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Chapter 1


          

          
            Aelfhere and Cynethryth

          

        

      

    

    
      STEYNING, WEST SUSSEX, JANUARY 685 AD

      Aelfhere tugged at the thong at his neck causing the wizened ear of a wolf to prickle at his skin. The hidden amulet did not prevent his heart sinking when the aetheling of Kent downed more ale. The stripling drank fast, the flushed cheekbones, the sheen on his brow, the shrill voice over the oath-laden din, revealed as much. Did the fledgling ignore how much was at stake?

      The smoky air caused Aelfhere to rub his smarting eyes before checking on the abiding frown of his daughter, Cynethryth, seated with other noblewomen at the end of the hall. She, who had more reason than anyone to appraise the young man, disapproved: an attitude that heightened his foreboding.

      Strange table companions, the Suth Seaxe hosts and their guests. Nine years past, the Mercians — overlords to the Suth Seaxe — devastated Kent, and it rankled! The atmosphere, dense with mistrust, spread to the dogs; sensing the tension in the room, several left off chewing bones and stood, heckles rising. Some began to bark. Beside the aetheling sat King Aethelwahl. The old fox! Ruler owing to the support of the Mercians on his northern borders. Where lay the truth? Had he turned his back on the gods of his forefathers to embrace the milksop his neighbours worshipped: the so-called god who kissed his enemies instead of slaughtering them like swine or sending the wælcyrge to conduct the slain to the Hall of the Dead? Or, as Aelfhere suspected, did he enact a ploy to gain time before shaking off the alien yoke?

      Staring upwards, Aelfhere's gaze roved along the rough-hewn tie beam, the oak from woodland covering the Downs. The same timber formed the palisade around the stronghold commanding the ford on the Adur. A flame flickered in a cresset, its light catching the image of the one-armed war god incised in the copper band at his wrist. The baleful likeness of Tīw glinted as he reached for his cup only for Baldwulf, his closest friend, to nudge him, causing his ale to spill and Aelfhere to curse. Pointing with a rib bone half-stripped of meat, the thegn indicated the refilling of the aetheling's drinking horn.

      Once before in his life had Aelfhere seen Eadric, on Wiht, his island home: a babe in the arms of his mother, the sister of the king of the isle and wife to Ecgberht of Kent. The child had grown. His ten and eight years made him a man, but he must learn to pace his drink. No spearman would follow an exiled sop — not in the bloody matter of reclaiming a kingdom.

      A cry of outrage disturbed his thoughts. Men leapt to their feet, horns, cups and food scattering on jostled tables as benches overturned. Confused, Aelfhere too jumped up to see three warriors hanging on to a South Seaxe ealdorman — he who sat on the far side of Eadric. One man grasped his forearm with both hands to prevent the use of a seax. The other two struggled to pull the writhing assailant away from the aetheling while all around, men sniggered and pointed, stoking the fury of the outraged nobleman.

      Eadric too held a knife but with his arm limp at his side as he rocked with merriment, his other hand clenching a long lock of hair.

      “By the Giant Lord of Mischief,” Aelfhere grinned at Baldwulf, “he's shorn him like a sheep!”

      His thegn guffawed, “In the name of Lôgna, he has too!”

      Shouts of applause at the aetheling's wit echoed from the rafters for these rude men understood this kind of humour.

      Silence fell when Aethelwalh hammered with the pommel of his seax.

      “Enough! It's poor sport when a man riles at a jest!” He turned to Eadric, “Brother, come now, hand back your prize to friend Fordraed.”

      The aetheling's smirk and the ill-concealed amusement in his eyes countered the malice in the expression of the other. An awed silence accompanied the younger man holding out a fistful of yellow hair; a huge hand dashed it to the ground.

      “What use is it to me?”

      The gesture and the pointless question led to more laughter but the wise ealdorman quelled his ire; too much ale and high temper are poor companions and worse counsellors. Servants bustled to right and replenish cups and nothing more fearsome than glares and scowls from the offended ealdorman pierced the blithe aetheling.

      In vain, Aelfhere tried to sweep aside glum thoughts. This should be a joyous occasion but here he sat, a scarred warrior amid rowdy revellers with an old woman wittering in his head, vexing and nagging. Arwald of Wiht, his king, had ordered him here with a score of armed men. On the favourable outcome of their mission rode the safeguarding of the isle: a shield to their way of life. Wise advances, given the dying months of the year had brought a debilitating outbreak of the yellow illness after a poor harvest. In Aelfhere's lifetime, his homeland had never been so vulnerable. The Wihtwara must strengthen. No-one disputes the gods aid those who help themselves and, by Woden, no man would tell him who to serve and who to worship! Time to unite the Kenting with the Wihtwara and bind them with the people of the Suth Seaxe in a force to be reckoned with. Over the ages, Aethelwahl's folk had bred whelps with the Jutes! Enough blood in common flowed in their veins to weld a southern block capable of making an invader ponder long and hard before contemplating attack.

      Ale and good food brightened his mood as the evening progressed, until the moon lighted the humped forms of men stupid with drink sprawled under the tables. Unsteady on his feet, Aelfhere braved the iron chill to regain his hut.

      Cynethryth came to him in the morning. At her greeting, he ran his forefinger down the scar beside his nose over the thick moustache concealing the slash on his lip and down to his chin. This ritual, he enacted whenever forced to listen to what displeased him.

      “Father, to insult and annoy one's guest in front of everyone is not the mark of a man but rather of an arrogant brat! I needn't tell you the importance of hair to a person of rank, an ealdorman no less.”

      Tongue like a skein of wool, head a smith's anvil, made discussion unwelcome.

      “Only a jest,” he managed.

      “A jest! You men are so foolish! A prank like that can lead to bloodshed. I came to tell you, father, I like him not and will not take him for my spouse.”

      She crossed her arms and fixed him with a stare.

      Fighting off the clenching of his stomach and the oath on his tongue, Aelfhere resorted to wiser tactics.

      “Daughter, have pity on my poor skull! Steep me some of those dried flowers for the splitting head —”

      “Feverfew?”

      “Ay.”

      Busy about the fire, she prepared to boil water in a pot. Warmth suffused him for the girl he had cherished since his wife died in the throes of childbirth. If he were a scop, what verses he would chant to praise her beauty! A woman now, full ten and six years. Truth be told, her looks eclipsed even those of her mother, Elga, nicknamed 'elfin-grace' for her comeliness.

      Ah, Cynethryth, joy of my life, changeable as the depths around our isle. One moment calm, the red-gold flood of hair like the sunset reflected on a creek; eyes the grey mist swirling on the morning shore — the surface ripple across the bay the smile on your lovely lips; the next, countenance pale as the wind-flung spume, a temper black and relentless as the endless waves.

      A grating laugh at his own conceit caused his daughter to gaze at him.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nought. A fancy! I might take up the hearpe. Never know, if I spent the evening singing, there'd be less time for supping…”

      Cynethryth smiled and tossed the dried flowers from her pouch in the water bubbling like fish eyes. “It'd serve for every last man of you. It'd stop the drinking, father…the hall'd empty faster than our Creek at low tide! There are rooks more tuneful than you!”

      Blowing on the scalding liquid, he found consolation knowing other heads would be worse than his that morning.

      How to broach it with her? Thunor hammering at my brain isn't helping.

      Her dark grey eyes met his and he flinched at their piercing stare.

      A finger dipped into his cup and withdrawn with a gasp produced the tinkling laugh that so pleased him. He had distracted her.

      “He won't be a callow lad for ever, you know…”

      “Uh?”

      “Eadric. I said —”

      “I hear you, father. My mind is made up. I shall not wed.”

      Aelfhere blew on his potion far harder than needed. A way had to be found, but how, with the girl as stubborn as the pot stones lining the fire? Also, he doubted his will to force her. Other men of Wiht treated their women as chattels, but he would not. This resolve shaped his approach.

      Ennoble her, elevate her to the king's counsel.

      “Daughter, let's set aside that you shall be the king's lady of a great folk and want for nought…” he held up an admonishing hand, “…hark! I love you and would chain you to my side, but My Life, there are circumstances that go beyond the wishes of a man. There is wyrd. The gods weave our destiny, Child.”

      Cynethryth, about to speak, halted when he shook his yellow locks and placed his finger beside his nose. In a voice of steel, he said, “At my birth, Wiht rankled under the yoke of the Seaxe from the West. They sought to control our lives and force us to turn our backs on our gods. They destroyed our sacred groves and slaughtered our priests.”

