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Only in relatively modern times has the spelling of place names become fixed. My own village of Barnburgh for example has had a variety of spellings down the centuries. Beornsburh may have been its original form, but it appears variously as Barneburg, Berneborc and Berneburg in the Domesday Survey, Beornburg, Baronburgh, Bernesburghe and Barnburghe in the Middle Ages and even Barmboro in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

I have, therefore, generally used the modern place names of most of the larger towns for ease of reading. However, I have indulged in the use of what I feel are more appropriate Anglo-Saxon forms for some smaller settlements such as Cyningesburh (the king’s burh) for Conisbrough and Barnburh for Barnburgh where the Anglo-Saxon ‘burh’ signifies a fortified place. Similarly modern Southampton reverts to Hantone (domestic dwelling) and Sandwich to Sandwic (the dwelling on the sand).

I hope such inconsistencies do not detract from the reader’s enjoyment.
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“Here the star comet that is ‘the haired one’ appeared”

Anglo Saxon Chronicle 





	The Manor of Compton

	July 996







[image: image]




Blood......Blood......Blood! There had been enough blood in his life already. Yet even in the heat of battle when the broad-edged and steel-hardened axe-blades bit deep into bone Wulfnoth had always remained ice cool. Steadfast in the shield-wall, he had been impervious to the carnage and suffering around him until the death-blow had finally silenced his enemies and stilled their twitching limbs. Such was the brutality of battle.

This was different. This was torture. And he was powerless to intervene. 

He winced as repeated gasps and howls of pain struck the fragile bone structure deep inside his ears, each piercing sound like the surge-pain of a rotting tooth. No matter how hard he pressed his fingers into his ears he could not shut out the suffering. Only as each strident cry subsided did he relax, but then lay back exhausted, floundering in a leaden sea, knowing that in a few moments he must brace himself in anticipation of the next shriek of anguish. How on earth, he thought, could another human-being endure such pain!

Suddenly, he was aware of blessed silence and moments later heard the lusty cries of an infant waking up in an alien world demanding that his need for warmth, comfort and above all sustenance be addressed. Relief spread across the thegn’s face and his steely-grey eyes lit up in the realisation that his long vigil was over and his beloved Ragnild had finally given birth.

Minutes seemed to drag by. Wulfnoth could bear it no longer and forced his way into the room. At first he could only stand and gaze in amazement at his young wife as she lay suckling their first-born child still glistening with amniotic fluid yet grasping her hard nipple and pulling vigorously as he greedily consumed his first breastful of milk.

For a moment, Ragnhild’s face seemed to glow with a radiance he had not seen before and she smiled at him and whispered “Wulf, our son.” 

“He took his time, but now he seems impatient enough to get on with life,” said Wulfnoth, the relief clearly showing in his voice.

“He is a strong boy like his father.”

The thegn stroked the boy’s cheek gently. “And what are we going to call this little seawolf?”

“You must call him Godwin for he will be a good lord to his people, just like his father.”

“But, it is a Christian name.”

“He is the son of a Christian.”

“But his mother is a Dane, who still clings to the old gods,” Wulfnoth said smiling.

“He is their gift to you. He will remind you of me when I return over the searoads.”

“But you cannot return to Denmark. You are my wife. Your home is here now. ”

“Yes, my love, but I’m tired now and must sleep.”

Her eyes certainly seemed heavy and he noticed now how drawn her face appeared. As he turned to leave he became aware for the first time of the amount of blood that saturated the bed sheets. He had seen plenty of it in battle, yet had not realised that so much was lost in childbirth. Somehow its profusion there seemed obscene, but Estrith hurried him from the room before he could question her. Alone again, slumped in a chair he closed his eyes.

His childhood had been peaceful enough growing up in the tranquillity of Compton, the Sussex manor granted to his father Biorn for services to the household of the king’s cousin. He had known no other home. It comprised one hide of land with a rent of four shillings a year.

Then he recalled that dreadful day when he had returned home at the age of fifteen to find his own parents savagely hacked to death by a Danish raiding party. From that moment the course of his life had changed forever. Bent on vengeance he had joined the army of Ealdorman Edwin of Sussex where his ruthless courage in the thick of the fighting was noted and reported to King Aethelred, who had summoned him to Winchester.

Arriving at the Cathedral he had found the King in high spirits attending a Mass of Thanksgiving for the safe delivery of his son and heir, Prince Athelstan. There in the Chapel of St. Swithun Athelred had rewarded him with the title of King’s thegn and granted him additional lands tripling the size of his estate at Compton. Over the shrine holding the saint’s bones he had willingly sworn his allegiance not only to the king, but also to the aetheling.

After that he had confronted the Danes both on land and sea at every opportunity and his body had the scars to prove it. He never seemed to have stopped fighting, he thought, vaguely aware that under the direction of Estrith the women had been ferrying basins of hot water. There had been that time when a raiding party had been sighted entering the channel between the islands of Hayling and Thorney. Wulfnoth had taken the unusual and risky strategy of ordering the harbour settlement of Warblington to leave their homes and retire to the chalk hills, letting the invaders land unopposed. Sweeping round the headland, he had surprised the handful of Danes left on guard and burnt their ships as they lay beached on the shore. The smoke was the signal for the men of Warblington and neighbouring settlements to attack from the north while he and his sailors marched from the sea. Together they had fallen on the half-drunk Vikings as they celebrated their sacking of the deserted village with the jars of ale and mead so conveniently abandoned by the inhabitants. 

There had been plenty of blood then. Iron-hafted battle-axes had been swung in the name of the king and the sea-pirates had been cut down to bleed on the coast they had come to plunder. None asked for mercy: none received any; and in a small way blood served to expiate the indignities previously suffered.

Among the Danes guarding the ships had been a group of women who had fought bravely alongside their menfolk and like their menfolk they had succumbed to the axe. However, a young child had been found alive behind the mound of death. Trussed up like a suckling pig he was dumped beside the pile of weapons stripped from the dead to await Wulfnoth’s sentence.

The Danechild was brought to Compton, but he would not or could not communicate and when his hands were untied he made a dash for freedom and was half way across the open field before he was caught by Cerdic who helped manage Wulfnoth’s stables.

“Be gentle with him,” ordered the thegn, “but lock him up for the time being. With warm food inside him he’ll be more amenable.”

At suppertime Estrith sent one of the servants down to the barn with warm stew and two hunks of rye bread, but the boy had cowered somewhere in a dark corner, so the bowl was left inside the door which was locked for the night. In the morning the food had been eaten and the bowl wiped clean, but no-one caught sight of the boy. It was the same with lunch and supper.

