new FRONT PAGE

DETECTIVE for May. A second lead
story tells of amazing prison escapes

which no real-life mystery fan will want
to miss. The title is “Escape Artists I Have

Known,” and the author is Joseph Fulling
Fishman, former federal prison inspector.

Another outstanding hit in the May
FRONT PAGE DETECTIVE is the yarn
entitled “Georgia’s Petting Party Murder,”
describing a deep-dyed intrigue of love

and murder which presented a challenge
to the keenest law-enforcement officers in
the South. Additional titles include:

“One Bullet for Another Man’s Wife”

“Blasting the ‘Good Time Charlie’ Who
Became Public Enemy No. 1”

“Mind-Reading Traps a Killer!”
“Crazy Like a Fox?”
“Clue of the Two Pearl Buttons”

“Detective News in Tabloid”

With no increase in its amazing price of only a dime, FRONT
PAGE DETECTIVE now has sixteen extra pages. It’s one of the
best buys on the mewsstands. Don’t fail to secure your copy

today!

FRONT PAGE DETECTIVE

MAY ISSUE NOW ON SALE EVERYWHERE—ONLY 10c¢




Banners

For

Byzantium

HERE were two arrows through

Bjorne’s shoulder, and the jarring

blow of a heavy boulder against
his helm had stunned him, so that he lay
helpless across one of the thwarts of the
long-ship. The Viking craft was being
pounded into subjection by the smashing
stones from the catapults of the Medi-
terranean pirate. Bjorne’s father, Harald
Red-beard, lay dying in the stern. A
few Norsemen were still on their feet,
knee deep in the water that filled the
open hold of their sinking craft, but the
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The Sword of the North drove northeast,
with her square sail bellied out like a

pigeon’s breast.

big-hulled pirate bucca was closing in to
take the survivors prisoner.

It was over a month since Harald Red-
beard had left his home at Snorrefjell in
Norland to embark with his son and
many of his most trusted carls. This
time he went not as a Viking on a raid,
but as a trading franklin with bales of
rich gear to barter in distant seas. They
had sailled down the coast of Norland,
and through the Frankish Firth—the
English channel-—where the low coasts
of England lay to starboard, and all



along the shore to the Narrow Straits.
Harald had heard tales of the great
wealth of the men of Mikligard, which
the foreigners called Byzantium or Con-
stantinople, and he was minded to trade
there. ilis long-ship had been halfway
across the green waters of the Inland Sea
when it met this black-hulled bucca.
The slender ship of the Wick-folk had
no chance when the high-sided Norman
pirate laid her aboard. In another kind of
weather the Viking craft might have es-
caped, but it was a gusty day with a

P =
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Murray Heynolds

choppy sea and the bucca’s big spread of
sail gave her an advantage. When he
saw that he could not escape the larger
craft, Harald Red-beard turned to fight.

The Norland carls were unafraid as
they stood along the shield rail with
drawn weapons, the sunlight shining on
their winged helmets. They had fought
against heavy odds before this, but this
time they were up against the war en-
gines of the Mediterranean craft. The
heavy stones and the steel-tipped beams
from the pirate catapults pounded the

72
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Viking craft into subjection without her
being able to strike a real blow. . . .

FLUNG half conscious upon the greasy

deck planking of the bucca a few min-
utes later, while the rest of his surviving
comrades were being hauled from the
wreckage of their sunken vessel, Bjorne
struggled up on one elbow to stare aft at
the pirate leader.

These Mediterranean pirates were a
motley and bloodstained crowd of many
races, but the man who led them was
cast in a different mold. Slender and al-
most effeminate he was, wearing gilded
armor and a purple cloak. His plumed
helmet, that bore the insignia of a Byzan-
tian officer, had a lowered visor that
completely concealed the man’s face.

Suddenly Bjorne wunderstood. The
Byzantine Navy was supposed to patrol
this inland sea. but this gilded officer was
secretly a pirate leader who arranged to
keep the Emperor’s patrols away from
whatever waters his ship might be rang-
ing at the time. A moment later, as a
pair of brawny pirates dragged the
wounded and -dying Harald Red-beard
aft and forced him to his knees on the
poop, the Byzantian drew his sword
with a whistle of steel.

“Your stubbornness in not surrender-
ing cost me much loot, dog of a barbar-
ian!” he snarled, his voice a chill note of
doom as it came through the visor of his
helmet. A star-shaped scar was visible
on his upper right arm as he rolled back
his purple silk sleeve. An instant later his
sword had whistled downward—and
Harald of Snorrefjell lay dead on the
bloodstained planking.

Unsteadily Bjorne got to his feet. His
head was still ringing like a bell, and the
blood from his wounded shoulder was
smeared all across his chest, but he was
in the grip of a raging anger that blinded
him to everything else. Three steps for-
ward he took, four steps, his big hands
outstretched and groping for the Byzan-
tian’s throat—but then the weakness of
his wounds overcame him and he fell
prone on the planking.

The pirate leader gave him a casual
glance.

“Dress his wounds, then take him be-
low and chain him to an oar with the
others,” he said.

EEKS later, Bjorne the son of Har-

ald was still aboard the bucca, sit-
ting on one of the benches on the lower
bank of oars. Whenever he moved his
left leg, his short chain rattled and the
steel cuff tugged at his ankle. Bjorne
swore under his breath whenever that
happened. All the young Norseman’s
former cheerfulness had gone from his
wide and freckled face in the weeks since
he had been captured, and he snarled
soundlessly through his teeth whenever
an overseer went by along the cat-walk
with his whip swinging free in his hand.

It was very dim, down there on the
lower bank of oars. The cold and filthy
water of the bilge sloshed around
Bjorne’s bare feet while he tugged at his
oar. The only light they had on the low-
er bank was the glow that came down
through an open hatchway above and
the crescent-shaped patches of light that
struck in through the oar ports. It hap-
pened to be a sunny day, that particular
afternoon, but changes in the outside
weather made very little difference to the
oar slaves chained in the bowels of the
ship.

They were rowing with the regular
cruising stroke that afternoon, and the
confined space below decks was a con-
fused babel of sound. There was the
clang of the gong that kept time for the
rowers, and the rhythmic creak of the
oars, and the hoarse breathing of labor-
ing men. Sometimes the bullying voice
of one of the overseers rang out, or there
came the sharp crack of a whip striking
against flesh. At last a command came
down from above and the rowers sat mo-
tionless, their oars lifted clear of the wa-
ter. Another command followed, and
with sighs of relief the weary rowers drew
the long blades inboard and laid them
against the base of the benches. A favor-
ing wind had come up, so that for a few
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hours there would be no more rowing.

Bjorne stretched his stiffened muscles
and glanced briefly at the calloused
palms of his hands. At the moment he
looked very little like the hereditary rul-
er of Snorresfjell in Norland and a prince
of the blood of Eric the Red! The grime
of many weary weeks was upon him, his
long red hair was a matted tangle, and
for clothing he had only a single greasy
rag of loin cloth. He spat in the bilge as
he glanced at the nearest overseer.

“The day will come when T'Il snap the
neck of that misborn toad with my bare
hands!” he muttered under his breath.
The man on bench beside him, a grey-
bearded Viking called Erie the Scald,
rattled his leg chain angrily.

“You can have him, lad,” he growled.
“I want the other, that swarthy Levan-
tine with the scarred face, he who hit me
with the whip yesterday.”

“We'll get them both—but then we’ll
find their gilded master and tear out his
heart!” Bjorne said. “I have sworn a
great oath that I will not set my hand to
any other undertaking until I have slain
that foppish renegade who murdered my

father when he was too sore hurt to de-
fend himself!”

IT WAS far into the twilight when the

bucca at last dropped her anchor in
one of the many coves of the Sicilian
coast. The oars were stowed for the
night, the weary slaves sat huddled on
their benches. A pair of lanthorns swung
low from the overhead beams. Bjorne
sat erect and peered through the sweat-
dimmed murk till he had located each of
his companions who had been captured
with him. Each night he did this. He
was chief of the Snorrefjell folk, now that
his father was slain, and even in cap-
tivity it was his duty to watch over his
house carls.

On the bench beside him still sat Eric
the Scald. Eric of Caithness, who was a
great warrior and a mighty swordsman,
but who was even greater at making the
kind of songs that could grip the hearts
of men! Often had Bjorne heard the

songs of Eric ring through the smoke-
filled skallz at home till they brought all
the warriors to their feet with ringing
shouts. Peering about the shadows of
the dimly ht hull, Bjorne located the
others. Hjalmar the Icelander—young
Thord who was his own cousin—Evan
the Qutborn—a score all together. They
were all still alive. Bjorne nodded with
satisfaction, and then slumped down on
his bench as some slaves came into the
hold with a jug of water and a bowl of
food for the rowers on each bench.

Later, when all the others were asleep
on their benches and the overseer on
guard in the hold was dozing at the foot
of the ladder, Bjorne took a thin sliver
of metal from the folds of his loin cloth.
He had found it in the bilge some weeks
before, and it was worth more to him
than many times its weight of gold or
jewels. Now, reaching down with the
thin fragment of metal gripped in his
fingers, he picked at the water-soaked
wood of the beam to which his chain was
fastened.

Hours passed. The smoky lanthorns
on the bucca’s hold burned low, the hot
air was rank with the crowded stench of
sweaty and unwashed bodies. With the
tip of one finger Bjorne explored the
holes he had made at the base of the sta-
ple that held his and Eric’s chains. In
these weeks of patient work he had gone

far down into the wood. He touched
Eric’s arm.

The big greybeard came instantly
awake. He did not speak, but at Bjorne’s
nod he took hold of his leg chain and
both men bent forward on the bench,
their feet wide apart. They pulled on the
chains with straining muscles. The wood
had at last been sufficiently cut away
from around the shanks of the staple,
and the iron loop pulled loose with a sud-
den jerk.

Half a dozen men lifted their heads at
the sudden rattle of chains. Bjorne and
Eric instantly sprawled down on their
bench as though asleep, and Bjorne
pushed the staple loosely back into its
place once more. The overseer, after sit-
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ting up for a moment, apparently decid-
ed that all he had heard was some slave
stirring in his sleep, and once more lay
down at the foot of the ladder.