      “Father, why are you telling me this?”

      The herbal liquid now cooled, he took a long draught and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Patience! Heed my words! Wulfhere swept from Mercia and drove out the West Seaxe invader, making matters worse. Ten years ago, he died and Aethelred took the throne. See you, there's no love lost for him in Kent for he devastated their land to secure his borders. Then, when you were eleven, five winters past, he won a battle on the Trent against the men from north of the Humber and seized Lindesege from them.”

      “So, a most powerful king!”

      Aelfhere bestowed on her a thin smile. In his mind, he had gained her attention and half-won the contest.

      “Ay,” he pressed on, “but the land he rules is vast and his grip on the southern kingdoms is weak. To the west, Centwine worships the new god…Christians…spine like jellyfish..!” he spat on the floor and swigged the last of his brew as if to wash away a bad taste, “…in the Andredes weald — the forest of Andred — roams a war-band of desperate men, West Seaxe and Meonwara, led by one who would be king hereabouts. These are turbulent, dangerous times, daughter. Because of this, Aethelred leaves the south to Aethelwalh who acknowledges him as overlord. In turn, he concedes Wiht to our own Arwald who is our lord. Understand?”

      Her frown told him, what has this to do with me? In haste, he added, “The folk of Kent are our kin. They're from Jutish stock, as is half of the Suth Seaxe. United in arms, we can stand alone against all comers. In his heart, Aethelwalh worships the gods of our forefathers and he will leave us in peace. On this, we have his word. The aetheling is half-Wihtwara, you know? His mother is our king's sister. Cynethryth, will you not see? Our future lies with you, my wildcat. Eadric has eyes for you. Who would not? My task is to plight your troth and he will grow into a fine warrior and you will be the king's lady—”

      She stepped up to him and placed a finger on his lips before throwing her arms around his neck. The cup slipped from his hand and clattered on the floor as he enfolded her. Breathing in the scent of apple blossom in her hair, his emotion overcame him and he vowed whatever her decision, he would abide by it.

      “Father, I love you so,” she murmured, “and I adore our island. We must do what we can to keep it safe. I obey father. Are you glad?”

      He forced himself to say: “Are you sure, Child?”

      Her oval countenance opened like sunlight from behind a cloud.

      “I shall make him a man, father. Have no fear!”

      At that, he laughed out loud.

      “Rather him than me, wildcat!” and he kissed her on the forehead.

      In the afternoon, a group of women came to prepare Cynethryth for betrothal. Washed and scented, she no longer should be seen 'in her hair'. Her handmaiden braided the flowing red-gold locks, the sign of her chastity, as a symbol of espousal. A summons came for Aelfhere and he led his daughter back into the hall, the scene of the previous night's revelry. Set to promise this blossom on his arm to another, he swelled with pride that she would be the king's lady if the gods so willed. The betrothal rested on one condition: Eadric should win back the throne of Kent from a usurper, his uncle, Hlothhere.

      The hall, strewn with clean rushes, betrayed no sign of the previous night's roistering, the tables rearranged for the witnesses to sit with King Aethelwalh. Neither did Eadric show effects of overindulgence but for a noticeable pallor. The high set of his brow offset by the gold circlet around his head, bespoke nobility. So too did the pleasing jawline, the heavy gold bracelets at his wrists and his dress of the finest linen under a leathern tunic tooled in designs of biting beasts.

      Drawing near the aetheling, Aelfhere admitted the splendour of the youth and, a good sign, the sharp intake of breath from the girl at his side confirmed as much. Eadric bowed to the lady and turned to the King of the Suth Seaxe.

      “Before you today, I pledge a wedd of forty gold pieces to the trustees on my word to take as wife Cynethryth of Cerdicsford…”

      With an offhand gesture, a bag dropped, thudding with dull heaviness.

      “…and this,” he said, opening a hand to reveal a gold ring adorned with a single ruby, “is the arrha, the earnest I bring from my mother's own hand.” He slipped the band on Cynethryth's finger before reaching into his tunic to produce a jewel of threaded gold beads. A necklace interspersed with black, polished jet stones set in beaten gold, he clasped it around her throat. “And for last, this, my beloved,” he bestowed a kiss, causing her to blush.

      On the part of Cynethryth, Aelfhere addressed the King.

      “My Lord, I swear before you and the trustees that I, Aelfhere of Cerdicsford, will make good any liability my daughter may incur in her married life. As representative of her family, I take responsibility on her behalf.” From his belt, he pulled a purse, “Here is the foster-lean.”

      Aethelwalh raised a hand, “But, not all is stated,” the murmurs among the assembled crowd hushed. What might hinder the espousal? The king gazed at Eadric with thoughtful mien and an expression of gloom, “should you within three seasons from this spring not be crowned in Kent, the betrothal is null.”

      The aetheling betrayed no surprise, “I accept.”

      “Well,” Aethelwalh said, “the gathering is dismissed. Eadric, Aelfhere, my ealdormen, stay! It is of war we must speak.”

      While the thought of fighting did not trouble Aelfhere, he wished for the young man to be enthroned as soon as possible. Aelfhere and his score of Wihtwara would lend their arms to Eadric who would gather forces in West Kent and unite them to his bondsmen. Aethelwalh's pledge of two hundred men, led by the ealdorman of the shorn lock, also reassured him. The safety of his daughter concerned him but, as to that, the King meant to retreat to the stronghold of Kingsham with the women in safekeeping.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks had passed since the betrothal, fourteen days of marching, gathering men willing to throw in their lot with the aetheling for the promise of preference. Their numbers had swollen close to three hundred. The day before, their scouts found the foe led by Hlothhere heading south-east. They waited among the trees on a rise in the Ouse valley near the place known as Isefeld. Silent as wraiths, they slipped from cover and formed a shieldwall. The ground, a little higher to their advantage, favoured the use of throwing weapons. Unlike the Suth Seaxe and the Kenting, who carried a spear and several javelins, Aelfhere and his men had but the former and their axes.

      In haste, the adversary, backs to the river, also formed a line of shields. The aetheling's uncle strode before his men and his voice drifted up the hill. In turn, Eadric stepped out before his warriors. Slightness of frame, piping voice and youth belied his pluck. Even though the Wihtwara did not hold with the weakling god the aetheling invoked, his words inspired him and, indeed, his men.

      “Cantwara, here we fight to the last drop of blood in the name of the Father and to take back what is ours by right. The usurper, Hlothhere, must pay for his offence to the memory of King Ecgberht. Let he who lays down his life know his sacrifice is in a righteous cause and his soul will fly to heaven.”

      The aetheling turned and strode back, the metal whiskers wrought on the faceguard of his helm glinting in the sun.

      Aelfhere besought his own god: May Tīw be with us and give our sinews strength.

      Eadric went on, beating a fist against his chest, “Suth Seaxe and Wihtea friends, we are beholden and swear, a kingdom of brothers will ever be at your flank. Spare no foe! To the slaughter!”

      A guttural roar and battering of weapons on shields drowned the shrill voice of the aetheling. Mid-speech, three hundred paces away, at the din, Hlothhere spun on his heel to stare at his enemy.

      From the depths of his barrel chest, Aelfhere raised a battle cry and the host took up the blood-curdling howl. The Wihtwara rushed forward, the bannermen struggling to keep in the van. Thirty yards from the foe, men hurled the rocks they had garnered and their throwing axes spun through the air. Those with javelins flung some high, others flat, to confound the enemy shields; some buried into soft ground to be seized and hurled back, several transfixed the bodies of the luckless. The screams of the stricken echoed from the woodland behind.

      Aelfhere stumbled as the body of the hapless man next to him dropped. No time to trouble over a soul plucked to Waelheal, instead, he adjusted his helm and lowered his spear. Those who bore shields crashed them into those held by the enemy and heaved. Those who, like Aelfhere, had but an iron-tipped ash pole, sought to impale a foeman. The resistance of a thighbone made the Wihtwara ealdorman release his grip on the weapon before unslinging his axe and evading a metal point aimed at his breast. Far better to swing his battle-axe, hard up to the foe, than to be impeded by an unwieldy spear.

      The islanders followed his example. In a welter of red-spurting flesh, a clamour of shrieks, and the craze of bloodlust pounding in their veins, they scythed through the enemy ranks to reach the far side and open land. A press of men around a blue banner emblazoned with a white horse caught the eye of Aelfhere. He urged his men back into the thick of the fighting and after endless minutes of hacking and skipping, hewing and dodging, to a harsh roar they hauled down the trophy. The chase to the trees began.