Meanwhile Wulfnoth had been occupied with tackling the vulnerable coastal defences, assessing the natural harbours and exposed beaches between Portchester and Chichester taking particular note of the various vantage points along the chalk downs.

Surprised on his return to find that their diminutive captive was still imprisoned Wulfnoth decided to try his luck. He placed a bowl of hot leek and ham soup on the floor of the barn and pretended to leave, but while Cerdic slammed the door shut from outside he concealed himself in the shadows. Minutes later he heard someone moving cautiously through the straw. After watching the slight form of the captive as he knelt gulping down the contents of the bowl and mopping up the last few precious drops, Wulfnoth leapt forward and wrapping his powerful arms round the Danechild called for Cerdic to open the door. He could smell the sweat of fear and once outside was shocked to see just how filthy the young urchin was and how matted and tangled his long greasy hair.

“Fill a trough with water,” he ordered. “We’ll give our little heathen seawolf a wash.” 

Fresh water was brought from the well and the trough was filled, but when the Danechild realised what they intended he began to twist like an eel.

“Hold him, my lord,” laughed Cerdic, “while I pull off his tunic.”

They struggled for a moment, but the filthy garment was finally drawn over his head and then suddenly to his amazement Wulfnoth found himself holding not a boy, but a young nubile girl who was pounding his face with clenched fists.

“Cover her, you fool, and fetch Estrith and the women,” he remembered shouting and held the prisoner close to him so that he could not look at her naked body, but then suddenly she had stopped struggling and was weeping uncontrollably.

It was a considerable relief when Estrith had gently taken the girl from him, but still he had felt like a naughty boy again as his old nurse had driven him and all the other men out of yard.

Some hours later when he was sitting alone studying his plans for a line of new beacons there was a knock on his door and Estrith entered leading a stranger by the hand. Wulfnoth was stunned by the transformation. Before him dressed in a clean simple white tunic was a young woman whose hair shone like gold and whose blue eyes, deep as rampion, opened wide as they took in the richness of her new surroundings, but when they rested on him and she realised he was looking at her they immediately focused on the ground in obvious embarrassment.

“Tell her she is welcome here and will be well looked after. Tell her…. she will be treated with honour and…..,” Wulfnoth stammered, “..... that I apologise for her former treatment. Tell her….”

“Hold hard, my lord. She does not speak our language. She is frightened, but I think she feels safe with me and will not let go of my hand, so with your permission, let her sleep with me tonight.”

Several days later two strangers had arrived at Compton. Despite their appearance and the quality of their retinue, the servant had asked them to wait while the master was informed of their arrival. 

The taller of the two smiled his acquiescence. He had been told that Wulfnoth was not a man to be caught at a disadvantage and given the state of the world admired his prudence.

“Is the king’s messenger to be kept waiting while this rustic thegn puts on a clean tunic?” demanded his companion, a sharp-featured Mercian with exceptionally long arms.

“Don’t disparage him because he doesn’t spend his time buzzing around the palace at Winchester,” observed the more affable of the two dryly. “He served his time at Court, but now has important work to do guarding the coast of Sussex and remember he’s the first man to destroy a Viking raid since Ealdorman Byrhtnoth’s disastrous defeat at Maldon.”

“A lucky gamble by all accounts,” acknowledged the other grudgingly.

Wulfnoth, who had overheard this exchange, appeared in the doorway and quickly sizing up his visitors, addressed the taller man, “Welcome to Compton. Your apparel betrays you for a northerner, sir, but your retinue suggests you come from Court.”

“You are perceptive, Wulfnoth. I am indeed the king’s messenger and my home, as you rightly surmise is in the Danelaw. I am Siferth of the Five Boroughs and this is Beorhtric of Shrewsbury. We bring you the grateful thanks and congratulations of King Aethelred on your recent success against the Vikings.”

“The king is generous, but I did no more than my duty to my king and to the people for whom I am responsible.”

“Your modesty does you credit, Wulfnoth, but the king is anxious to build on success and wishes to know at first hand if your victory can teach us how to deal with future incursions. 

“Then I shall not disappoint him. The work here is already in hand. We are clearing headlands and plan to link the ports by a line of beacons.” 

“You are a man of foresight and when the king hears of your plans he may well want you to extend them to include the whole of the south coast from Sandwic to the mouth of the Exe.”

“You overreach yourself I think, Siferth. Such a task would require someone of ealdorman rank, not a mere country thegn,” snorted Beorhtric.

Wulfnoth refused to react to the insult, but led his visitors inside where Beorhtric was clearly taken aback by the rich wall hangings and array of battle trophies. 

Siferth took the opportunity of whispering, “Our Mercian friend is jealous of the king’s favours and sees everyone who catches the royal eye as a personal threat to his own advancement.”

“Sussex air and the smell of the sea suit me best, but I’m at the king’s service. Our friend is welcome to court life.”

“He’s no great danger on his own, but his brother is a man to avoid, a cold calculating fellow and unfortunately cultivated by our sovereign lord.”

As Beorhtric caught them up, Siferth changed the subject, “How many Vikings were in this raiding party?”

“We buried over seventy of them,” replied Wulfnoth.

“I hope you didn’t let any of the enemy escape,” said Beorhtric, probing to see if he could find grounds for belittling Wulfnoth’s achievement. “We can’t afford to have those vermin roaming the countryside.” 

“None escaped me I assure you,” said Wulfnoth carefully. 

“The only good Dane is a dead one,” declared Beorhtric, with menace. “They think because we tolerated their settlements in the Danelaw, there are easy pickings here.” He had the good grace not to look at Siferth as he spoke.

Wulfnoth’s suggested they stay the night and visit the local harbours the following day, but Beorhtric, who was anxious to return to court as quickly as possible, declined to join them and left Compton. The others were delighted to see the back of their unpleasant companion. 

After supper discussion centred on the problems faced by the people of the north during which Wulfnoth heard himself ask rather deliberately, “Do you still speak the Danish tongue after so many generations?”

“Enough,” said Siferth.” Why do you ask?”

“Well, I have a Danish prisoner.”

“I’m relieved you didn’t mention it earlier. Beorhtric would have been delighted to interrogate him. He likes that sort of work.”

“My prisoner is unusual and I would not have placed her in that animal’s clutches, I assure you.”

“Her?” repeated Siferth, raising an eyebrow.

“You shall see,” added Wulfnoth enigmatically and sent for the girl. “So far we have not been able to get a word out of her.”