“Let’s get him now!” Eric whispered
hoarsely. Bjorne shook his head.

“Not tonight. Having our chains loose
1s our once chance of escape, but we must
be patient till the best moment arrives.
Our time will come soon.”

HE GALLEY was under way again

at dawn, moving over a smooth and
glassy sea. Between the steady strokes of
the gong and the creak of the swinging
shafts, Bjorne could hear the soft splash
of the oar blades as they bit into the
quiet waters outside the ports. The
sound made him homesick for the open
air and clear sky. This would have been
a fine morning to be standing on the
deck of some free vessel, but here, in the
cramped and malodorous lower hold of
the bucca, there was the same weary mo-
notony. The sweating and whip-scarred
backs of the rowers rose and fell all to-

gether . . . the gong pounded out the
rhythm . . . the long benches creaked in
unison.

That was the afternoon that the bucca
captured the Saxon long-ship. The pirate
craft had been idling along under sails
alone when trumpets blew the alarm and
the polyglot crew hurried to their places.
The overseers bounded down into the
hold, their whips cracking.

“Out oars, you scum of the sea!” they
bellowed “Out oars, you bilge rats!” The
long shafts were thrust out the ports,
and the oars took up their beat to sup-
plement the sails.

The ficht was short and decisive. It
was another case of a small northern
craft having no chance against the big
pirate galley. The Saxons surrendered
sooner than had Bjorne’s stubborn
Norsemen, so that there were more pris-
oners, and the captured vessel was
dropped astern to tow at the end of a
hawser. Bjorne could see up through
the open hatch as the captives were
brought aboard the pirate leader where

he stood on the poop, with his face as al-
ways covered by the gilded visor.

The last captive aboard was a girl. By
the cut of her long skirt and tight bodice,
she was a West Saxon girl from the Brit-
ish Isles, but the long hair that had fall-
en loose about her shoulders was a flam-
ing red. There was probably Briton blood
in her veins. Even though her wrists
were tied behind her back, she twisted in
the grip of the two Norman archers who
held her, and she cursed the pirate leader
in mellow Saxon. Even when they
dragged her down in the lower hold, lash-
ing her to a stanchion and stopping her
mouth with a gag of twisted rags, her
eyes still blazed defiance.

Bjorne grinned in his shaggy beard.
That girl was a woman after his own
heart! There was fire in her.

“When we break loose we’ll take her
along,” he whispered to Eric. The old
scald nodded.

“Aye! The blood of Freya herself must
flow in the veins of that one!”

It was near sunset that night when
the bucea came into the outer harbor of
Tarentum, and the oar-thresh was
touched with crimson. Bjorne nodded
with satisfaction when he saw that the
ship was to lie at anchor this night, in-
stead of moving in to one of the piers.
That fitted in much better with the plan
he was beginning to develop! He also
grinned when he saw that the crew was
settling down to an evening of relaxa-
tion after the long voyage. The throb of
a drum and the plaintive wail of Eastern
instruments came from the forecastle,
and there was a clink of wine flasks.

“Let them royster all they like!” he
whispered to Eric. “That will make our
task just so much casier.”

“Then we make the break tonight?”

“Aye! The captured long-ship that
trails astern 1s our means of escape.”

T WAS the fourth hour of the night

before things began to quiet down
aboard the bucca. The lanterns in the
lower hold burned smokily in the hot
darkness, the guard was standing at the
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base of the ladder with his foot on the
bottom step. Bjorne stealthily reached
down and pulled out the staple that he
and Eric had loosened the night before.
The iron cuff was still locked around his
ankle, of course, but the length of chain
now simply lay across the beam with its
other end free. Glancing around the
murky shadows, Bjorne saw that the oth-
er men from his own ship were stealthily
watching him. The word had been passed
from man to man among them and they
were all alert.

At last the guard moved. He glanced
briefly up through the hatch at the top
of the ladder, and muttered something
under his breath. Probably he was curs-
ing the luck that made it his turn to be
on duty this might of revelry. Then, with
a shrug of his heavy shoulders, he start-
ed forward along the cat-walk. He
glanced mechanically at each bench as he
passed, but his whip trailed idly from his
hand and his manner was casual.

Bjorne watched without moving, while
the guard went the whole length of the
hold and turned back again. Then, just
as the drowsy overseer went past on his
return trip, Bjorne rose swiftly to his
feet. He took two strides. The chain at
his ankle rattled across the timbers with
a metallic clash. The guard wheeled
swiftly—but he was a second too late.

Both of Bjorne’s big hands had him by
the throat to cut off any outery!

HE GUARD'’S bloodshot eyes were
wide with terror. He clutched fran-
tically for the hilt of his sword, but Eric
the Scald had leaped to Bjorne’s assist-
ance. An mnstant later, as the man went
limp from the strangling pressure at his
throat, Eric lifted him in his two big
hands. The giant Norseman shook the
overseer like a rat for a moment, then
flung him squarely in among the massed

slaves who had all come awake on their
benches.

A dozen pairs of scarred and brawny
arms caught the overseer as he fell. This
was a moment of which those whip-
scarred and vengeful men had long

dreamed. They snarled as the spinning
guard fell in among them. He screamed
once—horribly. After that there was no
sound but the heavy breathing of the
oar slaves as they crushed out the
guard’s life against the heavy timbers of
the hull. At the end there was only a
broken and bloody mass that lay inert
on the planking of the bottom while the
bilge water sloshed around it.

“That’s one of them, by the Helm of
Wodin!” Eric whispered hoarsely.

Bjorne picked up the keys the guard
had dropped. He unlocked the cuff from
his own ankle, then tossed the key to
Eric to free the others. As he hurried to
stand guard at the base of the ladder, he
carried his short chain by the ring that
had formerly been locked around his
ankle. The heavy links would make the
thing a formidable weapon in a close
fight.

There was a steadily mounting mur-
mur behind Bjorne as he stood there at
his post, a clamor of hoarse whispers as
Eric freed the other slaves. There was a
sudden sharp cracking of wood as they
began to rip up the oar benches and
break them into pieces that would serve
as weapons.

A moment later a man appeared in the
hatchway above. Bjorne recognized him
in spite of the dim light—the slave guard
with the scarred face who had whipped
Eric ! The man had evidently been on
duty in the upper hold, probably half
drunk, and the mounting clamor from
below had at last penetrated to his
drowsy brain. He took only one hasty
glimpse into the turmoil below before
he turned to leap for the upper ladder
that led to the open deck—but Bjorne
moved with lightning speed!

In two bounds the tall Norseman was
up the ladder and caught the guard by
the shoulder, spinning him around. The
man went for his sword, but Bjorne
swung the length of heavy chain like a
flail, and the whirling links caught the
overseer squarely across the eyes. He
moaned once, and his knees bent under
him, and when he went down he lay still,



12 BANNERS FOR BYZANTIUM

for what had been a face had become
only a ghastly pulp.

“That pays for Eric’s scarred back!”
Bjorne hissed, and took his place by the
ladder that led to the open deck above.

ARLY all the slaves had now been

freed. Vengeful and impatient as
they clutched their improvised weapons,
they were with difficulty held in check
by the more deliberate Norsemen among
them. Bjorne turned to the captive
Saxon girl and pulled the gag from her
mouth.

“This craft is too big for my taste,” he
whispered as he began to loosen the
thongs that held the girl to the stanch-
ion. “We’ll gather your men and mine,
and slip away in the long-ship that still
trails astern.”

“My thanks, Norseman!” the girl pant-
ed through bruised lips as Bjorne freed
her. “Though 1y'ou were long enough
about setting me free!”

“I wanted to free the fighting men
first,” Bjorne said. The girl snorted, and
flung her long hair back over her shoul-
ders.

“Listen, Norlander!” she said. “I am
Edwina, the daughter of Ethelred who
was a thane of Cwealin of Wessex. Give
me a sword and I'll outfight most war-
riors!”

Bjorne laughed. “So be it, Edwina
the daughter of Ethelred! You’ll have a
sword as soon as we can break into the
place where the weapons are stored.
Now we go aloft.”

“By the Hammer of Thor, it is time!”
boomed Eric the Scald. “I am long over-
due for a little skull crushing among
these southern pirates! They are about
to learn that he who makes slaves of
Norsemen digs his own grave!”

There were but few sentries on deck of
the bucca that night, for they had noth-
ing to fear in the harbor of Tarentum.
Only a pair of Norman swordsmen were
idling near the bulwarks when that wild-
eyed borde of half naked men came pour-
ing up from below, swinging their impro-
vised clubs. The two men-at-arms died

against the bulwarks, their skulls erushed
in. Their swords were taken by the fore-
most of the escaped slaves, and Bjorne
Harald’s son lifted his voice.

“Come on, my brothers of the orlop!
Strike hard for freedom, before these
dogs can collect their wits and organize!”

T WAS a wild and bloody fight that

followed then, fought on the dew-wet
decks of a Norman pirate. A fight in
which there was no quarter whatever. On
one side were the sea raiders of the crew,
who were better trained and better
armed, but were heavy with wine, as well
as taken by surprise. On the other side
was a yelling, shaggy horde of liberated
slaves who knew that their lives were
worse than useless if they lost this bat-
tle, and who flung themselves on their
erstwhile captors with a savage ferocity.

In the confused shambles of that mid-
night battle, only the Norsemen of
Bjorne and the Saxons of Edwina had
any definite plan. Quietly the men from
the North drew together, two groups of
kindred bloods that together formed a
compact unmit of about forty. Their
pounding shoulders smashed open the
locked door of the bucca’s storeroom. As
Hjalmar the Icelander peered inside, he
gave a deep-voiced shout.

“Plenty of weapons here for the tak-
ing, carls! Best of all, our own gear lies
stored here!” '

Naked blade in his hand, Bjorne was
looking for the bucca’s master—for the
thin figure in the gilded armor, the man
with the star-shaped scar on his arm, the
Byzantine who had slain a prince of
Norland. Through all the cluttered cab-
ins he ranged with a group of slaves gone
mad with the blood lust, smashing doors
and overturning settles, but still he could
not find the pirate leader. He finally
learned the truth when he smoked out
one of the pirate lieutenants and pinned
the man to a bulkhead by a sword-thrust
through the shoulder.