      His five and thirty years weighing on his aching limbs, Aelfhere leant on his battle-axe.. With the day won he would leave the chasing to younger legs. Shrieks from fleeing men meeting their end assailed his ears. Stood still, fatigued, soreness gripped him, but on inspection, he found no wounds under the spattered gore. All around sprawled the dead, tempting predators, kites, ravens and crows, to alight on the banquet of carrion. It sickened him.

      His eyes roved over the carnage to where a warrior lay with a broken spear in his chest. He started: the object grasped in the man's hand — a sword! Aelfhere was about to fulfil a lifelong desire. Wiht boasted no smiths skilled in blade-making. By Tīw, elsewhere they cost the wergeld of an arm!

      A glance warned him of comrades swarming back from the trees. Three bounds brought him to the fallen man. A red kite about to settle on the corpse flapped away with a screech of protest. The weapon wrenched from the lifeless grip, he stared at the blade with its snaking groove down the centre. The balance pleased him and he grunted, satisfied, gazing in awe at the bronze pommel shaped in the likeness of a wolf's head. How Tiw blessed him! Not only by the gift of a sword but by the richness of the helm, where the wrought figure of a gilded wolf ran about the rim. At the least, the dead man must be an eorl. Laying down his weapons, with trembling hand, Aelfhere unlaced the thongs under the man's chin to release the cheek-guards and ease off the helm. The sightless eyes, as unfeeling as the Wihtwara warrior, glared past him to the skies. His simple iron cap, he tossed to the ground, his brow slick with sweat from the leather inner cup and, weary, he hobbled with his spoils to greet his companions approaching.

      The concern of Baldwulf gave way to a broad grin at seeing his friend exhausted but unhurt, “Aelfhere, old fox! Whilst we did the dirty work you helped yourself!”

      Content, he beamed back, “By the gods, Baldwulf, these fox legs can scamper no more! Hunt around. You too might find a sword.”

      The thegn glanced round, “By the stars! they're worse than ravens!” And he plunged into the midst of his plundering comrades.

      Startled, mid-laugh, by a hand clapped on his shoulder, Aelfhere turned to stare into the faceplate of the royal helm.

      “The day is won. I struck down Hlothhere with my own hand. With my father's brother gone to Hell and my own father long passed over, there is call for another counsellor…” Behind the eyeholes, the pale blue irises shifted with anxiety.

      Aelfhere sank down on one knee, “My lord —”

      “Stand!” he dragged the Wihtwara to his feet, “I shall call you father,” he said, “for they will crown me, then I shall wed my Cynethryth.”

      “With your own hands?” asked Aelfhere, unaware of the boyish grin hidden beneath the helm.

      “Uh?”

      “You slew Hlothhere with your own hands?”

      Eadric grew grave.

      “The traitor was stronger than I. But I am ten times faster and I sliced his throat.”

      The young man drew himself up, regal in appearance.

      Aelfhere rejoiced.

      “My lord, I am content you will wed my daughter! Her husband will be a worthy ruler and you may call me what you will.”

      In this season, the shadows grew long early in the day and the amber sun, sparkling on the river, modelled the land in rich, deep greens and ochre. A tranquil scene, made incongruous by the hideousness of the carnage and the squabbling of the warriors bickering over disputed trophies. The sky, thick with wheeling, screeching raptors, frustrated at the presence of human scavengers, made a stark contrast to the companionable silence of the two onlookers. Eadric broke the spell, slipping off a heavy gold ring and handing it to Aelfhere.

      “A token of our gratitude,” he said, “the Wihtwara fought well this day. How can we ever forget?”

      Moved, he stared at the jewel and his eyes widened. Embossed on the golden band, nestling in his blood-encrusted palm, the maw of a beast gaped up at him — another wolf! What message eluded him? At the first opportunity, he would seek out a sorcerer to reveal the meaning of the gods.

      A forced march took them to the small settlement of Uckefeld where they slaughtered two score sheep and goats and roasted them in the barn. Eadric, the king, pressed a purse of coins into the hands of the village elder. For the villagers, the worry of facing the rest of the winter without livestock was lost in exuberance. Once more, the aetheling drank hard but Aelfhere sized him with a different measure. Through no fault of his own, fate had hastened the youth into manhood, and by Thunor, the warrior was emerging!

      In the morning, with an embrace, Aelfhere took his leave of Eadric: one directed to the land of the Cantwara and the other with his islanders and the men of the Suth Seaxe to join King Aethelwalh. The younger man parted with a promise on his lips to claim his bride before the spring bade farewell to summer.

      Unscathed from battle, Aelfhere marched back to his daughter with joy-filled heart and counting but one Wihtwara dead, though two men had lost fingers in close fighting. Cynethryth would become lady of a great people and the husband he had feared a worthless sop proved to be a leader of men and stout-hearted warrior. Not least, he, Aelfhere, had entered the soon-to-be king's favour and, around the first night's campfire in the Weald, his wolf sword, helm and ring were sources of marvel. Life was good.

      “You will have to change your name Aelfhere to Wulfhere,” Baldwulf said.

      “One mangy bald wulf is enough in this pack!” he said, to a roar of laughter, “besides Wulfhere is a name we curse on Wiht.”

      This led to a discussion about who they hated more, the West Seaxe or the Mercians. It lasted until one of the men called on him to recount how he had been gifted his ring and how he had found his weapon and helm. He passed the sword round to general wonder and Eadwin, one of Aelfhere's ceorls burst into improvised song:

      
        
        
        'In this forest glade

        In the oak's broad shade

        In great Woden's name

        Do I sing the fame

        Of the arm that wields,

        Till the foeman yields,

        The finest blade

        That e'er was made!'

      

      

      

      No scop Eadwin, but wild applause and back-slapping greeted his offering and they pressed him to continue creating the saga of the battle. Eager voices called out contributions until the night grew older and the fires began to glow and smoulder and wise counsel prevailed, for the next day promised a wearisome march. They built up the flames against the February chill and drew lots for the watch. Before long, the men huddled tight in their cloaks to dream of exploits on the slaying field.

      Aelfhere possessed the trait of the old warrior — of instant sleep and wakefulness. In the depths of the night, he leapt up, shed his cloak and brought down the shady figure of a thief making off with his sword. The ensuing scuffle was one-sided. The muscular frame of the islander soon overpowered the slighter build of a youth. The brawl roused the sleepers who thrust a torch to light up the struggling villain, rough hands dragging him to his feet. The face, eyes bulging with fear, showed one of the Suth Seaxe no more than ten and seven years old.

      “Why the hue and cry?” called Fordraed, the ealdorman, hurrying over.

      Several voices spoke at once but everyone recognised the rightful owner of the wolf-sword.

      The gruff command came at once, “Fetch a log!”

      A warrior hastened to do the ealdorman's bidding and returned with an oak branch thick as a man's thigh, which he dropped at the feet of the trembling scoundrel.

      “Pin him down, his weapon-hand over the wood!”

      In spite of his callowness, the youth lay still, eyes defiant, determined to accept punishment in a way befitting a warrior.

      “An axe!” Fordraed waved an impatient hand for a cleaver and thrust it at Aelfhere, “Lop it off!” he pointed at the offending limb.

      The Wihtwara rested the weapon against his right shoulder and it seemed, in the overwhelming hush, even the trees skirting the clearing leant in with expectancy.

      “The other hand,” he said, nodding toward the ground, “held a shield and parried an axe aimed at my throat a few hours ago.” The onlookers did not notice the astonishment on the captive's face and relieved, Aelfhere went on, “His other drove a seax into the gut of my attacker.” A growl of appreciation spread among the onlookers. Gazing around, with an air of unnecessary challenge, he added, “Let be the hand! Thus the score is settled! And you, nithing, swear an oath you take only what you gain by right, henceforth!”
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        * * *

      

      On the fourth day since the battle, the gates of Kingsham swung open and the returning force trudged through. Tired but glad to share tidings of victory, they needed no excuse for another feast. Cynethryth sought out her father and rushed to embrace him, irking him with a flood of questions. He tried to be gruff, ordering her to wait for the evening when a scop would recount the tale of their deeds in song. In reality, he soon vaunted his new possessions: helm, ring and sword.