When Estrith returned with the girl, she still refused to look up and kept tight hold of the housekeeper’s hand. Realising that he towered over her, Siferth knelt down and spoke softly in a language that Wulfnoth recognised, but could not understand.

After about ten minutes he rose and sat beside his host. “Her name is Ragnhild,” he said, “She is the daughter of Godfred brought to England to marry one of his henchmen, who planned to settle on conquered land. She thought she would be sacrificed when you celebrated your victory, but I have told her that she has nothing to fear and that you are a man of honour and will protect her from harm if she submits to your authority. I think I have reassured her.”

“I am indebted to you, Siferth, but I must ask you keep her existence a secret from the Court. Much as I serve the king I do not trust that she will be safe even under his protection.”

“I’m sure you are right. You may count on my silence.”

The young woman was watching their faces carefully and when they had stopped talking she came forward and kneeling before Wulfnoth laid her head against his knee.

Instinctively, he had put his hand on her head and then against her cheek. Then he lifted her to her feet and kissed her lightly on the cheek before Estrith came forward and led her away.

Since the arrival of Ragnhild new life had been breathed into the whole household. Estrith undertook the duty of training her in its ways and she was an eager learner, rapidly picking up the English tongue, willing to take on all manner of tasks, both inside the house and on the estate, whether it was helping in the kitchen, serving at table, tending the herb garden or carrying messages.

It was as if a cloud had been lifted from the shy young Danish hostage and she radiated a warmth and light that gradually illuminated the lives of all at Compton: the household guards smartened up their appearance, the servants went about their chores with more enthusiasm and the village cottars would fumble with their woollen caps when she passed. The whole house rang with laughter and even the bread baked by the cook seemed to smell better.

The months that followed were among the happiest Wulfnoth could remember and he could hardly bear to tear himself away to inspect the progress of the new ships and the completion of the early warning system and when he did he would waste no time on his return pushing his horse into a sustained canter until he could see the smoke rising from the manor hearth.

When family bereavement had necessitated Estrith’s absence, the housekeeper had proposed that Ragnhild should be given the keys. “You’ll not even notice my absence,” she had assured him and it had been true. Life at Compton seemed to glide effortlessly through the water like a sea-going vessel, manned by a well-trained and highly skilled crew. Ragnhild ran a tight ship, but her touch on the helm was light as a breath of wind and the ship’s complement willingly sailed under her captaincy.

Wulfnoth began to look forward to her arrival each evening to discuss household arrangements. At first he expressed his complete satisfaction and could think of nothing else that he required, so she would smile, curtsey and leave him and he would spend a lonely evening. After two or three days he found himself trying to devise ways of detaining her. Eventually he hit upon the idea of seeking her opinion about anything and everything.

The next night he spread out his plans to extend the manor, so that it seemed natural to ask her advice as to the advantage of various arrangements. “Should the new bakehouse back onto the existing hearth? How far away should they build the wood store? Where should the bolting of the wheat take place? What could be done to improve the storage of dried beans and salt-fish? How could they speed up the processes of preparing meat and vegetables?”

The following week he showed her the design of his new ships and asked her how they compared with the current vessels used by her countrymen. Although her knowledge of construction methods was scant, she had a good eye and could draw detailed sketches of both the narrow warships and broad-beamed cargo vessels used by both Danes and Norsemen.

The two hours after dinner each evening had seemed to race by and as the days shortened they frequently lit the rush lights until the smoke became unbearable and then reluctantly Wulfnoth would kiss her lightly on the forehead and let her go.

On the 28th of October a comet had appeared and both had left the manor to watch it blaze its way across the heavens. They stood together gazing up into the night sky for well over an hour until a keen breeze sprang up. Wulfnoth noticed that Ragnhild was shivering in her thin tunic, so he put his cloak around her shoulders and led her back inside to get warm by the dying embers in his room. That night was the first time they shared a bed together. 

Thereafter every morning she would slip out of his room well before the cockerel clamoured to be released and life at Compton sailed on in much the same way even after Estrith returned. His housekeeper accepted the new arrangement as if it was the most natural thing in the world and deferred to Ragnhild in all matters concerning the household and took to referring to her in front of the other servants and any visitors as “the young mistress.” By Christmas Ragnhild thought she was pregnant and by the beginning of March she knew.

Wulfnoth vividly recalled a Spring day when they travelled to Bosham to trial the first of his new ships with its single-timber keel stretching from the stern to the great stem post carved with the head of a wolf. The sleek shape of the craft told even the untrained eye that that this was a ship that would glide proudly through the roughest searoads of the world and so it had proved. Ragnhild had wanted to join him, but he’d refused promising her that after their child was born the two of them would sail her alone out into the channel that separated England from the Great Continent.

Satisfied with the way she handled, he congratulated the shipwrights and ran back up the beach to Ragnhild grinning like a young boy.

“She’s magnificent,” he cried.

“She handles well. But what will you call this new mistress of yours?” she added mischieviously.

“The Ragnhild, of course. Did you not recognise the goddess with the long hair?”

Ragnhild smiled for she had already noticed the carving of the Danish goddess Freya, which graced the sternpost.

He recollected his recent visit to Winchester to buy birth-gifts for his wife and child from Torgrim the fourth-generation Danish silversmith and moneyer whose mint stood at the junction of Goldsmith’s Street and the High Street. On arrival he had found the stockade gate firmly shut for Torgrim’s premises held considerable quantities of silver and newly minted coins. Wulfnoth pulled the bell rope and waited until the spy-hole panel was slid back and he could be recognised. Then he heard the oak beam withdrawn and the gate opened to reveal the half-naked, sweaty, muscular frame of the bellows man.

“Hard at work I see, Eric,” grinned Wulfnoth as he tied his horse to an iron ring while the man secured the gate.

“Ahh, Mah Wuffnah,” he wheezed out of his misshapen mouth. He was a man of few words and those barely distinguishable since a sword had sliced through his jaw and left only the stump of a tongue in his mouth, but he had the strength of two men and never seemed to tire, despite the hamstring injury sustained in the same battle. As they passed a stack of charcoal he effortlessly gathered an armful of billets, without interrupting his shambling gait. 

“Lord Wulfnoth, a pleasure to see you,” called Torgrim from the smoky atmosphere of the mint where they found the moneyer snipping away at small squares of sheet silver until he had a pile of near-perfect blank discs and a heap of scraps which his daughter, Hild, swept onto a triangular board and tipped neatly into a crucible.

“We can’t afford to waste any silver,” observed Torgrim, “or the king will accuse us of cheating him,” and he carried the blanks over to the minting table. Slipping a blank on top of the standard die bearing the royal head the mint-master struck it deftly with a single blow from the mallet, before placing the trussel die with the hand of benediction on top and delivered a second strike. Hild then trimmed and polished each new coin. 