“The Hawk 1s not aboard!” the
wounded pirate gasped. “He left us this
afternoon, by a swift pinnace.”
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“His name? Where will I find him?”
Bjorne rasped.

The man’s reply was gasped through
bloodied lips, but it had an unmistakable
ring of sincerity.

“I do not know, Lord! None of us
aboard have ever seen his face, or know
him by any other name than the Hawk.
He has gone back to Byzantium.”

Bjorne jerked his sword free and
turned on his heel to stalk out on deck.
He was cheated in the moment of vie-
tory! The picture was clear enough now.
The wily Byzantian sailed aboard his pi-
rate vessel part of the time, but then left
it by a swift despatch boat to return to
the city and take up his other identity.
Bjorne’s eyes were cold, and his face was
set in grimly determined lines.

“We take that long-ship that lies
astern and sail for Mikligard at once,”
he snapped to Eric. “Let all our people
gather at the stern!”

AS THE Vikings and Saxons drew to-

gether at the rail a little later, they
looked very different from the slaves of
an hour before. Instead of ragged loin
cloths, they now wore the leather birnies
and winged helmets of their own lands.
Broad-shouldered men with shaggy
beards, they bulked large in the star-
light. Bjorne noticed that the Saxon girl
now wore a light birnie over her dress,
and wore a conical helmet.

For a moment Bjorne glanced around
at the cluttered decks of the bucca. Some
few survivors of the crew were selling
their lives as dearly as they could, but
the slaves were now 1n full control and a
one-eyed Levantine was starting to or-
ganize them.

“The long-ship is more to the taste of
us Northerners,” he said. “Let the other
slaves keep this craft, if they can hold
her. But hearken to me, all of you! Who-
ever sails with me follows a long sea lane
on what may be a one-way voyage. I
have sworn the oath that may not be
broken, not to turn back till I have slain
the man with the scarred arm who slew
my father. Who goes with me?”

They answered him with a deep shout,
a roaring bellow of approval, holding
their swords and axes aloft. Saxon gave
him the same reply as did Viking, and
Edwina the daughter of Ethelred
clashed her own blade against the light
metal shield she now carried on her left
arm.

“Many of our men of Wessex died at
the hands of that same gilded pirate,”
she said. “If the trail leads on to Mikli-
gard, or even to the waters that lie at the
end of the earth, it does not matter.
Let us go!”

Quietly the Northerners dropped
down into the long-ship astern. When
the last man was aboard, each dropping
his round targe in place along the shield
rail as he took post on the benches and
reached for an oar, Eric cut the hauser
with a single short stroke of his axe.

“Give weigh!” Bjorne commanded.
“Starboard oars ahead, port astern, till
we swing her.”

The blades bit deep, the oar thresh
stirred up flashes of green fire in the wa-
ter. When the long-ship’s carved bow
was pointed toward the harbor mouth,
Bjorne snapped another command and
the slender craft leaped swiftly ahead.
He was drawing his sword to beat time
for the rowers when Edwina touched
his arm.

“I can beat time as well as anyone
else, Norlander,” she said, drawing her
short sword and taking a shield from the
raill. “Do you give all your attention to
the steering oar till we are clear of the
harbor. It’s slow death by torture for all
of us if ever we fall into the hands of
these folk of Tarentum again.”

Their moment of greatest perill came
as the long-ship passed out the harbor
mouth. A watcher on the walls sighted
their slender hull across the moon path
and called a sharp-voiced challenge to
them.

“Row for your lives!” Bjorne hissed to
the men on the benches, and the long
oars bent from the strain as the Saxon
vessel leaped ever faster through the

black water.
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IN THE moonlight, Bjorne could faint-

ly see some hasty movement atop the
walls. He heard the creak of a catapult
being drawn back, and then the crashing
thud as it was released. A huge boulder
streaked against the stars for a second,
then splashed into the water some fifty
yards away. Others followed, but the dim
light and the speed of the fleeing vessel
made accurate shooting difficult. The
missiles were falling well astern by the
time the long-ship hit the groundswell of
the outer seas. Not until they were well
away from the walls of Tarentum and it
was evident that no ships pursued them
at the moment did Bjorne at last bark
the command to cease rowing.

They all rested on their oars. The
long-ship coasted ahead with diminishing
speed, to the murmur of the ripples
alongside and the slow drip of water from
the extended oar blades. Free once more!
They had the clean stars overhead, in-
stead of the greasy beams of the bucea’s
upper deck, and a salt wind was blowing
in their faces.

“We'll row 1n shifts for the rest of the
night,” Bjorne said.

A voice answered him out of the dark-
ness. “Rowing on the thwarts of a free
ship is very different from toiling on the
benches of a Norman slaver, O son of
Harald! If we row all night, we’ll go that
much further on the trail of the man we
seek.”

“Well said!” boomed Eric the Scald.
“(Give me the steering oar, Bjorne son of
Harald, and I'll keep them going all
night!”

Eric had laid aside his helmet, and his
long grey hair was tossing on the night
wind. As the oars dipped again, dipped
in a long slow beat suitable for many
hours of steady rowing, the Scald lifted
his deep voice in a song. It was the Saga
of Olaf Haakonson that he sang them, a
tale of old voyaging in unknown and
misty seas, and his deep voice gave
rhythm to the rowers as the long-ship
plowed onward through the night.

Bjorne went forward, to the tiny tri-
angle of deck in the bow, leaning on his
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sword. His big hands closed grimly
about the hilt as he thought of the death
of his father, and of the other stout carls
who had died alongside Harald Red-
beard when the flying boulders from
the Norman pirate smashed the Snor-
refjell eraft into splintered ruin. That
had been a lowly sort of death for veter-
an Vikings of a score of sea fights! There
would be much weeping among the wom-
en at Snorrefjell when the news of this
voyage finally came back to the white
town on the fjord! Bjorne’s mind went
back to the old days, to the winter nights
in his father’s skalli at the head of the
fjord.

Aye—those were the days! In his im-
agimmation, Bjorne saw again the vast
skalli at feast time, when all the carls
and bearsarks sat at the long tables while
the torchlight flamed on the weapons
hung along the walls, and the high-
beamed ceilling was lost in the smoky
shadows above. He could smell again the
foaming mead and the roasting meat,
and the sharp scent of good, dry wood
thrown on the great fire. Old days! Here,
in this strange warm sea that was very
different from the mist-veiled waters of
the Northland, those days at home in
Snorrefjell seemed far more than a few
months removed. The only connecting
link was the deep voice of Eric the
Scald, lifted in the sort of song that could
ever fire the hearts of men.

The Saxon girl came forward a little
later, her long hair tossing on the night
breeze.

“In what guise do we go to Mikli-
card?” she asked.

“As wandering adventurers selling
our swords,” Bjorne answered. “What
is the name of this long-ship?” )

“Sword of the North.”

“Ho—there could not be a better name
than that!” Bjorne said. “It is an omen.
The Northern sword speeds swiftly on
the trail of the gilded pirate!”

EXT DAY the wind rose. The Sword
of the North drove northeast before
a favoring wind, with her square sail
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bellied out like a pigeon’s breast and
with all her rigging taut. Freed from the
oars at last, the crew mostly made them-
selves comfortable on the thwarts and
slept, though a few clustered in the bow
to amuse themselves with dice and
knuckle bones. Now and then a shower
of warm spray would come smacking
over the shield rail, and whenever the
water began to slosh around the floor
boards, someone took off his conical hel-
met and bailed it out. :

It was late afternoon when they sight-
ed the wrecked galley, and as they drew
nearer Bjorne could see that the strange
craft was too near water-logged to stay
afloat much longer. The gale had broken
her. She was a slender, graceful craft,
white painted and of a style new to the
Norsemen, but now her tall masts were
down and floating alongside. Rags of
silken sails fluttered on the wind. The
light bulwarks had been stove and brok-
en by the fury of the gale, and as the
stricken vessel rolled sluggishly Bjorne
could see the cluttered chaos of the
decks. A few survivors clung about the
poop. As the Sword of the North low-
ered her sail to row alongside, a slender
figure leaped up on the shattered bul-
warks.

“Hail!
shouted.

This was a woman of a sort that
Bjorne the Norlander had never seen be-
fore. The hair that flowed from under
her silken kerchief was as black as the
wing of a raven. She was tall and grace-
ful, but she looked slight beside Edwina
the Saxon or beside any of the women of
Snorrefjell. Her silken clothing of purple
and gold was sorely stained and bedrag-
gled, but she had still the assured confi-
dence of one accustomed to command.

“A princess!” someone said, and Ed-
wina snorted angrily.

“Thin-chested wench!
could find her attractive

The raven-haired girl hailed them
again, speaking in Norse with a strange,
soft accent.

“Hail there, you aboard the long-ship!

You in the long-ship!” she

No real man

|!!

Will you take us off before this galley
goes to the bottom?”

“Of course. Why else do you think we
rowed over here?” Bjorne demanded
bluntly.

The woman laughed, but the middle-
aged man who stood beside her flushed
angrily.

“Guard your tongue, fellow!” he said
sharply.

“Guard your own, or we'll leave you
to drown!” Bjorne snapped.

The Sword of the North came along-
side in the lee of the stricken galley, the
Norsemen standing up to grip the shat-
tered bulwarks for a moment while the
survivors climbed over the shield rail.
There were only three seamen, swarthy
men in brightly colored tunies, and then
the Byzantine woman and her escort.
The nobleman glanced scornfully at the
open hold of the long-ship and her scanty
gear, and then turned to Eric as the old-
est aboard.

“What ship is this, fellow?” he de-
manded.

Eric the Scald put his big hands on his
hips and stared down at the Byzantian.
For all his weight of gilded armor, the
nobleman looked slight beside the big
Norseman. Eric was irrtated, and his
long grey moustaches bristled.

“It seems that they teach poor man-
ners in this part of the world, fellow!”
he rumbled. “Just who are you?”

“I am Stravikos of Pelos, a noble of
the houschold of his Most High Majesty,
Agustus Comnene!” As he mentioned the
name of the Byzantine emperor, Stra-
vikos momentarily shielded his eyes, as
though even the reflected glory of the
emperor’s name was too much for eyes to
bear. “I was escorting the Princess Cle-
ona Paleologi back to Bryzantium when
the storm wrecked us. You will take
this strange craft of yours to Byzantium
at once.”