      She marvelled and rejoiced at the good humour of the man who but a month past lived in sullen silence interspersed with irascibility. She needed no guile to coax forth the reason for his cheerfulness. Bursting to relate it, to her wonder he brushed aside any interest in the wolf-pommelled weapon and blurted, “Daughter, he's a warrior worthy of his forefathers!”

      A love of riddles failed to serve her as Cynethryth struggled to grasp to whom her father referred. Had the sinews of one of the young Wihtwara ceorls wreaked destruction on the foe? About to enjoin him to make plain his thoughts, she halted when he added, “He slew the usurper with his own hands!”

      She frowned, “Who, father?”

      Aelfhere gazed at her in puzzlement. Was the girl slow-witted of a sudden?

      “Eadric, of course! Ah, you should have seen him, Cynethryth! His shining helm, his vengeful blade and his noble bearing. He struck down a hardened warrior and a giant of a man!”

      “Eadric?”

      “Ay, Eadric! The rightful King of Kent and your husband-to-be. He gave me the wolf ring. Sweetness, this is a match made by the gods — I tell you, girl, never has life been so kind! Well, maybe when I wed your mother and the day you were born…”

      “Oh, father, I'm so glad! Tonight we shall feast and hear the tale of your deeds.”

      “Ay, but first I must go and sacrifice to Woden lest these Saxons incur his wrath with the worship of yon timid god. They must thank the men of Wiht if they won the conflict. Thunor and Tiw strengthened our arms though they know it not. Stay! I shall go alone to find a sacred grove in the woodland. It is proper.”

      First, however, he had to seek out Fordraed. As he had guessed, the warrior of the Suth Seaxe had little time for the god of Aethelwalh. Under his breath, he confided the suspicion his king paid lip service to Christianity to sweeten their Mercian overlords. After his meeting with the ealdorman, Aelfhere, joyful, set out from the stronghold, spear in hand and sword at his side, to penetrate the dense woodland. Wiser to be well armed, given the wild beasts and the desperate men roaming the forests. Following directions, repeating them in his head, he came to a grove. The sight of a massive oak in the centre overawed him and he shuddered at the heaviness hanging in the air.

      Weathered bones of various animals dangled on cords from the lower branches, among them three gaping skulls, one of them smaller — that of a child or woman. Below the overhanging boughs were charred patches of earth where the sacrifices had been burned after slaughter, the pale splintered fragments of bone contrasting with the blackness of the soil. High in the tree, interspersed among the bones swung offerings: necklaces, bracelets and the odd weapon, an inverted axe, a seax and hunting knives. Aelfhere prayed, thanking the gods for their gifts to him and determining to leave his own tribute. But what? Not his newfound sword! The wolf ring? An offence to the giver. Why had he not thought on it before setting out? What did he own, dear to him? It was obvious, but he did not want to leave his lucky wolf's ear. What else otherwise? With a heavy sigh, he drew the loop over his head, the familiar coarseness of the fur itching his skin and he strode over to the tree. One last glance at his talisman and the memory of the head of the beast, the pack leader, severed from its shoulders by his axe…and he hung the thong among the other offerings. Downcast at relinquishing his charm, he turned to leave, consoled by the thought that in combat Woden was sure to favour him.

      Less than two hundred yards down the trail he halted, head cocked to one side. Imagination? Nay, the sound came again! Over to his left, disturbance, too much to be a bear or a boar. Shaking his head, he listened harder. No doubt in his mind, the sound of men — a considerable force moving forward in silence — still, he needed to be sure.

      The scrub formed a barrier hard to penetrate and the long shaft of his spear hampered him. Leaning it against a tree, he moved with caution in the direction whence came the rustling undergrowth, crackling leaves and snapping twigs. He moved wary of outlying scouts. The woodland grew dense and once off the man-made track, he followed an animal trail to cut towards his quarry. Vulnerable without his spear, he hoped the way did not lead straight to the den of a beast. No need to worry, because as he went on, his hand-seax served to chop away the clinging hawthorn, briars and ferns, meaning no large animal had passed. Low voices murmured ahead; inching forward, he wormed his way over golden bracken and under a woody-stemmed shrub where, parting its branches, in spite of his wariness, he almost cried out in surprise. Before him stretched a clearing full of men armed with spears, axes and seaxes. Used to calculating the numbers of a massed foe, Aelfhere reckoned at ten score warriors, but were there more among the trees? His heart sank. This must be the war-band of the West Seaxe and Meonwara. They stood in groups but their attention was directed to three men who faced the rest.

      The one in the centre, taller and broader in the shoulder, wore a loose leather tunic with steel rings sewn in overlaps. His long, curling blond hair bushed out from under a close-fitting cap protected by riveted plates and ornamented with a crest. From this distance, it looked like a hawk to the spying Wihtwara. His gaze dropped down to the tight leggings, bound with thongs, which disappeared into a pair of stout boots. A battle-axe hung from his belt, balanced on the other side by a long sword and like all the other men, he bore a spear. Aelfhere had no doubt, there stood one to be reckoned with, hostile to the settlement at his rear. The speech of the warrior was too distant but he managed to catch: “…here, now until twilight —”

      These four words were enough to betray their plan, so forewarned, he crawled backwards with the utmost care. When he judged it safe to stand he picked his way back to where he had propped his spear, whence he hastened along the track, recalling all the turns taken before.

      Why is it, at your happiest, life thrusts a knife betwixt the ribs?

      No time to linger! Daylight was with him but fading and the half-light would bring an assault on the stronghold of Kingsham.
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      KINGSHAM, WEST SUSSEX, FEBRUARY 685 AD

      “Come, Nelda,” Cynethryth said to her erstwhile nurse, now handmaiden, voice muffled within the chest containing her clothing, “help me find a dress for tonight. Do you think the red one? Bright for a joyous feast!”

      “Dear heart, choose the finer weave of the green and it better sets off your eyes. Why so troubled? Move aside, let me bring forth what you need else you will have everything in disorder! There, the grey mantle with the broidered hem and the white silk headdress.” She spread her hand under the cloth. “See, as fine as the wing of a damselfly! Now, where is the green dress? Ah, now we have everything!”

      The older woman bustled about arranging clothes on the bed before unbraiding and combing out her mistress' hair till it hung lustrous down her back.

      “We must plait it again as befitting one betrothed.”

      “More's the pity!”

      The servant halted her patient task, “How can you say such a thing? Is that what ails you? He's a fine young man, tall and blessed with fairness of brow, soon to be King of the Kenting and you his lady.”

      “Nelda, to be the king's lady I care not! What use is a fair countenance if the bearer pleases the eye but not the heart? He is given to base jests and supping ale.”

      “As are all men!”

      The two women shared a reflective silence at last broken by a sigh from Cynethryth, followed by, “And yet I marry for love.”

      “Child, you bewilder me. First, you say —”

      “Oh, Nelda, have no truck with a whimsical girl. Six and ten years make of me a woman. It's on duty I dwell.” A toss of her blonde tresses elicited a growl of annoyance and a tug at the half-completed braid, making her wince. “Still,” she flicked at a reed on the floor with the toe of her shoe, “I wish Eadric had not forsworn the gods of our forefathers.” She ground the rush underfoot, “With the man, I shall not espouse the god…”

      A knock disturbed them before she, hair braided, reached for her clothes on the bed. Peering past her handmaid she made out a girl of three and ten at most. Barefoot, she wore a coarse woven brown dress down to her ankles, tied at the waist by a length of string. This sparrow of a person wrung her hands and shifted from foot to foot.

      “My Lady,” she piped, her voice a-tremble, “they sent me to tell you to bring all your things at once to the hall. There's no time to lose!”

      The girl turned to run off but Nelda grabbed her by the arm and hauled her back.

      “They?” she said, “who are they to send orders to my Lady? What's the fuss about?”

      Cynethryth drew near, smiled at the waif and noted the prettiness under the grime and short-hewn, unkempt hair.

      “Child, be calm. Tell me now, what's amiss that we should flee to the hall?”

      The girl rubbed her arm where the older woman had seized her. Eyes darting, she said, “Oh my Lady, he spied a host in the woods and they do be comin' to attack as when it gets dark. Soon, see?”

      “He? Who?”

      Impatient, the child-woman fair hopped on the spot and with an insolent roll of the eyes as if to attribute dullness of wit to the noblewoman, said, “Why, him as leads them there islanders. Hurry, Lady, them's goin' to bar the door!”

      The messenger spun on her heel and dashed away.