“An excellent piece of workmanship,” observed Wulfnoth. “Aethelred’s still a fine looking man.” 

“They’re new dies sent from London. It’s a symbolic image of course. He wants to be seen as father of the nation with his sceptre and on the back his hand blessing the people like a priest,” said Torgrim somewhat ruefully.

“You don’t like him, then?”

“I don’t like some of his new Mercian friends. Every time there is news of a Viking raid they stir up trouble and we suffer intimidation and abuse, but enough of my problems. How can I be of service to you?” 

“I’m looking to buy some jewellery.”

“Did you have something particular in mind?”

“No, but I shall know when I see it.”

Torgrim unlocked a side door leading into another room with a solid wooden floor. To Wulfnoth’s surprise he got down on his hands and knees and using his nails withdrew four wooden pegs before prising two of the boards up and reached down into a void. Seconds later he lifted out a plain wooden box and placed it on the table. Inside individually wrapped in cloth he revealed an assortment of armlets, bracelets, necklaces, brooches, pendants and rings made of gold, silver and bronze and decorated with garnets, glass, red and yellow amber and even amethyst. Wulfnoth felt spoilt for choice, but eventually selected a gold chatelaine, a blue glass bead necklace, a garnet cloak brooch and a plaited ring of silver threads for Ragnhild, and a wild boar’s tooth mounted in silver for himself. Finally, even though he knew it was tempting fate, he couldn’t resist a simple cowhorn spoon for his unborn child.

Torgrim returned the box to its hiding place before unlocking the door.

“Come again, my friend. It’s always a pleasure to do business with a man of such good taste,” Torgrim laughed as Wulfnoth remounted.

“I can’t afford to make a habit of it,” the thegn replied smiling. As he left and turned for home he heard the mint-master close the stockade gate and slide the bar back into position.

Making his way homeward at a comfortable canter Wulfnoth felt exhilarated at the thought of the pleasure he would see in the lovely eyes of his attractive young wife – a pleasure he was determined to resist until they could celebrate the birth of their first child.

July came and the sun seemed to shine endlessly until at last the waiting was over and his beloved Ragnhild was in labour. 

His reverie was brought to an abrupt end when he felt the hand on his shoulder. 

“Come quickly, my lord,” whispered Estrith. “My lady is unwell and we cannot stop the bleeding.”

Suddenly wide awake he leapt up and ran to the bed-chamber where his young wife lay. He was vaguely conscious of one of the women carrying a pile of bloody sheets past him. Ragnhild, her eyes closed, was covered with a clean linen sheet. She looked dreadfully pale and her skin had an alabaster quality that left little doubt in his mind that she was slipping away from him.

“Don’t leave me,” he pleaded, kneeling beside the bed and touching her cheek.

For a moment the lids flickered, then opened and her blue eyes smiled sadly at him.

“He is beautiful, Wulf. Tell him his mother loved him.”

“But you will recover.”

“No, my love. I feel so cold. Bring him to me so that I can hold you both.”

The woman who was nursing the baby brought him over to the bed and placed him between them and he kicked and gurgled, which made Ragnhild smile again, but Wulfnoth looked utterly defeated for he had seen that blood was beginning to seep again through the sheet.

“I can’t live without you,” he whispered.

“You will and you must for our son,” she replied. “Remember to call him Godwin. He will bring our people together; and, Wulf, promise me you will return me to the wine-dark sea.”

“I promise,” said the thegn with resignation and shut his eyes.

When he opened them again Ragnhild had drifted into a coma and by midday she was dead.

Wulfnoth refused Estrith’s offer of help and closed the door. Then he removed the sheet knowing that bleeding always ceased with death. She seemed so small and vulnerable. Taking fresh cloths he washed her entire body with the gentleness that he had explored it on the night when the fiery-tailed star had promised so much as it crossed the night sky. Finally he dressed her in the simple white tunic she had worn that night, took the presents he had bought from his strong box, placed the beads round her neck and the ring on her finger.

The moon was well up in the sky when they left the landing place and he lent on the blade-shaped oar and swung the Ragnhild eastward down the quiet creek trailing a second vessel behind her. As they passed the grey stone Saxon church of Bosham, built where Christianity has first been preached by Paulinus to the South Saxons, he knew the strengthening current would soon carry them into the outer harbour and thence between Hayling and West Wittering to the deepest water of the channel that separates England from France. Bringing the oar back so that it trailed behind the stern, he lashed it down securely, before checking the sail and lighting the torch.

Ragnhild lay at his feet on the raised aft deck under which he had piled a quantity of charcoal and dried timber together with all her possessions save the garnet brooch he had purchased in Winchester. Bending down he kissed her lightly on the eyelids and the lips for the last time. Then he plunged the torch into the kindling. For a while he watched as sparks ignited then died in one place only to break out again in another before returning to the sternpost where he stood in silent vigil listening to the hiss and crackle from the splinters of wood until tongues of flame licked through the blacken planks to embrace her young body and claim her spirit for Freya’s fastness. 

Satisfied that all was as it should be, he lowered himself into the water, unhitched the tow and swam to the trailing vessel, surrendering his young wife to the keeping of the sea.
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Alone in mid channel the fulfilment of his final promise to commit Ragnhild’s body to the care of the unfathomable depths of the sea in accordance with the ancient pagan rites of her people had sustained Wulfnoth through the first hours of his loss, but as he sailed back, cold as hoar-frost, he was filled with a sense of emptiness. 

Back on shore in the early hours of the morning he cast a solitary figure as he left the beach, untethered his horse, dragged himself into the saddle and lost in the void of grief let the beast carry him the ten-mile journey back to Compton, where he retired to his room and collapsed onto the bed.

In his absence, Estrith had given orders that the room was to be aired and scrubbed clean; the bed remade with fresh linen; and everything returned to its customary place. Cerdic’s sister, Asa, whose recent child had been stillborn, was to be hired as a wetnurse for Godwin and his crib placed in the kitchen so that he would be kept warm by the fire and Estrith herself could keep an eye on him.

Wulfnoth, however, was oblivious of these arrangements since he withdrew completely from life at Compton and kept to his room during the day, venturing out only after dark to relieve himself and to pass an hour or two staring up into the night sky. Instinctively he sought isolation as a protective membrane between himself and reality.