“T'll take you apart in another min-
ute!” Eric snapped angrily. “By the
Hammer of Thor, you talk large for one
of so small stature! We go where we
please, and we take orders from no one.”
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“Now, by the Rood—!” Stravikos
cried, and half drew his sword.

“Now, by the devil—!” Eric mocked,
and lifted his axe. Then Bjorne pushed
in between them.

“Please, Eric!” he said, and to the
Byzantian: “I command here. It hap-
pens that we are bound for Mikligard
anyway, so we will take you there, but
it is not because of your orders.”

“So long as we get there, I do not
care!” Stravikos muttered, and turned
away. Eric plucked at Bjorne’s elbow.

“Perhaps yon sour popinjay has a
star-shaped scar on his upper arm!” he
whispered.

Bjorne shrugged. “We cannot ask each
Byzantian we meet to lift his right
sleeve for us. Now 1s the time for pa-
tience. The time for action will come
later, after we reach the city and start to

make some inquiries.”

AGAIN they bore east, swinging ahead
over the long seas with their wake a
foam streak astern. The Byzantine prin-
cess came aft to Bjorne, where he stood
at the steering oar. Cleona Paleologi was
as lithe and slender as a willow tree, and
her smooth skin was faintly olive-tinted.
The salt-stained and bedraggled condi-
tion of her attire could not conceal its
richness, and even her torn purple veil
was embroidered with gold.

“Do not mind Stravikos, Sir Norse-
man,”’ she said smilingly. “Some of our
Byzantine nobles take their titles very
seriously, and he is worried by his duty
of getting me back to the city safely.
What seek you in Constantinople?”

“Work for our swords. I have heard
that there is need for good warriors in
your city of Mikligard.”

“Aye, the Varangian Guard. There
are many men of your race in the service
of our Emperor, and they hold a place of
honor. I will speak to the Emperor.”

When Cleona went forward a little
later, Edwina the Saxon came walking
aft, her blue eyes stormy.

“I do not trust that thin-flanked
wench, cousin!” she said.

Bjorne laughed. “You are simply jeal-
ous of her finery and position, little
Saxon! She means us well.”

“I do not like the look in her eyes,”
Edwina persisted stubbornly. “The
friendship of a woman like that is more
to be feared than treasured!”

DAY after day they sailed to the

northeast, over blue waters dotted
with the pleasant little isles of Greece.
Though Bjorne had no speech at all with
Stravikos, who had been stubbornly si-
lent the whole time he was aboard, he
often looked up to find the Greek’s nar-
rowed eyes fixed on him with a brood-
ing glance. He talked much with Cleona
Paleologi, to Edwina’s obvious annoy-
ance, and once Eric the Secald spoke of
the matter.

“Beware of this Byzantian woman,
Bjorne,” the old warrior said gloomily.
“For that matter, beware of all women!
They are kittle cattle. Many a good
warrior has been ruined by them.”

“Go sharpen your axe, old war dog!”
Bjorne laughed. “I know what I am
doing!”

At last there came a day when the
gilded towers and lofty domes of a great
city began to lift along the horizon
ahead. The Golden Horn! The ecity of
Constantinople, or Byzantium, called
Mikligard by the Norsemen, the mighti-
est and most luxurious city the world
had ever known! The Lady Cleona stood
on the narrow deck at the bow, swaying
easily to the ship’s motion.

“There lies our goal, Norseman
said.

Bjorne shaded his eyes with his hand.
“What kind of place is this city of
yours?” he asked. Cleona’s smile was
inscrutable. |

“It 1s a city of contrasts, my Bjorne.
Come to visit my palace, and you shall
sit on a silken couch as you listen to the
melody of Eastern music. You shall
drink wine that has been cooled by
snows brought across the Bosphorus
from Asia.”

“I do not like the sound of this Mikli-

'H

she
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gard!” Edwina said. The Saxon girl had
come up to lean against the rail beside
them, and Cleona looked at her with a
faint smile.

“You might do well in Byzantium at
that, little barbarian, for you do have a
wild sort of beauty. I'll be glad to take
you mmto my household, after we get
ashore.”

The domes and towers of Byzantium
spread all along the horizon now, with
the mountains of Asia over the way. The
long-ship passed through a fleet of fish-
ing vessels and then, as she neared the
harbor mouth, a cruiser came speeding
swiftly toward her. A fast pamphylion
of the Byzantine navy, the slender craft
swept forward with her banked oars
swinging all together. The sunlight
caught a flash of steel above her bul-
warks and shone on the great bronze
tubes mounted at bow and stern.

“Our first welcome to Mikligard!”
Bjorne said. “At least she 1s but a small
ship, if she prove unfriendly!”

Stravikos’ voice came in mocking re-
ply. “Aye, barbarian, she is a small ship.
But she carries doom if you do not obey
her orders! Those things at bow and
stern are fire tubes, the engines that hurl
our deadly Greek fire that burns even on
the water and consumes all within reach.
Your swords and axes would avail you
not at all if the cruiser chose to use
her fire tubes against you.”

Stravikos’ smile was bland and un-
pleasant. Evan the Outborn, standing
nearby, drew a long knife from his girdle
and tested the edge.

“Just so that we understand each
other, my gilded friend, I have this
knife to cut your throat if yonder craft
so much as spits at us through her devil-
1ish tubes!”

The guard ship backed water in a
smother of white spray, her oar blades
bending like whip shafts, and an officer
in a gilded corselet leaped up on the bul-
wark. He shouted something in a strange
tongue, Stravikos replied, and a moment
later the pamphylion had backed off and
gone her way. The Sword of the North

was free to enter the harbor of Mikli-
gard.

ALL the way into the inner harbor

Stravikos took them., between the
many ships that dotted the roadstead.
Past lines of marble walls they went,
and terraced streets, and gardens filled
with colored blossoms, and many palaces
where armed retainers stood on guard at
the water-gates. When at last they came
to the palace of the Paleologi, Stravikos
nodded, and Bjorne threw his weight
against the butt of the steering oar.

Spearmen in livery of scarlet and gold
came to attention as they saw the long-
ship swing inshore, and an officer called
a challenge. When Stravikos replied,
Bjorne caught the name of Cleona
among the swift flow of Greek syllables,
and at once there was a great stir on
shore. Slaves and serving women hurried
out, more guards came, and a red carpet
was spread down to the waters edge.
Cleona stepped to the rail.

“This 1s my home, Bjorne,” she said.
“T will not forget your kindness. Good-
bye—but we shall meet again.”

Bjorne stood leaning on the shield-
rail, watching the Lady Cleona walk up
the marble steps. A man in a plumed
helmet and a purple cloak came forward
and bent to kiss her hand.

“Who 1s that man?” Bjorne asked of
Stravikos. The Greek glanced up the
stairs for a moment, then looked at
Bjorne with a twisted smile.

“That? That man, barbarian, 1s not
one for whom it would be wise for a
man like you to hold either jealousy or
dislike; nor even any emotion at all ex-
cept a deep and obedient respect. That
is Eutyches of Thessaly, strategos in
command of the city garrison, and one of
the most powerful men in the whole
empire.”

“Does he have a star-shaped scar on
his upper right arm?” Bjorne asked.

Stravikos eyes filmed, and the lines
that led down to the corners of his
mouth grew momentarily deeper. Bjorne
knew that his question had startled
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Stravikos in some way, but the man’s
face was too complete a mask for Bjorne
to read 1it.

“That’s an odd question, barbarian!
Why do you ask?” _

“No matter,” Bjorne shrugged. “Give
us a pilot and we’ll row around to the
headquarters of the Varangians.”

The ropes were cast off from the
bronze bollards on the dock, the long-
ship began to row away. Edwina came
up to Bjorne where he stood by the
steering oar.

“Bjorne,” she said, and her eyes were
troubled, “I feel that this gilded city is
evil. T have a boding that if once we
land here, the Sword of the North will
never again reach the cool waters of
the outer sea!”

“Who knows?” Bjorne shrugged. “No
man may say what the grim Three Sis-
ters will decide as his fate. We have
both sworn the oath that may not be
broken, sworn not to turn back until we
have taken vengeance upon the gilded
brigand who slew both our fathers, and

we know that he is somewhere here In
Mikligard.”

“Say no more!” The girl flung back
her head. “It will never be said that the
daughter of Ethelred of Wessex was
afraid of the path of honor. We stay.”

AS THE pilot at last guided the long-

ship into a dock close to the Imperial
Palace, Bjorne saw that the guards at
this particular pier were of a different
sort from the others. No gilded Greek
spearmen were these, nor yet swarthy
Turcopoles from Asia with their pointed
helms and black beards. These guards
were tall, broad-shouldered men In scar-
let and steel, men who bore battle axes
as weapons and had long hair flowing
from under their crested helmets. As
the long-ship slid alongside the dock,
with her oars trailing for a moment be-
fore they were tossed, a deep voice
hailed her in good Norse:
“Hail, wolves of the sea! Welcome to
Mikligard the Great! Whence come ye?”
Bjorne cupped his hand to his mouth.

“Long-ship Sword of the North, under
command of Bjorne Harald’s son, bear-
ing men of Snorrefjell in Norland and
men of Wessex in England.”

“Land and welcome!”

As Bjorne stepped ashore, a grinning
Norseman took his hand in a mighty
erip. He was a grizzled veteran with
skin the texture of old leather, and one
ear had once been shaven clean off by
the swing of an axe.

- “I knew your father in the old days,
boy,” he boomed, “when I used to call in
at Snorrefjell. Men call me Thorfinn
One-ear. I am now a lieutenant in the
Varangian Guard of this city, serving
the Emperor because his pay is high and
there 1s plenty of work for stout fight-
ing men. Do you come to join us?”

“We might,” Bjorne said cautiously.

Thorfinn shrugged. “By Wodin, boy,
you could do worse. We are all exiles
here in the Varangians, Danish and
Norse and Saxons, with a few of the ad-
venturers of the Russ. We live well, and
men say that the Emperor places more
trust in us than in any of the Greek
troops officered by his own nobles. Well
—come ashore, and make up vour minds
later. For the present you will be
lodged at state expense in the Frankish
Hospice.”