      Aghast, Cynethryth turned to her servant, “Father!” she said. “He sought a sacred grove in the woods and chanced on an enemy host! Quick! Throw those clothes into the chest and we'll carry it between us to the hall.”

      Not being a strongbox for money and jewels but a light softwood box, they made good progress. Still, they halted several times to avoid the headlong dash of men and boys heedless of aught but the need to seize weapons and reach the palisade. The confusion rendered hope of locating her father futile so Cynethryth, aware she, like the other women, would hinder the defence of the stronghold, obeyed her orders and entered the hall.

      The dirty, ragged, half-starved women of Kingsham stood around in groups. Some sobbed while others comforted, all in stark contrast to the few South Seaxe noblewomen. These had accompanied their ealdormen husbands to the feast in the train of King Aethelwalh. Upon her entry, with dignified calm, they waved the betrothed maiden over to embrace her.

      One of the double doors swung closed where stood Ealdorman Fordraed, battle-axe and spear in his hands, flanked by two guards.

      “Wife!” he called, “See the entrance is barred. Fear not! The foe shall not pass!”

      A warrior slammed the other half of the door shut.

      Pale, one of the young noblewomen, her willowy figure enhanced by her close-fitting red gown, murmured, “Why must we bar it if they shall not pass?”

      Anxious, they sought reassurance from one another. Warfare, a regular occurrence for these women, was conducted by men far from the hearth. The first cries and screams reached their ears and they began to tremble and weep. Cynethryth bit her lip and shook Nelda by the arm, “The beam, raise it into the brackets. You, you and you, help her!” She jabbed a finger at the cowering servants of the other noblewomen. “Now!” her eyes flashed. As if stung by a wasp, the women leapt forward and together attempted to lift the oaken bar. They struggled. “Two more!” she pointed and a young woman tugged a friend over to the others. “Mind your hands, now!” They heaved the stout wood and it thudded into position. The noise of battle reached them. The clash of steel and the screams of the wounded and dying.

      Nelda remained at the doors with her eye to the narrow gap between them.

      “What can you see?” Cynethryth breathed in her ear.

      “Not much, for the light fades. I see men striking downwards, oh, one is hit! A spear — he falls!”

      Cynethryth thrust her aside, impatient. Her servant spoke the truth. It was hard to discern the fighting. She peered into the gathering gloom. For the moment, at least, the defences held.

      What numbers do they have? What will happen if they win the day?

      She forced these thoughts out of her mind and with equal determination refused to worry about her father. Aelfhere had survived many a battle and there was no one in the world she would choose over him to defend her.

      The fighting raged on but from within the hall, the din of combat made little sense. Now, nobody wept. As opposed to the chaos outside, inside the occasional whisper or a mother hushing her fretful babe disturbed the silence. Cynethryth counted the children. She did not know whether to be grateful or sad there were only eight because many starved or died of the yellow illness before the rigours of winter set in. She gazed with pity at the thin arms of the village women and hoped the defenders would repulse the attackers. If not, they and the children would become chattels of the foe.

      May the gods save me! To think an hour ago I scorned Eadric! How I wish he and his men of Kent were here to protect me. He to wrap his strong arms around me.

      “Hark, my Lady!” Nelda took her hand.

      “What is it?”

      Shouting reached her ears but no more the clash of steel, the screams and war cries. The fighting was over. The women clung together and wrapped the infants in their dresses. But who had won the day? Were they saved or was their situation hopeless? They would know all too soon.

      Yet, long minutes passed. Nerves frayed, several of the women began to weep, setting off some of the children. A hammering came at the door accompanied by a loud voice ordering them to remove the bar. Cynethryth gasped.

      The tang of a man from the country to the West.

      She hurried over to the door and pressed an eye to the gap and almost sprang back in fright, but controlled her fear. Outside stood a group of men with torches. The flames flickered and lighted the steel of the rings of their mail, their helms and axes.

      She gathered courage and shouted, “We are women and infants in here. There are no men. We have no arms. How can we unbar the door when you will harm us!”

      There was a moment's silence. It lingered before a deep voice replied, “If you do not open the door we shall burn the hall to the ground and you will perish.”

      At these words, they began to wail and argue and a baby squalled.

      Cynethryth knew they had no choice.

      “Hold,” she called, “do not torch the hall. We will do as you command. The beam is heavy and we are weak. Give us time to lift it down.”

      The voice replied, “I am waiting.”

      She gave the order but only Nelda stepped forward.

      “If you do not obey me, we shall die in flames — a cruel death.” Her words sank home but nobody moved except a young boy aged five. “Craven curs!” Cynethryth hissed and pointed at the boy. “This little man has more courage in his forefinger than all of you put together. Have our men died to protect a nest of mice? You, you and you!” she spat out and this time, ashamed, the servants jumped to obey her command. Two or three other women helped raise the beam and it fell with a thud to the floor in a cloud of dust and scattered reeds.

      “Stand back! I shall be first,” she said, her tone peremptory. Cynethryth drew herself up, chin in the air and swung back the heavy door.

      There he stood, torch in hand, the flames lighting his countenance to give him a more ferocious aspect. In the other, the leader of the exiled war-band of West Seaxe and Meonwara, held a bloodied battle-axe.

      Her heart beat like a smith's hammer, her knees liable to betray her at any moment, but by Freya, she would not fail these women! Erect, she strode toward him halting close enough to reach out and touch his chest. Staring up into his face, the fineness of his features under a hawk-crested helm struck her. Startled by her boldness, his blue eyes even in this moment of bloodshed and triumph, revealed ill-concealed admiration.

      “I am Cynethryth of Cerdicsford on Wiht, daughter of Aelfhere the ealdorman, betrothed to Eadric, King of Kent…” her jaw tightened, “…and your captive,” she added in a bitter voice.

      The warrior's steady gaze never wavered as he weighed her words with care. At last, he spoke, “I am Caedwalla, slayer of Aethelwalh and King of the South Seaxe.” He handed the torch to the man next to him, “no harm will come to you, daughter of Aelfhere.”

      The gentleness of his tone came as a surprise and a relief.

      “Lead the way into the hall.”

      She turned and did as ordered. The women retreated to the back of the room even as the warriors advanced with upraised torches. The victor raised his hand and the surge of men halted. He took in the situation at a glance and turning to a warrior with fine armour said, “Guthred, draw straws for them, first lots to my war-chiefs.”

      Cynethryth gasped and spun on the giant of a man, “For shame! See there are noblewomen here too. You cannot mean to sort for them as for common whores?”

      The grin was wolfish. “Spoils of battle. My men have risked their lives this night. Those who were not carried off to Waelheal earned their pickings.” Again he turned to the warrior he called Guthred, “See that no man quarrels over a woman else he will fight with me: enough blood has been let.”

      “A request, my Lord,” Cynethryth said with calculated humility, “spare my handmaid. She served as my nurse.” She indicated Nelda who put her hand to her mouth and opened her eyes wide.

      The warrior nodded and gestured to the servant who came forward, “Aught else?” his tone mocking.

      “Well, ay, my clothes,” she gestured toward the chest.

      He bellowed a laugh but called a torch-bearer and two other men. Drawing near to the ear of the former, he whispered orders and had Cynethryth, her handmaiden and the receptacle taken to the quarters formerly occupied by King Aethelwalh. Following the warriors, her mind raced. What fate awaited her at the hands of this huge bear? She shuddered. What death had her father endured? Her head began to spin and, faint, she clung tight in Nelda's reassuring embrace.

      The men entered the building, not as sumptuous as a palace, for this was not a royal burh, but still more comfortable than the hut allocated to her father. In the main room stood a huge table and over it a wall hanging portrayed the emblem of the king of the Suth Seaxe. Six golden swallows swooped on a deep blue ground. The thread forming the birds shimmered in the torchlight. On either side hung a shield. She guessed they were trophies of war judging by their battered state. In one corner squatted a strongbox, the treasure of King Aethelwalh, now the loot of the West Seaxe leader. What little the room revealed, lighted by the flickering upraised flames, showed a scene of uninterrupted daily life where the embers of a fire still glowed in a floor pit.

      It's as if nothing happened — how I wish it were so!

      The men pushed aside a curtain screening off a large bed, covered by a blanket of wolf pelts. Cynethryth folded back one corner revealing the green linen lining matching a sheet covering the mattress filled with straw, across and over which stretched a down-stuffed bolster.