He picked at the food Estrith brought for him, but hardly noticed what was on his plate and when she came to clear away he would dismiss her with a nod to indicate that he wished to be left alone. The fire from his light grey eyes, that had never been known to have lost their bright twinkling intensity even in the midst of battle, seemed strangely extinguished. The old nurse did not intrude on his grief knowing that only time would gradually erase the pain.

For several months a curtain of gloom seemed to hang over Compton broken only by the cries or gurglings of the hungry or satisfied Godwin who was fussed over by all who visited the great kitchen. Outside its thick walls the inhabitants went about their daily household duties in managed silence, whispering only in suppressed snatches, as if afraid to disturb the fragile air like desperate parents for ever listening beside the bed of a sick child in dread for the breathing to falter or in hope for the fever to break.

The smoke from the Portsdown beacon was the catalyst and Cerdic was the harbinger of impending disaster who burst unannounced into Wulfnoth’s room one morning in late spring the following year.

“My Lord, the Danes have been sighted!”

“What did you say?” demanded the thegn dragged back to reality from semi consciousness of his private world by the urgent appeal of the young man.

“There’s black smoke rising above the hills.”

“From which direction?”

“From the southwest.”

“Above the Roman fort?”

“It’s bound to be one of those overlooking the great harbour, Sir.”

“Then God help old Nothhelm and his family, if they have been surprised.” Instinctively Wulfnoth had buckled on his sword. “Saddle up all the horses and tell Swithred, Oswy, Osmund and Alfred to be prepared to ride immediately,” he said as he bent down to lace up a pair of cowhide shoes. 

Minutes later he strode into the kitchen, dipped a hunk of black bread into the pot over the fire and was about to eat it when he was conscious of Asa sitting breast-feeding a healthy-looking blond-haired infant.

“He’s a fine boy,” he said as he gently ruffled the blond hair. “She would have been so proud. Take great care of him and bring him to me when I return.”

A few minutes later Cerdic arrived with the horses only to find that one of the men was laid up in bed stricken with a fever. Seizing his chance he dashed into the kitchen and confronted the thegn. “Osmund is sick, sir, but I can ride and know the area well. May I not take his place?”

“I need every man I’ve got, so grab your axe and be quick about it.” Taking a last look at his son, Wulfnoth nodded to the rest of his servants, strode out of the kitchen and mounted his waiting horse. Then he, Cerdic and three heavily armed men cantered out of the gate.

“Thank, God for the Danes,” murmured Estrith with relief as she watched the cloud of dust travel along the road to the coast.

Small groups of thegns, and men who had served in the fyrd had gathered in every village alerted by the pall of smoke so that by the time they reached the chalk hills above Cosham their numbers had swollen to over a hundred and fifty. They knew that the people of the coastal settlements would join them with axes, knives and an array of land implements that could wreak a terrible vengeance on the flanks of an enemy faced with a well-disciplined force of Sussexmen.

Meanwhile Wulfnoth’s fleet at Bosham had put to sea and four ships had sailed north of Hayling and taken up station on the Langstone end of the Hillsea waterway, while the other five had sailed south to block the great harbour entrance effectively bottling up the intruders beneath the old Roman fort. Wulfnoth could afford to wait for there seemed to be only six enemy ships and his army was growing by the minute as men from Fareham, Rowner and Alverstoch joined him while others gathered on either side of the great harbour mouth. The net was closing and the mesh was getting thicker all the time. 

Viking longboats could carry up to forty men so he had estimated that the invaders comprised two hundred and forty at most but in reality he knew they probably amounted to about two thirds of that figure. As he looked down from a vantage point on the chalk hill he could see that they had landed, entered the enclosure of the disused shore fortress and set fire to the old wooden church. Probably they had stripped it of its meagre treasures, sacked the aisled hall and slaughtered the inhabitants. Now it appeared that they were preparing to make camp within the walls before venturing further inland for richer pickings. While the gates were in a sorry state and would prove little problem, they were narrow and the walls still stood at a considerable height so if properly manned the old fort presented a formidable defensible position. However, Vikings rarely fought defensive battles preferring to rely on naked aggression, a strategy that usually wrong-footed and demoralised their opponents. 

Complete surprise was impossible since the beacon spoke eloquently to friend and foe alike, but at least Wulfnoth knew the ground and was determined to conceal the arrival and exact size of his force. Time was on his side. As reinforcements continued to arrive the thegns dismounted and deployed their forces in various wooded areas that had grown up around the disused Roman fort. Cerdic and one of the household guards were sent to spy out the land and returned just before midday when Berthun of Hantone arrived with fifty well-armed men gathered from the settlements along the road from the west setting the odds decisively in the English favour.

“We saw the beacon and came as soon as we could,” panted Berthun as he slipped heavily out of the saddle. “Where is Nothhelm?”

“He’s not been seen. I fear the old man was taken by surprise.”

“Very probably. He’s not the man he once was. I thought Aelfric would have replaced him long before this. The defences haven’t been maintained these past ten years.”

“Then I doubt anyone in the household remains alive,” observed Wulfnoth with sadness. “Sea raiders take no prisoners.” 

“True enough,” nodded Berthun with resignation. “By now the Danes will be digging in to consolidate their position. How do you propose to attack?”

“I’d like to separate them from their ships first, but my spies tell me that they lie on the narrow beach below the walls sheltered by two of the round bastions north of the watergate and can easily be defended by a handful of Danes.”

Berthun scratched his head. “Then we’ll have to wait for the tide to turn.”

“Not necessarily,” said Wulfnoth thoughtfully. “We’ve a couple of hours or so before high water and the wind is onshore. Perhaps we can smoke them out.”

“But we can’t get close to the curtain wall on the seaward side. You said a handful of men could hold that strip of land.”

“I know, but I have an idea and what’s more I have just the man who might manage to pull it off.” He drew Cerdic to one side and, having explained his plan, sent him off to one of the nearby settlements. 

Selecting some forty battle-hardened fighting men, he split them into two groups and ordered them to conceal themselves about a quarter of a mile beyond each end of the fort and as close to the sea as possible. Behind them he positioned the rest of the Sussexmen.

Meanwhile Berthun sent his men into the woods facing what used to be the land gate and the army of coastal settlers hid in undergrowth close to the north and south posterns. Then they waited.

Just before high tide three small shallow-drafted fishing vessels edged their way along the shore from the west keeping about a hundred and twenty yards from the shore. Each held a single oarsman who bent doggedly to his task apparently ignorant of the warships lying half in half out of the water under the great stone walls. The Danish guards, seeing no danger watched with amusement as the fishing boats struggled to maintain their course and some were tempted to launch a warship. However, they were under strict orders and the rewards were hardly promising, so they satisfied themselves by unleashing a couple of arrows, but these fell short.