Leaving the Sword of the North
moored to the dock, her crew took their
weapons and started up the street.
Round shields were slung on their backs,
battered helms were rakishly tilted.
Bjorne watched them with a slow grin
lichtening his somber features. Norse-
men and Saxons might be weary and tat-
tered, but they still must swagger and
ruffle it in the presence of strangers!

They tramped through the narrow
streets of the waterfront quarter till they
came to the marble pavement of the
Mese, the wide street that ran through
the heart of Constantinople from the
Western Gate to the Sacred Palace.

All about the Northern wanderers
swarmed the chattering throngs of a
great city. Orientals and Europeans
rubbed elbows along that street, all the
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peoples of the known world were there.
Silk-clad Greeks went past with a lei-
surely gait, bearded Hebrews hurried
by in their grey robes. Veiled women
rode in litters with armed slaves to
guard them. Moslems with curved
swords and white cloaks paused to talk
on street corners, unclothed slaves were
bound to rings along the wall for buyers
to inspect. Now and then a nobleman
drove by with a rattle of chariot wheels,
or a desert nomad rode past on horse-
back with his restless eyes constantly
roving over the crowd.

“T did not know there were so many
people in the world!” Hjalmar the Ice-
lander muttered uneasily.

Glancing over the heads of the crowd
for a moment, Bjorne was startled to
see Stravikos pointing in his direction
as he talked with a group of white-robed
Moslems.

Bjorne was vaguely worried. It might
be mere chance that the Greek officer
was within sight of them at that mo-
ment, but 1n a city as large as Byzan-
tium it was certainly an odd coincidence.
He had the answer a few minutes later,
when his men rounded a corner and
were suddenly beset by a throng of
swarthy men wielding curved swords!

NE of the Saxons and one of Bjorne’s

own Norsemen were cut down at
once. Then the veteran steadiness of
the Northern warriors asserted itself.
They drew their weapons and locked
shields with a deep shout. Wielding his
heavy axe with a fierce anger in his
heart, Bjorne wondered what lay behind
this unprovoked attack. He had heard
that street fights were common occur-
rences in Byzantium, but at least there
was generally some quarrel or disagree-
ment to start them. He could only
conclude that Stravikos, nursing the
affronts to his dignity that he had en-
dured during the journey on the long-
ship, had hired these Moslems to attack
them.
The swift, curved blades of the East-
erners played against the Norse shield-

wall like summer lightning. The Mos-
lems were more numerous and they were
pressing the Vikings hard, but then came
a deep shout and a full company of
Varangian Guards trotted around the
nearest corner.

The Moslems did not wait for the ap-
proach of the disciplined troops, but
took to their heels at once. As the
Vikings leaned panting on their weapons
and the Varangians halted beside them,
Thorfinn One-ear hooked his broad
thumbs in his girdle and said in his
booming voice, “Well, my red-headed
friend, I find you in a quarrel already!”

“They set upon us without warning,”
Bjorne panted. “I think they were hired
by Stravikos, the Greek officer we picked
up at sea.”

“It sounds like the sort of thing Stravi-
kos might do,” Thorfinn said dubiously.
“And 1f he makes a report to the Em-
peror, his tale will doubtless sound bad-
ly for a group of strangers in the city.
It would be best for you to enlist in the
Guard at once.”

Bjorne shrugged. He was determined
to stay in Mikligard, and he had already
seen enough of the Imperial City to
know that it was better for a man to
have a set place in its scheme of things.

“So be it,” he said. “But tell me—
do you know of any gilded Byzantian
officer who has a star-shaped scar on
his upper right arm?”

“That’s an odd sort of question!”
Thorfinn tugged at his beard for a mo-
ment, then shook his head. “I have no
idea. The sort of tunic these Greeks
wear hides the upper arm. Why do you
ask?”’

“I have—a private reason,” Bjorne
said.

Thorfinn chuckled. “From the grim
look on your face, son of Harald, I would
say that it bodes ill for such an officer
when you find him—if he doesn’t kill
you first! But come along to the Strate-
gium and I'll have all of you enlisted
in the guard.”

“And what of me?” Edwina asked.
Bjorne laid one hand on the girl’s shoul-
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der. “We must take the offer of the
Lady Cleona and have you stay at her
palace, little Saxon. It i1s evident that
this scented city is not a place where a
girl may stay without a powerful pro-
tector.”

ITHIN a few days the newcomers
were fully inducted into the ranks
of the Varangian Guard. They were
taught the stern discipline of that corps,
the first real Foreign Legion of all time,
and they were instructed in the use of
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the catapults and other engines of war
that were new to them. Sometimes
Bjorne wondered at the adaptability of
the human mind. Within these few days,

Bjorne and Eric led them, their
bloodstained axes flashing in
thF sun.
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his men had become as much at home
in the hot and dusty streets of teeming
Byzantium as they had once been in
their native fjords.

Late one afternoon, just as Bjorne
had come back from drill and was strip-
ping off his armor to take a plunge in
the marble baths that adjoined the bar-
racks, Thorfinn One-ear came to seek
him. The old veteran was grinning
broadly.

“Get your gear well cleaned and pol-
ished, boy!” he said. “You go to the
Sacred Palace tonight.”

“Am I assigned to the guard detail?”

“Who said anything about going there
on duty?” Thorfinn boomed. “There 1s
some kind of feasting there tonight, and
you are invited as a guest. It seems
that vou have friends at court.”

“And enemies too!” Bjorne said.

Thorfinn stepped close to tap him on
the chest. “Hearken, boy! Watch your
step and your tongue and even your
thoughts when you go to the Sacred
Palace. The walks and walls have ears.”

“I'll be careful,” Bjorne said shortly.
“Tell me, do you think that Eutyches
will be present?”

“The great Strategos? Of course!”

It was just after dusk that Bjorne
came near the rambling mass of build-
ings that formed the residence of the

rulers of the Eastern Empire. The Sacred

Palace, where ruled Agustus Comnene,
Basileus of Byzantium and Emperor of
the East, was a city and a fortress in it-
self. Buildings of marble and alabaster
fringed the blossom-laden gardens of the
palace. Porticos, columned with tur-
quoise and chalcedony, lined the count-
less fountained courts. Against the outer
walls of the palace lapped the dark blue
waters of the Bosphorous, where a
guarding dromon with fire tubes ready
and archers alert was always drifting
slowly by.

Bjorne had been several times a guard
at the palace and was beginning to
know his way through its miles of cor-
ridors, where eunuchs and other slaves
passed on busy errands and where every
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door was guarded by armed men. He
also knew that the Sacred Palace had
other features beside its gilded exterior.
Far below the drowsy pleasure courts
were the dungeons into which many men
had vanished forever. Imperial stran-
glers moved on sandaled feet through
secret corridors between the walls, and
many a corded sack had been rowed
away from the water-gate at night to be
dumped into the deep waters of the
strait. The Sacred Palace of Byzantium
was a place of gayety and music—but
also of torture and death.

This night the sound of soft music
drifted through all the outer gardens of
the palace. Colored lanterns were slung
beneath the trees, more lanterns bobbed
m the bows of barges and pleasure gal-
leys nearing the marble steps that led up
to the gardens from the water’s edge.
There was a muffled beat of oars be-
neath the bright stars overhanging the
Bosphorous, as the nobles and ladies of
Byzantium landed at the Santa Bar-
bara gate to climb up to the scented
gardens behind the sea wall. Latticed
windows were gleaming all around the
courtyards, and armed guards strode
jingling through the shadows along the
walls. There was a sound of distant
singing.

MOVING restlessly through the silk-

clad and gayly chattering throng,
Bjorne felt out of place. As an officer of
the Varangians present by special in-
vitation, he was tolerated by the court-
iers, but he felt no kinship with them.
They were alien in thought and plan, as
well as in speech and race. So Bjorne
drifted quietly from place to place, and
ignored the condescending glances of
those he passed. And then he saw Euty-
ches. The Strategos was standing in a
corner of the wall, talking to a Turco-
pole bowman.

This was the first time that Bjorne
had seen the Byzantian general from
close at hand, with his lean face and
cold eyes, though he had been resent-
ing the other man ever since that day
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he delivered Cleona home to her palace.
For an mstant Bjorne’s hand closed on
the hilt of his dagger, but then it fell
away agam. After all, he was only a
wandering Viking who had become a
Varangian of the guard, and he had no
right to become jealous of a man be-
cause he was attentive to a princess of
the Paleologi!

Idly, and without thinking 1t partic-
ularly important, Bijorne noticed that
there was something furtive about Euty-
ches at the moment. The strategos was
standing in an angle where a clump of
thick bushes screened him from observa-
tion from most directions, and his nar-
rowed eyes kept shifting quickly from
place to place as he spoke to the bow-
man. Their voices were low and guarded.

Bjorne shrugged and walked away.
The palace intrigues of the strategos
Eutyches were no affair of his. A little
further along through the garden, Bjorne
suddenly heard his name called. He
turned—but for a moment he did not
recognize Edwina of Wessex in this state-
ly woman who wore the flowing robes
of the Byzantine court. Gold threads
had been plaited into the girl’s ruddy
hair, and there was no trace of the
warrior hoyden who had wielded a
bloodied sword on that wild night they
took the Norman bucce from her mas-
ters.

“I have been waiting for you,” she
said.

“Edwina!” Bjorne took both the girl’s
outstretched hands for a minute. “I did
not know you, little Saxon! They have
certainly transformed you into a fine
plumaged bird of the court! How do you
like this life?”

“Oh, it 1s well enough for a while,”
the girl said slowly. They had seated
themselves on a carved alabaster bench
beside the path, and in the light of the
colored lanterns Bjorne could see that
Edwina’s eyes were troubled behind the
thin white veil that covered her face.
“The luxury and the new clothes were
exciting for a while, and the Lady Cleona
treats me well, though I can never tell

what is in her mind. But there is neither
security nor peace of mind in this gilded
life, Bjorne.”

“We accomplish our purpose in this
city, and then sail away again when—"
Bjorne broke off short as the Lady
Cleona came toward them.