      They deposited the chest at the foot of the bed and the torchbearer used his flames to light the torches in the wall cressets. One of them built up the fire in the centre of the room and another fetched a basin and a ewer of water. A curt command followed, “Await our lord!” Then they were alone.

      The two women fell into each other's arms and stood for a while before Nelda took her hand and led her over to sit on the edge of the bed.

      “Stay here, mistress. I shall hunt for a knife or other weapon to slay the ogre should he dare lay a hand on you.”

      “My brave and faithful nurse,” she managed a sad smile, “do you hope to succeed where father and seasoned warriors failed?”

      There was no time for an answer, because the door opened with a creak and footsteps crackled toward them across the reed-strewn floor. A hand swept the curtain aside, revealing their captor standing tall before them. Cynethryth leapt up from the edge of the bed to confront the stranger. Spear and axe, he had left elsewhere, but he exuded strength in his mail shirt with its truncated sleeves, showing bared muscles that gold armlets struggled to contain. Two swift steps and he stood, his body touching hers, but she did not flinch. A huge hand cupped her chin and the intense blue peered into the grey of her eyes.

      “You too are the spoils of war, woodland flower…and I want you.”

      His voice was hoarse and heavy with longing and her cheeks flamed, but still she did not shy away from him. The warrior brought his head closer to hers and he repeated, “I want you for my own.”

      Now she pulled away and stepped back a pace, her gaze locked with his. She kept her voice level:

      “I am betrothed to Eadric, King of the Kenting.”

      “And I am Caedwalla, son of King Coenberht and rightful King of the West Seaxe, now King of the Suth Seaxe and I take what I want.”

      She opened her mouth to reply but he went on, “Hold! Not a word! Hear me first!” He glanced at Nelda and waved her to leave their presence. “Daughter of Wiht, you are blessed with the beauty of Freya and I with the strength of Thunor. The south will be mine, Kent, too,” he said in an even voice, “I will have a greater hall than Eadric and more men to sup there. With me, you will have the riches of three kingdoms.” He held up a hand, forefinger pointing, “Never have I desired a woman as much as I yearn for you. Fear not, I shall be gentle and above all, you shall be the one to choose.” He folded his arms, “A man can take what he wants but cannot command the heart of another. I shall not force you but remember, with me, you will lack for nothing…” his eyes softened and his voice lowered, “…most of all for love. Woman!” he bellowed and Nelda came running. “Prepare yourselves for the night. I will send a servant with food and drink. You sleep here,” he pointed at the bed, “there will be a guard at the door and I shall slumber there,” he tossed his head, “by the fire.”

      The warriors came with a meal, three of them, bearing platters of stuffed roast fowl with baked onions and turnips and toasted bread, a crock of dark ale and beakers. They had found the fare ready prepared in the kitchen for the feast. Instead of celebrating she would be dining as if on wormwood, mournful and melancholic. To her surprise, her stomach confuted her mind because she discovered she was hungry and though the food, tasty and wholesome, did not cheer her, it revived her spirits.

      After the meal, she rinsed her hands and splashed her face from a basin of water as Nelda rummaged in the chest and pulled out her nightdress. While her servant helped her undress, she kept glancing at the curtain separating them from the rest of the room, aware of the nearness of their captor. Shivering, she was relieved to pull the heavy cover over her and when Nelda joined her in bed she clung on to her and relished the warmth and comfort.

      They lay like this for a while before Cynethryth brought her mouth close to her servant's ear.

      “How many springs do you give him?”

      There was no need for the handmaid to ask who she referred to.

      “At a guess, four and twenty, mistress.”

      “Do you think him handsome, Nelda?”

      The pungent smell of smoke trapped in the handmaiden's hair made her recoil.

      “Ay, in a brutish, savage sort of way.”

      “Nay, not the aspect of a brute! His features are fine and his eyes the colour of forget-me-nots, his hair and beard golden as a wheat field —”

      The older woman mocked, “Lady, I'd say you are smitten! Need I remind you, you are betrothed?”

      “He would take me for wife.”

      The servant's tone was bitter, the words bold as only a nursemaid dare, “The beast who slew your father?”

      Cynethryth pushed away from her, “I told you before, he is no brute!” she hissed, “Has he not treated us with kindness and respect? How can you say he killed father? Where's the proof?”

      “Hush, mistress! I meant no harm. All I'll say is, it's a pity he didn't show the same worthiness to the ealdormen's women in the hall.”

      She rolled over, her back to her handmaid, “Goodnight, Nelda.” Her tone was as cold as the night air that held the settlement in its grip.

      At dawn when she rose careful not to disturb her sleeping companion, it was even colder. In haste, she slipped off her nightdress and struggled into her clothes. Her feet were numb by the time she laced up her boots and her fingers near failed to buckle her belt. Drawing her heaviest mantle out of the chest, she flung it over her shoulders. On tiptoe, she ghosted beyond the curtain and paused only to gaze upon the profile of the warrior curled up in his cloak by the spent ashes in the fire pit. She stared on the countenance of her captor and the hint of a smile quavered on her lips.

      Tugging back the heavy door, she startled a guard sat with his knees drawn up, tight-wrapped in a blanket and with a spear in the crook of his arm. Before he leapt up, she put a finger to her lips, “Hush! Do not wake your lord!” She bent down until the ale on his breath wafted in her face. “I seek the body of my father among the corpses. See, the gate is shut, I cannot take flight.”

      Doubtful, the watchman nodded his head, “Who's to say you won't disappear?”

      “May Freya strike me dead as I stand here…” she spat out the words with such venom the man widened his eyes in awe, “…I give you my word I shall not hide or flee.”

      He waved consent with his free hand.

      In disbelief, she gazed around at the intact buildings. No plundering and destruction to be seen and this, she chose to opine, was down to Caedwalla. She began her gruesome task. In truth, her gaze needed not linger on the scuttling rats on the gory, hacked and maimed corpses for a glance was enough to recognise the colour of her father's hair, his build and what he wore. She tried to be thorough but when she reached the wall by the gate where the bodies heaped from the most relentless fighting, bile rose in her gorge.

      “Lady, what are you about? This is no sight for your eyes.”

      Startled, she spun round. How did this well-built man move silent as a lynx? The expression of Caedwalla was full of concern.

      “The guard tells me you seek your father.”

      “I know not whether he be alive or dead.”

      “Dead, Lady. How can he live? His battle is lost. As we speak, he sups in Waelheal with Woden under a roof of golden shields. Be not sorrow-filled for such a man! Come!” He held out his arm, assuming she would take it. Cynethryth hesitated long enough for him to raise an eyebrow, but linked hers through his and a shudder of pleasure coursed through her at the touch of the iron-hard muscles. She shivered.

      “You are chilled.” His voice tender, he added, “I shall have the guard bring you broth.”

      He held the door for her and gave orders to the watchman. In moments, two warriors came one with an armful of twigs and branches and the other with flints and straw to strike up a fire. Caedwalla hoisted the huge oak bench from beside the table as if it were a weightless trinket and placed it next to the hearth.

      “Ah, here is the broth!”

      He took the steaming bowl and a wooden spoon from the guard and passed them to her with a boyish smile. Nelda's guess at four and twenty years was likely true to the mark but sitting next to her now, he looked younger. Cynethryth smiled at him for the first time. Yet, this was a trick of the moment. The gentle gestures, effected with the calmness of the summer sea, came from a man as changeable, as capable of wreaking destruction, as the tempest-driven breakers. She ought to hate him.

      This war chieftain, leader of West Seaxe exiles, unaccustomed King of the Suth Seaxe, gave a snicker of pleasure at her smile but then looked abashed. She smiled again, blew on her broth and sipped at her spoon while the flames rose in a merry dance and the warriors bowed their way unheeded from their presence. Caedwalla sat in silence, eyes never leaving hers for an instant, his cheek on the side exposed to the fire reddening, his visage taking on a brindled aspect. She stood, “It might be wise to move the bench back a pace or two,” she smiled and moved aside not to hamper his careless hoist. Once more impressed by his strength, she tried not to reveal her thoughts.

      Wrap those arms around me!

      Supping, she studied the lines of his face: the noble brow under two golden waves of hair falling over his ears, the nose straight with a curve at the bridge, enough to lend character. Emotion stirred in the depths of her soul, a wild impulse, blind desire to possess this man of destiny. His cheekbones, well-sculpted, cradled deep-set eyes sparkling with mirth at her so-serious study of his features. Imperturbable, her gaze passed to the firm, bearded jaw and the sensuous lips. She longed to press hers against them as they curled upwards at awareness her stare had lingered an unconscionable time. She stared into the fire and was lost.