The fishermen, who were now passing directly in front of the fort, responded by shaking their fists and shouting abuse at the Danes. Then two of them quickly lashed their vessels together, hauled up their sails and began to row furiously towards the shore.

The incredulous Danes, who could neither believe their luck nor the foolhardiness of the West Saxons, grabbed their axes and waited at the water’s edge. 

Shielded by the sails in front of him Cerdic in the third boat had lit two torches and plunged each into the containers of dried grass, tar and old rope in the sterns of the leading boats. As they burst into flame he laid branches of freshly cut laurel on top, stepped back into his own boat and slipped her line. As the smoke billowed out the other two fishermen shipped their oars, dived over the side and swam back towards their comrade.

At first the dumbfounded Danes hefting their axes in expectation of easy pickings, but as a great black cloud of swirling smoke enveloped the fishing boats and swept towards them indecision and panic broke out. The enemy had disappeared and they did not know whether to wade out to meet him, pull the warships clear of the water or send a warning to their leader who was somewhere behind the curtain wall. In the matter of a few seconds, however, they were themselves stumbling about in the dense acrid fumes. At that moment a hail of arrows rained down on them and as the smoke was drawn up over the ancient stones carefully chosen men with wet cloths wrapped round their noses and mouths fell on them from either side. The well-honed edges of the Sussex axes swiftly dispatched those Danes who were still on their feet and a reverse swing mashed the unprotected heads of those crouching in a paroxysm of coughing and retching on their knees. Within seconds the narrow shingle beach ran with brains and blood.

The first sign of smoke above the walls had been the signal for Berthun’s force to stream out of the woods to attack through the land gate while Wulfnoth following hard on the heels of his shock troops led the rest of the Sussex thegns and fyrdmen along the beach and through the water gate. Despite having little or no warning, the main body of the Danes instinctively sprang into battle mode and prepared to engage the enemy on both fronts in the only way they knew by charging headlong into the teeth of the attack. The resulting clash of opposing forces rocked both sides for a brief moment and then hand-to-hand fighting saw men beaten to their knees and hacked into blood-soaked bundles of human flesh. The ferocity of both sides might easily have led to total annihilation had not the men from the coastal settlements streamed through the east and west gates and attacked the Danish flanks bludgeoning them to the ground with all manner of weapon, ripping them to death with the scythe-blade and seax. The battle ended as suddenly as it had begun. No Dane remained alive and the victors collapsed exhausted where they stood. A number of the Sussex men had fallen and Alfred, one of the Compton men had suffered a serious flesh wound, but Wulfnoth, Cerdic and the others from the estate had fought with such single-minded determination that none had sustained serious injury. Berthun and his men had stood their ground and lost less than a fifth of their number. Above all the system of beacons had proved its worth.

The collection and redistribution of weapons, armour, clothing, rings, brooches and combs and the disposal of the bodies began that evening and took up the whole of the following day. Wulfnoth and Berthun divided the undamaged warships between them, but each man left alive was given a share in the spoils appropriate to his rank or by virtue of his contribution to the victory. Cerdic, in particular, was singled out and presented with a broad two-edged sword with a damascened blade and inlaid hilt for his part in the ruse of the fire ships. It was a weapon that was to serve him well during a long and distinguished career under three generations of masters. After the thegns had had the pick of the remaining weapons, Wulfnoth insisted that his household guard should choose before the rest of the fyrdmen and settlers.

Meanwhile the wounded received what little help their comrades could offer and if their injuries were such that they were unable to travel they were left to the care of the women from the nearest coastal settlement, who reset limbs, stitched open wounds with horsehair and did all that they could to nurse them back to health, but saw nothing wrong in pocketing their meagre belongings if they happened to die. Nothing would go to waste. Cerdic’s mother took charge of Alfred and his wound was cauterised to prevent further bleeding. Then she prepared a poultice of feverfew, nettles and various herbs and taught him the charm that had to be recited whenever the poultice was applied. He declared himself fit and eager to return to Compton with the others.

On the third morning Berthun and the men of Hantone took their leave and, once he had checked the beacon and watched his ships head for the harbour entrance, Wulfnoth was anxious to return home.

Apart from the burnt-out church and the disturbed earth over the burial pit nothing remained to show that a bloody battle had taken place and that some two hundred and sixty men had been hacked to death. The remains of the fishing boats had been reclaimed by the following tide, but the blood-soaked soil would have to wait for a period of prolonged summer rain before it was washed clean and the trampled grass revived. An hour before noon Wulfnoth and men of Compton rode out of the land gate in sombre silence and left the ancient fort in the capable hands of Berthun’s son until Ealdorman Aefric had chosen a successor to Nothhelm.

By the time they reached home, however, their mood had lightened. There were no empty saddles; they brought no bad news; the estate had lost no one. The warriors could look forward to an evening of feasting and celebration and a long night in the arms of their wives and lovers. Although Wulfnoth could not share that final solace he was back in the real world and longed to hold his son in his arms.

Word of the victory had preceded them and Estrith had given orders for two suckling pigs to be killed and skewered on the spit. The new season’s beets, leeks, peas and beans were gathered, along with wild mushrooms, onions and wild garlic leaves. Finally an amphora of Wulfnoth’s favourite Rhenish wine, pitchers of mead and the last two jars of the previous year’s fruit and nut crop preserved in honey were brought out of the store just as the troop entered the court yard.

As soon as they arrived the men unsaddled and then rubbed down their sweating horses before stripping off their own soiled clothes and washing in the millpond. Half an hour later Wulfnoth, in a well-worn but comfortable dark tunic, lifted his sleeping son out of his cradle and sat nursing him like a mother beside the kitchen fire. The thegn’s eyes were closed and only Asa noticed the tears that leaked onto his cheeks. The healing process had begun.

When the men began to gather outside the kitchen Wulfnoth opened his eyes and finding Asa close by handed Godwin to her and, blinking away his tears, feigned interest in the new spit arrangement and proposed that he should carve the meat. Selecting the largest metseax he began cutting succulent pieces of glistening roast pork and distributing them to his followers as they lined up holding their thick slices of barley bread. Then Estrith ladled out helpings of cooked vegetables from the stewpot before they made their way to the benches on either side of the trestle table that had been set up outside the kitchen in the open air. Eating with one hand they were all able to manage the drinking horns that Asa kept topped up from a pitcher. Having regained his composure and a large trencher of food, Wulfnoth took his place at the head of the table and the warm summer evening was spent swapping recollections of the battle and lamenting the sad state of many of the old shore forts.