Bjorne instinctively took off his hel-
met as Cleona approached. Even when
wet and bedraggled aboard the wrecked
galley, she had possessed the manner of
an aristocrat, but now she looked every
inch a princess of the house of the Paleo-
logi. Very tall and stately she was, clad
in white silk and wearing the purple
girdle reserved for those of royal lineage.
Jewels gleamed on her arms, and there
were ropes of gems around her slender
throat. Her jet-black hair had a metal-
lic luster in the soft light; her face was
palely lovely behind the thin purple
vell.

“Bjorne, my Norland friend, I had
thought you would come to see me before
this,” she said as he bent to kiss her
hand.

“But you are a Princess.”

“But not an important princess,” she
smiled. “We of the Paleologi wear the
purple girdle, but we wield no power,
and have only what the bounty of the
Emperor allows us.”

LEONA had slipped her hand

through Bjorne’s arm, and they were
walking slowly along one of the garden
paths. Suddenly he looked around for
Edwina—but the Saxon girl had van-
ished. She must have shipped away soon
after Cleona appeared. Or, rather,
Bjorne suddenly realized, he and the
Byzantian woman had simply walked
away and left Edwina standing there.
He felt guilty about it, but there was
nothing he could do at the moment.

“I want you to come to see me pri-
vately in the next day or so,” Cleona
said. “We will not be bothered by for-
mality and ceremony then. In truth, I
hate this life of the court and would far
rather be sailing the seas somewhere, as
we did for those few days after you res-
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cued me from the wrecked galley.”

“I don’t think Stravikos enjoyed him-
self much in those days.” Bjorne said.

Cleona sniffed. “Stravikos! He 1s as
haughty and vengeful as all the rest of
these gilded courtiers. But he means
nothing to me.”

The féte had now reached its height.
There was more music and the walks
were thronged, and slaves hurried by
with trays of crystal goblets filled with
iced wine. A large group came along
the walk beside which they were sit-
ting, and Cleona rose quickly to her feet.

“Swiftly, my Bjorne!” she said. “It 1s
the Emperor himself!”

Augustus Comnene, Lord Basileus of
Byzantium and Emperor of the East,
the most powerful monarch in all Europe
and hither Asia, was not an imposing
figure. He was a plump, stocky little
man with a curly black beard. However,
Bjorne could sense that the homage of
the guests was based on more than a
mere formality. Any man who wielded
so much power could arouse fear, even if
not a great amount of respect. Bjorne
doffed his own helm and prepared to
bow. It came hard to a stiff-necked
Viking to bow the knee to any sort of
outlander, but he had taken the Va-
rangian oath, and as long as he remained
this man was his supreme commander.

Bjorne Harald’s son never knew what
it was that led him to glance up and to
the left, just before the Emperor came
abreast of him. Cleona was already
sweeping the ground with her skirts in
a graceful curtsy when some subtle
warning made Bjorne glance up at the
angle of the wall. An archer was crouch-
ing there with arrow already on string.

There was no chance to interfere—
there was not even time to shout an
alarm to the Emperor whose life was
menaced—for the bowman was already
drawing his nocked arrow to his ear.
There was only one possible thing to so,
and Bjorne did it in the fraction of a
second that remained. He plucked the
heavy dagger from his belt and hurled
it straight at the assassin!

THE heavy blade flew straight and

true. During snowbound winter
nichts in the skalli, Bjorne had often
amused himself by hurling his knife
at one of the heavy wooden posts sup-
porting the roof, and now that practice
stood him in good stead. The point took
the bowman squarely in the throat. The
grip of the man’s fingers loosened, the
arrow flew wide, and the archer fell
crashing to the grass on the inner side
of the wall.

Agustus Comnene showed no signs of
fear at his narrow escape, nor even much
surprise. After all, he who wore the
purple of Byzantium ran a constant risk
of assassination. The Emperor shrugged,
and then nodded to Bjorne.

“The thing was well done, Varangian.
My thanks for your quick wit and steady
eye. See if the man is dead.”

Bjorne crossed to the fallen archer and
pulled his knife from the man’s throat.
He cleansed the blade by thrusting it
in the soft ground, glanced down at the
body for an instant, and then returned
to the Emperor.

“The man died instantly, sire,” he
sald.

Augustus shrugged. “I could wish that
he lived, so that we might apply the
torture to find out who hired him to
kill me. But it does not matter. I say
again, Varangian, that you have done
well. What is your name and origin?”

“TI am Bjorne Harald’s son, sire, from
Snorrefjell in Norland.”

“Strange, barbaric words!” Agustus
said musingly, “yet I have learned that
you barbarians are always true to your
salt. Which 1s more than can be said
for many men of my own race!” For an
instant his glance—suddenly very cold
and calculating—swept the circle of
gilded courtiers around him, and it
seemed to Bjorne that it rested longer
than normal on Eutyches. Then he
turned back to the Viking. “For this
night’s work, you will be promoted to
second iIn command of the battle fleet
that is soon to leave for an expedition
against the Emir of Sidon.”
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The Emperor nodded and moved on,
with his group around him. Bjorne
walked over to stand looking down at
the dead assassin. It was the Turcopole
bowman who had been talking to Euty-
ches behind the screen of bushes earlier
in the evening! The implication was
plain. The gilded strategos was dabbling
in palace politics and had tried to do
away with his royal master. Bjorne hesi-
tated for a long moment, but then he
shook his head and turned away. No
one would take his word against that of
the powerful Strategos. He would simply
have to keep his knowledge to himself.

As Bjorne walked back to the path,
Cleona hurried swiftlyv to him. She put
her hands on his shoulders.

“You were wonderful, my Bjorne!”
she said hastily. “I feel that you are
destined to go far in the service of By-
zantium, and I know that I can help
you. I must hurry back to the Emperor
now. but I want you to come to see
me some evening during the week. Will
you come?”’

“I will come,” Bjorne said. For an
imstant Cleona was in his arms, her lips
hot and eager behind her veil. Then she
hurried away.

Bjorne stood with his helmet in his
hand, staring after Cleona till her tall
figure had vanished from sight across
the garden. Then he grinned, and ran
one hand through his thatch of ruddy
hair. A lot of things had happened this
evening! Ile turned—and not till then
did he see Edwina, who had been stand-
ing in the shadows a few feet away.

“Edwina—wait!” he said, but the
Saxon girl turned on her heel and hur-
ried away without answering.

OR the next few days the waterfront

of Byzantium hummed with activity,
as the fleet was made ready for a puni-
tive expedition. Vessels of all classes,
from the mighty dromon biremes and
the swift pamphylhion cruisers, down to
pot-bellied supply craft, were being made
ready for sea. Rigging was tested and
tarred anew, the catapult and ballista

sinews were overhauled. There were
bundles of freshly fleched arrows brought
aboard for the archers, and piles of heavy
boulders for the stone-casting engines,
and drums of naphtha and other chemi-
cals for the dreaded Greek fire.

As second in command of the fleet,
Bjorne was tangled in the maze of prep-
aration. He wanted to get away to see
the Lady Cleona, but always some mat-
ter of stores and outfitting came up to
interfere. Finally, on the last evening be-
fore the fleet was to sail, a slave came
with an urgent message. His presence
was desired by the Lady Cleona Paleolo-
gi at the third hour.

“I will be there,” Bjorne told the
slave. Ile had a feeling that this eve-
ning was an important one.

Bjorne was grinning to himself as he
walked up to the gates of the Paleo-
logi Palace some hours later. He was
thinking of the unbelievable tales of the
glory of Mikligard that had been told
in the various skallis along the coast of
Norland by returned voyagers in the
past, and of how he would have his own
tales to add to the legend when he went
back to Snorrefjell. After all, few Vikings
had been close enough to a Byzantine
princess to get a good look at her—much
less hold one in his arms as he had the
night of the fete. It was even possible
that he might bring a new mistress back
to Snorrefjell when he came, a slender
and dark-haired woman such as the men
of the fjords had never seen. Bjorne won-
dered if Cleona would be unveiled this
night.

He nodded patronizingly to the spear-
men at the palace gate as they let him
through. He was at least half an hour
early, but that should not matter.

The female slave who received Bjorne
in the entrance hall appeared to be dis-
turbed about something. Her eyes wid-
ened in surprise, and she stammered as
she asked him to wait while she an-
nounced his presence. The girl hurried
away through one of the curtained doors
opening off the entrance hall, but she
came back a moment later.
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“Please wait. The Lady Cleona will
receive you in a little while,” she said.

Left alone in the room, Bjorne took
off his helmet and looked -curiously
around him. He was in a large, hexa-
gonal chamber that was lighted by
swinging lamps of hammered brass. A
faint scent of sandalwood incense hung
in the air. The walls gleamed with In-
laid mosaics of colored tiles and semi-
precious stones, with scenes from Greek
mythology where pagan gods and mortal
women were roaming green fields and
woodlands. The room had no windows at
all, but each of the six walls was pierced
by a curtamned doorway.

When the slave left him, Bjorne sat
down on a carved bench near the en-
trance door. For a minute he fiddled
with his hilt, feeling at a loose end and
regretting that he had come so early.
Then he decided to go back to the bar-
racks on an errand and return in an
hour. He called for the attendant.

There was no reply to Bjorne’s call.
Glancing around the lamplit entrance
hall, he tried to remember which of the
many doors the girl had used when she
left. After a moment’s hesitation, he
parted the curtains on the second door
to the right and started down the cor-
ridor.

THE passage was dim lit and thickly

carpeted, leading well back into the
palace. As he neared another curtained
door at the far end, he heard a faint
rumble of voices beyond. Bjorne hesi-
tated. He had probably taken the wrong
door after all, and it might be embar-
rassing to be found wandering alone
through the mner corridors of the Paleo-
log1 palace. He was about to turn back
—but suddenly he heard his own name
mentioned. That decided him. Bjorne
took a few more strides, and stood just
back of the curtains at the end of the
corridor.

Through the slot at the end of the
hangings, Bjorne could see the Lady
Cleona. She was unveiled, as he had

hoped that she would be, and she had

never appeared more lovely. Blue-black
hair was a cloud about her shoulders.
Jewels gleamed in the girdle of her long
purple skirt, and on the golden breast
plates that were all she wore above the
waist. She stood with one hand on her
hip and the other holding a wine glass,
smiling as she stood there, and she was
facing a lean man in gilded armor. It was
Eutyches the Strategos!