      Her mind advised her to resist, her burning heart ordered her to assent, to succumb. Wicked betrayal in less than a day! To break a solemn oath and endure shame and wrath. What of the safety of their island home? She was pledged to wed Eadric — a mere boy. Next to her sat a warrior, a man with a deep voice that resonated to the core of her being. Why not sway this man to protect Wiht?

      Why not? — Forgive me father —and with this unremitting indulgence, she yielded to fate.

      The Uurdi weave as they will!

      Her wyrd was irrepressible. No dam she constructed would hold back the flood. It overwhelmed her. In full spate, her words breached the silence, “The offer of last night, does it stand?”

      Is he still of that mind?

      One time as a girl, in a creek near home, a drowning playmate clung to her. Cynethryth hesitated to rescue her but feared her friend in panic might submerge her. Up to now, that moment of decision, to save or doom her, had been the most interminable. This was longer.

      At last, he grinned, rose and raised her chin for a long-tarrying kiss.

      “You taste of gruel!”

      “Would that be an 'ay'?”

      The warrior kissed her again, “What do you think?”

      “I'd say you can't resist broth!”

      They laughed together but he grew grave and his eyes were as far off as the sky.

      “There is much to be done. This is a momentous but contrary day. Before noon, we must honour and bury the dead. We'll raise a mound for the fallen. How shall my men know your father?”

      The question surprised, saddened and gratified her. “On his hand a wolf ring and…” her voice faltered, “…if he be not maimed, a scar here…” she drew a line down beside her nose across her lips, “…and if they have not been taken, a sword and a helm both with the form of a wolf — he won them in battle,” she added with pride.

      “Then he was a warrior as fierce as the creature he sired and worthy of Woden's hall.”

      She was grateful for his words and tears brimmed over.

      “He was a good father,” she said and hung her head.

      He sat next to her and drew her to his shoulder.

      “After noon, the day will brighten. No betrothal! We two shall wed and there will be such a feast as scops will sing about for years to come. Hark! The day is young. You and your servant go gather all the women in the place and set them about organising the festivities. Here, take this ring!”

      He slipped a gold band with a dragon writhing around its centre on her finger but it was far too big for her delicate hand. “Wear it on your thumb,” he laughed, “show this and my men, however high in rank, will obey your command.” He leant over and kissed her again, “Now go, wake up your handmaiden and make the joyous preparations. I, instead, shall set about my doleful task.”

      The argument with Nelda was short and sharp. Cynethryth, empowered by love brought all the authority of a noblewoman to bear on her servant, whose faithfulness overcame her resentment when confronted with the evident joy of her mistress. They went from door to door rousing those who were still not afoot. The ring worked its power on those warriors who chose to be truculent meaning the task of assembling the womenfolk was soon completed. Some of them were tearful, others resigned and an unexpected few contented with their lot. Among the latter, the noblewoman, Rowena, she of the red dress, keen to vaunt the heavy gold pendant adorning her breast.

      “The war chiefs drew straws for first,” she confided to Cynethryth and Nelda, “Guthred picked the longest and chose me straight away! He gave me this,” she lifted the weighty jewel, “isn't it a wonder! He's taken me for wife…” she lowered her voice, “…this is for your ears only…he's twice the man my husband was and much gentler.”

      The women assembled in the hall where Cynethryth announced her wedding to a mixed reception. Some scowled and glared, others clapped and cheered while Rowena hurried forward and embraced her. She had gained a new friend.

      After giving instructions to the women and setting them about their allotted tasks she drew Rowena aside.

      “What am I to do, Lady?”

      “Be my companion and adviser, will you do that?”

      The almond-shaped eyes creased at the corners with pleasure, “My Lady,” she took her friend's hand, “you do me great honour.”

      “You must call me Cynethryth if we are to be friends.”

      Her eyes, alight with joy, were green, like fresh leaves of sage and her pale copper-gold hair gleamed even in the dim light of the hall. She hugged the Wihtwara once more and kissed her on the cheek. Cynethryth did the same to seal the friendship.

      They were sitting in intimate talk when Caedwalla strode with distracted air into the room.

      Cynethryth interpreted his expression as one of bewilderment. She rose and said, “Lord, this is Lady Rowena, my friend.”

      The warrior favoured the woman in red with a fleeting glance and a hint of a smile, soon replaced with a frown and a look of concern. He wandered off a few paces and returned, cupping his chin between thumb and forefinger.”

      “What ails you, heart of mine?”

      Not even the endearment elicited a smile, “My men are filling the graves with soil. Over them will rise a mound in a circle.”

      Cynethryth's chest tightened and she swallowed hard, “Father?”

      “They found no ring with a wolf, nor sword nor helm such as you described.”

      Hope sprang in her breast, “Can it be he's alive?”

      Caedwalla shrugged, “Not unless he has wings like the waelcyrge.”

      Now it was her turn to be confused, “…and yet they did not find his body…”

      “They did not. I gave orders —”

      “I know, I know. Can it be he's still alive?” she repeated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Wilfrith

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ABBEY OF SELSEA, WEST SUSSEX — THREE YEARS BEFORE — 682 AD

      The rhythmic striking of an iron mallet against a soft-tempered chisel came to an abrupt halt. Humbert, the mason, laid down his tools, reached for the leather bottle and poured water over his head washing away the sandstone dust gathered at eyebrows and moustache. The fine powder caused a sore throat and itching skin. All told, a trifling price in exchange for the ten-and-six-foot masterpiece emerging from the engrossment of a year and a half, lying longwise on the ground. The sculpting nigh on ended, he glanced at Erbin, his underling, and nodded in silent approbation. The last leaf in the vine scroll framing the bottom panel on the west side of the cross was taking shape under the youngster's blows. Wiping his brow with his forearm, Humbert selected a tool from several at his belt. He proceeded to punch a pupil in the eye of a basilisk — ugly beast — positioned under the foot of Christ.

      His workmate coughed. Nothing untoward, given these particles in the air, except Humbert knew a warning when he heard one and sure enough, from under his bowed forehead, he spied his master approaching: the bishop who had set him to this task on the same day the quarrymen had trundled the huge stone block to the abbey gates.

      The mason straightened up, only to bow at once in reverence to the newcomer.

      The prelate spread his hands in wonder at the malign basilisk staring back at him.

      “The Heavens be praised, Humbert!”

      The cleric ran his hand over the flowing mane of the lion, carved between a dragon and an asp, companions of the reptile trodden under the feet of the Son of God.

      “What art! Our Father has guided your hand.”

      “Nay Lord,” Humbert scooped up a handful of sandstone dust and let it trickle through his fingers, “here be the art, not yon,” he gestured toward the sculpture with his other hand.

      The long, thin countenance of Wilfrith seamed with furrows, his mouth also defined at each edge by deep lines, lit up at the remark.

      “I take your meaning, Master Humbert. Bless the day I chanced upon you whittling wood! But, it is not what the eye sees, rather that which makes the eye see, that is the Holy Spirit.”

      The mason looked at the exiled Bishop of York with fondness. The prelate wore a long, adorned cloak of sumptuous purple, held below the neck by a gem-studded clasp, over a white linen robe. A leather cord bound it at the waist. The richness of his dress belied the disarming blend of powerful intelligence and sweetness and — above all — unchallengeable authority.

      The mason gathered his courage, “Lord, may I ask a question?”

      The broad brow of the clergyman wrinkled and he nodded.

      “Beggin' your pardon, Lord, them runes you had me copy and hollow out on this side,” Humbert pointed with his punch, “what do they say, what meaning have they?”

      The bishop sauntered to the top end of the stone cross and ran his finger in the groove of the first rune and began to read: “This slender pillar,” his hand moved with his words, “Wilfrith set up at the behest of Aethelwalh, King, and his queen, Eafe.” He had reached the mason and the figure of Christ on the skyward side of the pillar, “Pray for their sins, their souls.” His forefinger traced the last rune at the end of the shaft.

      “The King, Aethelwalh?”

      “Ay, Humbert. The King: he who gave us these eighty-seven hides of land at Selsea to build the abbey to the glory of God.”

      “Bless the king, eh Erbin? We'd still be slaves along with the others if it weren't for his gift and the goodness of our Lord Bishop. Them were hard times.”