*****

Beorhtric, attended by a couple of men at arms, arrived two days later to find Wulfnoth stripped to the waist and working alongside two farmhands as they tried desperately to save an old ox cow that was lying half in and half out of the stream that fed the mill race. The cow had obviously been labouring to give birth for a considerable time, but there had been some blockage or obstruction and needing to slake her thirst before making one final effort, the confused animal had slipped on the bank. Fortunately she had been discovered and when Wulfnoth had arrived he had seen that the calf’s front legs were protruding, but that there was no sign of the head. While the other two prevented the cow from slipping further down the bank in her struggles, Wulfnoth forced the legs back, put his arm inside and found the head, which he managed to pull down and bring forward so that the muzzle and legs were both visible. Suddenly, there was a squelching sound and the calf was swiftly expelled onto the muddy grass. Instinctively the exhausted cow rolled over knocking the two farmhands into the water before regaining her feet and struggling up the bank to stand bemused as Wulfnoth cleared the remains of the caul from the calf. Seconds later the ungainly creature staggered to its feet and was nuzzling its mother’s udder, while the three men stood around grinning. 

“Is that really you, Wulfnoth the scourge of the Danes, wallowing in all that mud like some village ceorl? I doubt I will be believed back at court when I say how I found you,” the supercilious voice sneered.

“Ah, the Shrewsbury courtier! A cow is a valuable creature and a live female calf with several years of milk in her an even greater prize. We Sussex folk have to be thrifty.” Then leaving the serfs to keep an eye on the two animals, he escorted his visitor back to the manor.

“I’ll not keep you waiting while I wash and change,” he said affably, rinsing his hands in a bucket of clean water at the back door and added, “I know you don’t like being away from court too long, so we’ll take something in the kitchen while you deliver your message and then you can be on your way.”

Beorhtric raised his eyebrows and looked round in disbelief when they entered partly because of the grandeur of the new building and partly because no one acknowledged the thegn’s arrival with more than a nod or a smile.

Amused, by the man’s obvious disapproval, Wulfnoth remarked, “We’re a busy family down here. Everyone has important work to do, so we don’t stand on ceremony, I’m afraid, but if your business is private we’ll take a bowl of stew and step out into the courtyard.”

Estrith smiled sweetly at the disconcerted Beorhtric and offered him a steaming bowl and hunk of black bread, while Wulfnoth spoke softly to Asa and let Godwin grasp hold of his finger. The thegn would have let the child play for a while, but an impatient cough from his visitor drew his attention.

“I like to spend time with my son,” he heard himself say proudly and then for no apparent reason he wished he had bitten his tongue.

“A fine boy, such blond hair and blue eyes. I did not realise you were married. Will you not introduce me to your wife?” asked Beorhtric.

Wulfnoth said nothing.

“A fine raven-haired Sussex girl, if I’m not mistaken.”

“You are,” said Wulfnoth curtly. “But you come on the king’s business, sir. I must not detain you with simple family matters.”

“Of course”, sneered Beorhtric. “The king wishes to acknowledge your second success against the Danes,” he said grudgingly and then paused.

“But?” asked Wulfnoth intuitively.

“Well,” continued his guest. “Without wishing to detract from your victory, Ealdorman Aelfric is concerned that you not only took it upon yourself to place a beacon on his land without permission, but that you led a party of Sussex thegns into his territory without authority.”

“I had thought that my first duty as a thegn was to serve the king and protect his realm. The Danes had landed and if I had waited for an invitation there could have been widespread butchery.”

“Yet, you failed to save Aelfric’s friend, Thegn Nothhelm. He and his whole household were slain!” 

Wulfnoth bristled with indignation. “That was hardly our fault, sir. We rode with all haste as soon as my beacon gave warning, but by then the Danes had easily overrun that ill-maintained fort.”

“Do you criticise Thegn Nothhelm for failing in his duty?”

“That poor old man had grown senile and should have been replaced years ago.”

“Then you blame Lord Aelfric or perhaps the king. Have a care, sir.”

“I blame no one, sir. It is the nature of things,” said Wulfnoth, back on his guard.

Beorhtric switched tack. “Why could you not have attacked at once?”

“It seemed prudent to wait for more men and I had word that Berthun of Hantone was on his way. A foolhardy attack would have lost more lives. I trust the king would not have wished that.”

“Of course not,” said the wrong-footed Mercian sharply. “I’m sure you were right to wait for reinforcements. He will understand your caution, but,” he added quickly trying to regain the initiative, “he was surprised not to receive some tokens of your victory, some of the captured weapons and equipment perhaps.”

“There was little of value,” said Wulfnoth guardedly. “I’m sure our sovereign Aethelred would not begrudge his brave thegns and fyrdmen the spoils of war. His generosity is acknowledged throughout the kingdom.”

Beorhtric could hardly disagree with that. “Well,” he said brusquely, “I’ve delivered my message. I shall return to court with your answer.”

Good riddance too, thought Wulfnoth, but said, “Tell the king we Sussex men pledge to defend his kingdom against all its enemies, Dane or English.”

Leaving the black bread untouched Beorhtric bowed stiffly to Wulfnoth and seeing Cerdic coming out of the stable shouted, “Bring us our horses, slave, and be quick about it.”

As he rode furiously out of the yard, Wulfnoth confided, “Cerdic, I neither like nor trust that upstart. Take heed you never fall foul of him.”

Osmund did not recover from his fever and died three days later. Miraculously, however, Alfred’s wound healed cleanly and did not fester, but whether that was owing to the cauterisation, the poultice or the incantation no one could be certain. He was soon back at work, but with the loss of Osmund arrangements would have to change. The next morning the thegn called Swithred, Oswy, Alfred and Cerdic into his private room and told them what was on his mind: Cerdic would replace Osmund, but remain responsible for the stables and horses; Alfred would act as his reeve and liaise with the village craftsmen; Swithred, who came from the coastal region to the south of Lindsey, would be responsible of the maintenance of the beacons and Oswy would be his link with the fleet. Cerdic was to be trained by the others in weaponry and he would teach the others the arts of the sea. All would serve as estate guards and defend the manor in time of danger.

“We live in harsh times,” Wulfnoth said, “and I must have men about me whom I can trust.”

“Do you expect the Danes to return?” asked Swithred.

“At some time or other, if not for land, then for the geld. Aethelred has shown he is willing to pay. But remember it’s not just the enemy without, but the enemy within that we may have to face.”

“Like the man from Shrewsbury?” asked Cerdic.

“Yes, like him. If Siferth is right there’s a new breed of men at court who seek to feather their own nests and there may be dark times ahead.”