Bjorne’s hand closed on his hilt so
tightly that he felt the knuckles begin
to crack. Here, where he had pictured
Cleona as busily making ready to re-
ceive him, he found her in conference
with the one Greek nobleman whose
cold-eyed arrogance Bjorne most dis-
trusted! As Bjorne watched them, the
Byzantian officer drained his glass and
set it down on a table.

“But how can you be sure that this
bull-necked Varagian will do the thing
for you?” he asked.

Cleona smiled slowly. “Look at me,
my Eutyches!” she said. “Could many
men resist me tonight? Certainly not this
simple barbarian! Bjorne already is In
love with me, I tell you, and after to-
night he will be my slave. Poison
Agustus Comnene for me? It will be easy
to get him to do it! I will promise to
have him made Strategos after you are
Emperor of Byzantium.”

“It may work,” Eutyches said slowly,
“but I am ever distrustful of untried
tools. At least be sure to have this
barbarian killed before he leaves this
house, if he does not completely fall in
with your plans.”

“Be sure of that,” Cleona said. “I will
have men waiting outside each door.
And now go, my Eutyches. Use the
secret passage, for my Varangian friend
is already waiting in the entrance hall
and he may become impatient.”

THE Strategos lifted a tapestry that
hung against one of the walls and
pressed on one of the stones with the
tips of his fingers. A narrow door opened
in the wall, moving on silent hinges. A
moment later, when Eutyches had gone
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through, the door closed again and there
was no sign that there had ever been
any opening in the wall. At Cleona’s
sharp call, a young slave girl came in to
clear away the wine glasses and other
signs that she had been entertaining
company. .

Bjorne still stood motionless where he
was, In the shadows of the corridor, with
his jaw muscles tense and his eyes gone
cold as drifting pack-ice. He was in the
grip of a half dozen different emotions,
none of them pleasant. There was anger
that set him bitting his lips; and there
was chagrin that he had been so com-
pletely deceived by the Byzantian wom-
an. There was shame that even such as
she could consider the son of Harald
Redbeard capable of poisoning the man
whose salt he ate. And even now, there
was jealousy that Eutyches was favored
by Cleona while he was to be only a
tool! At last Bjorne shook his heavy
shoulders and began to move quietly
back down the corridor—but he was a
second too late.

Glancing swiftly around the room to
make sure that everything was in order,
Cleona’s quick eye must have caught a
flash of Bjorne’s armor through the gap
in the curtains. In an instant she had
crossed the room and thrown the hang-
ings aside.

“You!” she said. “You overheard!”

It was a scene that Bjorne Harald’s
son was never to forget; one of those
momentary tableaux that remain forever
stamped on the memory. The luxurious
room 1n the soft glow of the lamplight
. . . Cleona’s graceful and scantily clad
figure standing erect with one arm out-
stretched 1n an accusing gesture . . . her
dark hair a sable cloud about the soft-
ness of her shoulders . . . and the slave
girl’s frightened face. Then acid By-
zantian curses poured from Cleona’s
writhing lips, and she beat her fist
agamst a gong that stood on an inlaid
tabourette beside the door.

Bjorne did not wait. He could not
strike down an unarmed woman, but
he had heard enough to know that the

note of the gong was the signal for his
death, so he turned and ran down the
corridor at top speed, drawing his sword
as he went.

Even above the jingle of his own
armor and the swift pound of his run-
ning feet, Bjorne could sense a stir and
bustle about the palace. Several other
ocongs had now taken up the signal given
by Cleona. He met the first of the
guards as he neared the end of the pas-
sage. A liveried Greek swordsman tried
to block his path, but Bjorne ran clean
over him by superior weight and
strength.

There were two more men in the en-
trance hall. Spearmen of the palace
cguard, they crouched to meet him with
their short spears leveled, but Bjorne
laughed through his teeth. His fighting
blood was growing hot now! Try to trap
a Viking, would they? Bjorne shouted,
and leaped at the two spearmen with
his heavy blade whirling in both hands,
and his flailing steel shattered the spear
shafts like reeds. As the two men fell
back and groped half-heartedly for their
short swords, Bjorne leaped for the outer
gate and drew back the bars.

The pair of Greeks stationed outside
were made of sterner mettle than the
others. They fought, and for a moment
the narrow street was filled with the
clash of weapons and the hoarse ecries
of fighting men, but the pair of slight
Greeks were no match for a burly Viking
in full armor. Bjorne’s swift point took
one of them in the throat, and a moment
later a slash of his heavy blade had
laid the other man prone and groaning
on the ground. Then Bjorne sprinted off
down the street, heading toward the
waterfront.

AS HE ran, Bjorne laughed. He felt
better. The clash of steel had
cleansed the last of the cobwebs from
his mind, so that he had no longer either
jealousy or regret in connection with
the Lady Paleologi, but only a great re-
lief at being clear of her. If it had not
been for his fortunate error in picking
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the wrong corridor when he went to seek
for the attendant, he would never have
left the palace alive. Once he was
closeted with Cleona, and she was be-
ginning to enlist him in the plot to poi-
son the Emperor, she would have posted
armed guards outside every door and the
odds would have been too heavy for him
to get away. It was his early arrval
that had upset her schedule.

There were few people abroad in the
dark streets of Byzantium at this late
hour. The scattered pedestrians stepped
prudently aside at the sight of a man
running swiftly and with a naked sword
in his hand. There was no pursuit, how-
ever, and after a while Bjorne slowed
down to a walk and sheathed his blade.
Naturally, Cleona would not dare have
her uniformed servitors chase a Varang-
1an guard through the streets of the city!
The danger he faced 1n the future would
be one of assassination.

It was quiet along the docks, with the
black waters lapping the strakes of the
drowsy fleet and the starlight gleaming
on the armor of the sentries on duty. A
warm wind blew in from the Bosphorous.
There was a faint creak of straining cor-
dage and swaying spars as the ships
shifted slowly at their moorings, and
Bjorne Harald’s son drew a long breath
of relief. Matters of intrigue and assassi-
nation could wait till he came back to
Byzantium. Tomorrow he was setting
out on a voyage!

Evan the Outborn was on guard at the
gangway. His thin, square-jawed face
creased 1 a smile as he lifted his axe
in salute.

“We wondered what sort of errand had
taken you ashore at this late hour,” he
said with the ecasy democracy of the
Norland Carls.

Bjorne grinned. “It turned out to be
a sour sort of errand,” he said, “but 1t
doesn’t matter now.”

OON after dawn, when the eastern
horizon was still banded with saffron
clouds, the battle fleet of Byzantium
stood out around the Golden Horn for

the open waters of the Mediterranean.
A squadron of slender-hulled pamphy-
lions darted in the lead like a school of
flying fish, their oar blades flashing in the
sun. Behind them came the great dro-
mons, their double banks of oars swing-
ing all together, and then came the
varied vessels that made up the rest of
the fleet.

Bjorne leaned on the rail of the bireme
Acteon, his flagship, and watched the
gilded skyline of Byzantium fade into the
horizon astern. He was glad to be at
sea again, Viking-faring with a stout
force under his command, but this ex-
pedition meant that much more delay in
the search for vengeance that had
brought him to this scented land. And
there would be trouble when he got back
to Mikligard. With Cleona Paleologi for
an open enemy, he would be in constant
danger of the assassin’s dagger or the
poisoner’s potion. Then Bjorne shrugged.
The woman could not harm him here,
and what happened later would be in
the hands of the grim Norns who spun
the fates of man.

Bjorne was in command of the scout-
mg squadron, which consisted of his
dromon flagship and five pamphylions.
All these craft were a far cry from the
thong-bound long-ships on which he had
been reared! It was odd to be on a ves-
sel as big in sheer size as this bireme, to
see the bronzed backs of the slaves sway-
ing rhythmically at the oars while his
own Norsemen 1dled about the decks, to
hear the musical note of the gong the
hortator struck to keep time for the
rowers. Then Eric the Scald came swag-
gering along the deck with a broad grin
on his bronzed face.

“Ho, Bjorne, the axes are hungry!”
he said. “By the Hammer of Thor, I
grow as soft and fat as an old woman!
I hope we see action soon, to take the
stiffness out of our joints!”

Days passed, with the smooth routine
of a fleet at sea. Some mornings later,
on another dawn, a chill mist shrouded
the face of the waters as Bjorne’s squad-
ron—ranging far in advance of the main
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fleet—drew near the Sidonese coast. The
dromon Acteon crept through the mist
slowly, with her gong muffled and her
oars swinging in a short half-stroke, while
the pamphylions kept pace with her on
each side. Though thick as ever at the
water’s edge, the mist was thinning out
at the top and the peaks of brown hills
began to loom ahead.

“The mist will soon clear. and we’ll
see If the hunting be good!” Bjorne said,
leaning on the haft of his axe on the
poop.

All the crew were at their stations.
The archers lined the bulwarks with
bows ready and sheafs of loosened arrows
close to hand! the heavily armed Va-
rangians were grouped by companies
amidships. Some Greeks in leather jer-
kins were moving about the bronze
flame-throwers in the waist. Still the
bireme crept forward. the steel-shot ram
at her prow shppme through the water
with only a faint ripple.

At last came the change! Half of the
sand in the hortator’s hour glass had run
throuech when a breeze swept over the
sea and spht the mist into dozens of
broken and ranidly vanishing streamers.
Before them lay the white-walled eity
of Sidon., and out from the harbor
charged a squadron of a dozen ships with
their lateen sails spread to the breeze
and their oars threshing in a hasty beat.
Their decks were crowded with men.
The clash of evmbals and the throb of
kettle drums drifted before them on the
breeze.

Bjorne studied the Moslem squadron
with a grim smile. They outnumbered
the vessels in his own force—but he knew
the worth of his men, and he had come
to know the value of the Bvzantine
ships. He slipped the thong of his battle
ax over his wrist.

“Send one pamphylion back to the
main fleet to report, old warrior!” he
said to Eric the Scald. “Then we’ll give
these Easterners a taste of our steel.”

“Good!” the old Viking exulted as he
hurried astern. :

Every man went into action.