Before they left each placed his hands between those of Wulfnoth and swore to serve the thegn loyally.

During the following weeks Wulfnoth threw himself into life on the estate, rising early to ride out and inspect the boundaries. Then he would spend most of the day discussing a variety of farming matters: making arrangements for the harvest; supervising repair work on the stables and storehouses; and planning the cultivation of more scrubland. He hoped to plant an orchard of continental apple and pear trees the following year. There were also the annual tasks of selecting the cattle for keeping over winter and overseeing the slaughter of all of the rest, so that Estrith and the other women could hang or salt the carcases. Once or twice a month accompanied by Oswy or Swithred he would visit Bosham or the coastal defences, but for the next year all was quiet in the Solent, the estate prospered and Wulfnoth was able to spend more and more time with his son.

But all that was to change.



PART ONE

The Mintmaster’s Loss
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“If a moneyer is found guilty, the hand shall be cut off with which he committed the crime and then fastened up on the mint. But if he is accused and he wishes to clear himself, then he shall go to the hot iron and redeem the hand with which he is accused of having committed the crime.”

Athelstan’s Second Code of Law
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Wulfnoth was summoned to attend a meeting of the Witan on the Feast of St. Benedict to discuss the latest Danish incursions. His initial reaction had been one of irritation, but then he remembered that there were a number of items he needed for himself and the estate. He normally liked to support the local cottars, but in the great walled city of Winchester the range of goods was far greater and the quality often far better and he was more likely to find exactly what he wanted, so he could kill two birds with one stone. Therefore, at first light on the day prior to the feast he left Compton accompanied by Cerdic in good spirits and without the slightest apprehension. 

Simplicity and practicality had always dictated his choice of clothes at home and he saw little reason to change, and with the keen March winds and a louring sky both wore plain leather tunics and carried woollen cloaks tied behind their saddles against a sudden drop in temperature. At midday they trotted through Warnforde and after a further two hours, during which they heard only the calls of native birds and the rat-a-tat-tat drum roll of the occasional spotted woodpecker above the sound of the horses’ hooves and their own voices, they reached St Giles Hill. At the top of the rise Cerdic looked down in amazement at the three great minsters that obscured the palace and towered high over the narrow wooden houses laid out in a neat grid pattern between the high stone city walls. It was a picture of splendour and order in which the insect-like inhabitants seemed to be participating in some sort of religious procession half making its way up one side of the main street while half was coming back down the other.

Once they reached the old flood plain they found themselves facing a line of wagons and packhorses laden with sacks of flour, bundles of fleeces or piled high with skins trundling inexorably out of the city, before turning north for London or south for Hantone. Trotting past them they found progress increasingly difficult as they approached the narrow funnel of St Swithun’s Bridge, passed the great water wheel of Athelgeard’s Mill and entered through the East Gate. Cerdic, who had been chatting with excitement ever since his first sight of the city, was suddenly struck dumb by the sheer volume of people who thronged Cheap Street. More used to the pace of life in rural Sussex he found himself struggling to follow Wulfnoth through a seething tide of human activity reminiscent of refugees fleeing the hoards of Ragnar Shaggy Breeches. 

It was market day. Sellers were shouting their wares, buyers were haggling over prices and satisfied customers were heading towards the gate, their backs bent under bulging sacks and freshly slaughtered carcases. Women laden with armfuls of household implements and earthenware pottery were clutching reluctant children who wanted to stay and play tag in and out of the crowd, while dogs foraged slyly for scraps among the forest of shod and unshod feet that trod in all directions along the dusty thoroughfare.

Eventually they reached the Nunnaminster resplendent in its greensand ashlar blocks of stone and flint and could hear the hammers of the metalworkers in the forges of the abbey foundry. Here a foul stench drifted down from Tanner Street where the cattle hides were being softened with excrement and steeped in tanks of pungent liquids, so they hurried on until Wulfnoth led Cerdic up a narrow street to the right where he dismounted and entered the shop of a shieldmaker. Inside some workmen were covering the shields with leather while others were riveting the metal bosses and handgrips into place. The thegn preferred the greater manoeuvrability of the lighter wicker-framed shield and chose two before rejoining his servant who had remained tending the horses. 

Further up the street he bought a set of bone needles for Estrith and then they made their way along the northern walls to return via Shoemaker Street where he was measured for a new pair of shoes that were promised for the following day. 

Back at the High Street they crossed to the southern side where they arrived outside Torgrim’s stockade just as his workers and apprentice were leaving in order to reach home before dusk. Eric as usual was on duty at the gate and recognising Wulfnoth held the door open for him. Torgrim was delighted to see the thegn and led them into the house.

“So, Lord Wulfnoth, what brings you to Winchester, more presents for your wife perhaps?” he asked cheerfully and was about to describe some of his recent designs when he saw the look of pain on his guest’s face and realised that he had innocently reopened an old wound.

“My wife is dead, sir,” said Wulfnoth simply.

“How could I have been so insensitive? Please forgive me, Lord Wulfnoth.” Torgrim was desperately trying to repair the damage of his unfortunate blunder.

“Nothing to forgive. You were not to know and I have come to terms with the loss. No, this time my business is with the King’s Council which meets in the morning, but I doubt there will be accommodation for us in the palace so we seek a friendly house where we can share the roof for two nights.”

“You are always welcome in my house, Lord Wulfnoth. It is my pleasure. Hild, we have guests tonight. We shall need a good supper.”

“Of course, father,” the girl nodded and disappeared.

“And how, my friend, is life in Winchester?” asked Wulfnoth after Torgrim had brought extra stools and placed them round the fire.

“Not the happy place it used to be in my father’s time. I grew up in a friendly community and we were well respected. Our jewellery was sought after and the income from the mint provided even greater security. Three years ago I was elected to represent the other mintmasters on the council of city burghers and held a place of honour in the meetinghouses, but now there is a campaign to make me an outcast and many of my former friends have been advised to avoid contact with me.”

“Who’s behind this campaign?” said Wulfnoth indignantly.

“There is a new gang from Shrewsbury that swaggers about the town and they have made it clear that they don’t like Danish settlers. I have been attacked in the street and my daughter has been called a whore. Even my workers have been threatened with beatings if they don’t find employment elsewhere. I’ve lost two and can’t find decent replacements that I can trust. Now they want to take over my business under the pretext that it should be run by a government official! Recently there have been two break-ins, although nothing has been stolen. I think it is all part of an attempt to drive us out.”

“But surely,” asked Wulfnoth, “you have complained to the King’s Reeve?”
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