HERE seemed to be little order or

discipline in the Sideonese fleet, and
and one speedy galeass had drawn well
ahead of its fellows. Bjorne beckoned
to his trumpeter, and a moment later
a signal call sent two of the pamphylions
swooping down on the Moslem vessel
like coursing wolves. Her catapult spoke
a moment later, and a boulder raised a
mighty splash as it fell near the bow of
one of the Byzantine ships.

Swiftly three vessels drew together,
their catapults loosing their missiles as
fast as they could be handled. As the
range shortened. the stones struck home
on both sides, either smashing into the
timbers with splintering force or wreak-
ing red ruin among the men clustered
on deck. Arrows had begun to streak
through the air. The clash of cymbals
sounded defiantly from the Moslem ves-
sel, and the high-pitched battle ery of
Islam floated across the water: “Allah
i-allahu! Din Mohammed!”

With their oars swaying all together,
the pair of Byzantine vessels closed in
on both sides of the galeass. From their
higher sides they loosed a rain of arrows
that left the Moslem benches a shambles,
then they swept in for the death blow.
Standing on the poop of his dromon,
Bjorne saw a torrent of scarlet and steel
spill over the bulwarks as the Varan-
gians boarded the galeass, and he saw the

mass of white-clad swordsmen rise to
meet them.

The fight was short and sharp. A few
minutes later the Varangians abandoned
the galeass—a desolate hulk that drifted
away with all her oars trailing idly and
a column of black smoke rising from
amidships. The pair of pamphylions
wheeled about and streaked back to re-
join the squadron, with the rest of the
Moslem fleet yvelping at their heels.

As the main squadrons came together,
a pair of big galleys swept down upon
Bjorne’s ship. He nodded to Eric the
Scald.

“Let them come,” he said, and the
old Viking barked a command to the
men at the war engines.
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The bireme began to show her teeth.
A ballista twanged from a starboard
sponson, and with a thud and a crash
the forward catapult went into action.
The bowmen yelped in shrill excitement
as they clustered along the bulwarks.
Boulders flew back and forth as both
galleys closed in, and then Bjorne looked
down at the young Greek in command
of the fire throwers in the waist.

“Loose the fire!” he said, and lifted one
arm over his head.

THE long bronze tubes on the Acteon

slanted slightly higher, and a man
stepped forward with a blazing torch.
The Greek officer threw his weight
against a long lever. There was a sharp
hissing of compressed air—and then a
sudden burst of flame came from the
muzzle of each tube!

High in the air arched the twin
streams of fire, one to each side. The
blazing mixture of naphtha and sulphur
and other chemicals burned wherever it
hit, burned even on the surface of the
sea, and both galleys backed water in
a smother of foam as they saw their
peril. Their oar blades bent like whip
shafts, and their crews shouted in alarm.

The galley to starboard managed to
veer away from the fire, but the other
was struck amidships. At once she be-
came a torch! The dreaded Greek Fire
set her instantly aflame across the deck
and bulwarks, while the fire ran swiftly
up her tarred rigging. She lost headway.
Bjorne dropped his arm as a signal to
the Greek to cut off the fire, and then
cupped his hands to bellow new com-
mands.

Around came the Acteon, swinging
swiftly as the men at the steering oars
threw their weight against the long
sweeps, while the blue waters were
churned to a foaming white maelstrom as
the starboard banks backed water to
counteract the forward thrust of the
port rowers. The bireme turned—and
steadied at command—and then leaped
forward again with her steel-tipped ram
boiling through the troubled waters and

the rowers bracing their feet on the
beams to get every last pound of power.

The galley tried to swing aside, but the
fire had caught many of her rowers and
her striped sails were already ablaze.
There was no escape. Bjorne saw the
Moslem rowers leaving their benches be-
fore the threat of the flames, he heard
th shrill shouts of alarm. Flights of hasty
arrows raced toward the oncoming dro-
mon, feathering themselves in the bul-
warks or striking down some of the
massed fighters on deck. The intervening
strip of water grew ever narrower—and
then the bireme struck home!

There was a sharp crackle of splinter-
ing oar blades. The Moslem shafts
snapped like toothpicks. The steel-
tipped ram struck the timbers of the
galley’s strakes and smashed through
them, and punched a hole in her side.
Men were thrown to the deck from the
shock. The galley’s masts quivered like
reeds, spinning the hurtling bodies of
men down from the tops. Rigging
snapped like threads, the foremast came
down. The crash of shattering timbers
rose to a medley that was like a moan
of pain. There was another crash as the
second and shorter ram struck home,
widening the hole pierced by the first,
and the galley heeled sharply.

With her double banks of oars churn-
ing the water to foam, the Acteon backed
slowly away from the shattered and
sinking hulk. Already the galley was
heeled half over and sinking fast, all
ablaze amidships, with the heads of
hundreds of swimming men beginning to
dot the water around her. At that mo-
ment the other galley ranged alongside.
She was not built to ram, but she thud-
ded against the bireme’s starboard quar-
ter while a horde of swarthy men in
pointed helmets surged over the bul-
warks with curved scimitars in their
hands.

This was the sort of thing for which
the Varangians had been waiting. They |
had learned the Mediterranean form of
long-range warfare with catapults and
fire tubes, and they realized its value, but
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they preferred a hand-to-hand fight of
the sort to which they had been bred.
Now, as the Moslems boarded their ves-
sel, the Norsemen locked shields and
moved aft with a roaring shout.

JORNE and Eric led them, their

- bloodstained axes flashing in the sun.
The Moslems had no chance. The ter-
rible Viking axes clove through their
light helmets and damascened armor as
easily as though they had been parch-
ment. The Viking shield-wall moved re-
lentlessly ahead. At the end, the sur-
viving Moslems leaped down into their
own vessel and tried to pull away, but
the Varangians boarded at their heels
and raged up and down the cluttered
decks of the galley till all resistance was
at an end.

Bjorne wiped the blade of his axe and
looked about him. The battle was over,
for the remaining Moslem vessels were
in full retreat for the shelter of the inner
harbor. Aside from the two Moslem craft
that Bjorne’s dromon had cared for,
three others were wrecked and sinking.
Of Bjorne’s own squadron, one pamphy-
lion was a shattered hulk with a consort
standing by to pick up survivors, and
another had been badly battered around
the poop by stone casters, but the rest
were intact. Eric the Scald was grinning
broadly as he bandaged a swort cut in
his forearm.

“A very pleasant morning, by the
Beard of Wodin!” he said. “I think T'll
make a saga about it.”

“Signal the squadron to withdraw,”
Bjorne said. “We couldn’t fight the
whole Sidonese fieet if the Emir should
send it out to avenge the squadron we
mauled.”

The Strategos of the Fleet sent
Bjorne’s squadron back to Byzantium,
to report the first victory. They sailed
quietly homeward before favoring winds
for several days, and 1t was about noon
of the day before they were due back
at the Golden Horn that they sighted
a saill coming from the direction of the
city. The craft was small, and it had

something the appearance of a Norse
long-ship. After peering at it with a
puzzled frown for a moment, Bjorne
sent Hjalmar the Icelander up to the
masthead for a better view. The stocky
warrior came hastily back to the deck
a moment later. His broad face was
troubled.

“I'll swear that yonder craft is the
Sword of the North, Bjorne!” he said.
“And she rides low and sluggish, like a
ship that is near to sinking!”

STRAVIKOS, the gilded courtier that

Bjorne had once rescued from the
sea, was propped in the stern of the bat-
tered Saxon long-ship. He had two
arrows through his chest, and there was
a bloody froth on his lips. Equally near
death was the Sword of the North her-
self, with her timbers riven by the im-
pact of boulders and her hull filled half-
way to the thwarts by sloshing sea water
that the constant bailing of her motley
crew could not conquer. There were
some Greek spearmen in that crew, and
a few Moslem sailors, and a pair of
Stravikos’ slaves.

“It was the strategos Eutyches!” the
dymng Stravikos gasped as they carried
him aboard the dromon and laid him
out on the deck planking. “He and that
black-hearted witch, Cleona Paleologi!
They poisoned the Emperor last eve-
ning, and seek to make themselves mas-
ters of Byzantium. This ship was tied
unguarded at the pier, and I managed to
steal her with a few men. The guard ship
caught and near sank us before we got
away, but a mist came up in the night
and we lost them. We sailed in search
of you.”

“But why?” Bjorne asked.

The Byzantine’s pale face flickered
with a sardonic smile. “Not because I
think you have any affection for me,
barbarian! I tried to have you and your
men killed when you first landed, for
your effrontery aboard your ship, and
you must know that. But I now come
for revenge, to have you take revenge
on the murderer of the Emperor.”



JOHN MURRAY REYNOLDS 31

“What do you mean?”

“The people of the city do not yet
know that Agustus is dead or what is
happening, and Eutyches is not telling
them until he figures out a way of per-
suading the strategol to accept him as
emperor. He holds the inner palace with
his own men, but I can tell you of a
secret passage that will lead to the dun-
geons below. You can be in the palace
before dawn.”

“But why should I go? Palace plots
are no affair of mine,” Bjorne said.

Stravikos’ glazing eyes flickered open
again. “There are two reasons why you
should go, barbarian. One i1s because
Eutyches i1s torturing the Saxon girl
named Edwina to make her admit that
she poisoned Agustus, and so lift the
blame from his shoulders.”

Edwina! Bjorne clenched one fist and
slammed it down into the palm of the
other hand. He was a fool! In his bit-
terness at Cleona and his elation at hav-
ing escaped from her trap that last night
in Byzantium, he had completely over-
looked the fact that Cleona would be
likely to vent her spite on the Saxon
oirl.

“T go at once!” he rasped.

“There 1s yet another reason,” Stravi-
kos whispered. “Once you asked me if
I knew of a Byzantian officer with a
star-shaped scar on his right arm. Euty-
ches has such a scar.”

“I go at once,” Bjorne repeated.

Stravikos gave him the directions for
finding the secret passage, and at the
end his whispered words were only just

audible.

“You are the tool of my revenge, bar-
barian! I have been true to my salt!”
he said—and died.

Calling the pamphylions of his squad-
ron alongside the Acteon, Bjorne took
the Norsemen from each crew aboard
the bireme and replaced them with men
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