      The countenance of the mason took on a faraway and pained expression, “Three years of drought and the yellow sickness. You remember, Erbin?” He ignored the Briton's shrug and went on, “I'll never rid it from my memory. At least fifty of them, men, women and children, so starved and desperate they flung themselves off the point yonder and drowned.”

      Wilfrith frowned, “Despair is a sin.”

      “Ay, but back then we worshipped the false gods. Then you came, Lord, and began to baptise the men you freed — twelve score and more…remember…? On that day…the first day, it rained! Rain, for the first time in three years — a miracle! God sent you to save us, body and soul.”

      The bishop smiled, “The soul is the prime concern. But hark, when will the cross be ready?”

      “Ay, the soul, it's true, but the body has its needs too.” Imperturbable, the mason continued, “It wasn't the rain alone, you taught us how to make nets and how to fish. We've never lacked for aught since you came, Lord.”

      “Remember to pray and thank our Heavenly Father for his blessings. Now, tell me, when will the cross be ready?”

      “Not like 'em monks over at Boseam —”

      “Humbert!”

      The mason looked sheepish, “Beg pardon, Lord. Erbin here has only to finish this vine scroll and I got to put scales on this here lizard —”

      “Basilisk.”

      “Eh?”

      “It's a basilisk, hatched a serpent by a cockerel from a snake's egg. Kills with a glance. Psalm Ninety-One, 'The asp and the basilisk you will trample underfoot.' See, there's Our Saviour treading on the beasts.”

      “'Orrible. Kill with a glance, eh?”

      “The power of the Evil One. Now, you were saying,” the bishop directed a sour glance of his own in the direction of the mason, “once you've finished the scales…”

      “Ay, some men will come and paint the scenes here,” he screwed up his eyes into an inquisitive expression. He paused as if wishing to ask a question, thought better of it and added, “when the paint's dry, we'll roll it on logs to the base yonder and lever it into the hole. It's exact yon is, twenty-two by twenty-two inches. Measured it myself a dozen times. Three days, no more.”

      “Green, most likely.”

      “Eh?”

      The bishop turned and began to stroll away, “The basilisk, you wished to know its colour,” he called over his shoulder.

      The mason's jaw dropped and he turned to Erbin, “How by Thunor's —”

      “Hush!” the Briton hissed, “Don't let him hear yon name or you'll be for it!”
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        * * *

      

      THE ABBEY OF SELSEA — THREE YEARS LATER — FEBRUARY, 685 AD

      Wilfrith stamped chilled feet on the iron-hard ground and stared at the grey sky extending as flat as beaten tin. Beyond the bare trees lay mudflats dotted with lagoons edged with desolate reed beds. The bishop drew his cloak tighter and sighed. Where was the sun? An absent friend, mourning for this world leached of colour? Bleakness in its severity offered its own beauty, he reflected. He shivered and crossed his arms over his chest for warmth.

      “I've been staring at the scenery, unaware I'm a part of the landscape,” he murmured, “the cold morning distracts me.”

      The sound of breaking waves spoke to him and he sought them out. Slate grey breakers marched like an invading host to dash on the pebble beach, a splash of silver in a world of pewter, exacting the hiss of tumbling shingle upon its ebb.

      God gave me the ear that sees and the eye that hears. What happens outside occurs in me — they are one…

      A sharp cry cut across the prelate's musings. A lad of no more than four and ten years hurtled toward him.

      “My Lord! My Lord Bishop! A messenger's come — he be up at the abbey!”

      The youngster halted before the clergyman, keen, nigh on bursting to blurt out the rest of his news but overawed by the presence of the personage before him.

      Wilfrith looked at the shivering urchin, less concerned with the forthcoming communication than troubled by the child's threadbare tunic affording no protection from the icy teeth of the north-easterly wind. How must it be to stand barefoot on this frozen ground? Ashamed at the weakness of his own flesh, the bishop bent forward over the boy.”

      “What is your name, little brother?”

      Eyes wide, the stripling gaped at the exalted figure who deigned to speak with him.

      “You do have a name?”

      The tone was gentle.

      “Beg pardon, my Lord, it be Osric.”

      “Well, Osric, you run straight back to the abbey and go to Brother Byrnstan. He's the monk with white hair and the withered hand. Do you know where to find him?”

      The tousled blond head nodded.

      “Tell him the bishop beseeches a pair of leathern shoes and a woollen cloak be bestowed on you. Say I shall seek him out later.”

      Disquieted, Wilfrith had no time to react as the boy dropped to his knees and kissed his shoe. Just as fast, the lad bounded to his feet and set off for the abbey at full tilt.

      “Wait! The rest of your message?”

      “Abbot Eappa says the news-bearer is with him and you've to come at once!” Osric shouted before turning and haring off along the trail, the words of his thin voice, snatched by the wind, hard for the prelate to distinguish.

      Wilfrith smiled. No doubt he would have to soothe the almoner later. Indeed, a worse choice of alms-giver was difficult to imagine, the tightfistedness of Brother Byrnstan being famed well beyond the marshlands. The bishop hastened along the trail to the religious house he had founded.

      What can be so urgent in this forlorn and uneventful season?

      Once through the gate, he approached the colourful palm cross and, as ever, paused to marvel at the chequers and interlace knots surrounding the panel he liked best. The Virgin with the Child in her lap stared down at him. Wilfrith's gaze shifted to the sundial above the scene and he repressed a sigh. The shrouded sun lay like Christ at Golgotha — oh what joy he would feel at its resurrection!

      Aware more pressing matters called for his presence, he strode beyond the stone church to the quarters of the abbot.

      Abbot Eappa, too fond of his cup and therefore rubicund, wore a troubled expression that sat ill on his genial countenance. The aspect of the messenger came as the second surprise to the bishop. Whatever he expected, it did not resemble the man who towered over the rotund monk. From his bearing, a warrior — his visage revealed his unease in the company of an abbot and a bishop.

      Wilfrith took charge, “Tell me, son, what brings you to this humble place of worship?” The efficient, authoritative tone of the prelate lacked any trace of the humility implicit in his words.

      The messenger bowed, “Lord, I come from Boseam,” Wilfrith did not fail to catch the twang of West Seaxe speech, “or rather first from Kingsham…” said the man.

      “Dire tidings!” Abbot Eappa intervened, “The King is dead! Aethelwalh is slain at the hands of Caedwalla.”

      “Aethelwalh, dead?” The brow of the bishop furrowed.

      “Ay Lord,” the warrior said, “we took Kingsham and the monk speaks true —”

      “The 'monk' is an abbot, show respect, man!”

      Wilfrith glared at the messenger.

      “Beggin' pardon, Lord. Fact is, we know little of your ways and there's the problem. Our King, Caedwalla, sent us with the body of Aethelwalh to be brought to Selsea for burial. Not knowing the way, we sought directions to the monks' abode and they directed us to Boseam —”

      “The Irishmen have the body!” the abbot interrupted. “Those wayfarers with their skew-shaven heads! We must act at once!”

      Florid by nature, he grew ruddier and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Patience, Father!” Wilfrith turned to the warrior, “Why, once aware you had the wrong monks, did you not bring the body here?”

      The messenger frowned, “Well, their leader, they call him Dicuill, said it was God's will the mortal remains of Aethelwalh had come to them. He wants to bury the King at Boseam.”

      “And you let him?”

      “Nay,” our commander, Ealdorman Guthred, delays. The monk threatened us with his God's wrath if we dared move the body thence. Guthred sent me here to fetch you, Lord. He says you Christians can sort it out among yourselves. He will not offend any god.”

      “We shall come, anon. First, I must ask you to await us outdoors, for I must speak in confidence with my Abbot.”

      As soon as the door closed behind the messenger, Wilfrith said, “The death of Aethelwalh is, of course, regrettable. Yet, it may benefit us. I have an understanding with Caedwalla —”

      The troubled features of the abbot cleared a little. “With the warlord?”

      “Ay, we met in the Andredes weald. The man is a pagan, but I have hopes the Spirit will move him to baptism. He is young with a yearning for power, but in him, I see a rare intelligence and determination. In his turn, he sees me not as a Man of Christ, but as a wise man who has seen much of the world…as one who possesses potent talismans and charms, a giver of sound advice…”

      “But this understanding?”

      “His fortune will be mine, and mine his.”

      The Abbot pressed his hands together, “The Almighty moves in mysterious ways. But now we must make haste.” The bishop found it hard to repress a smile at the incongruity of the troubled expression and the benign face.

      “I shall send for ten strong men to accompany you, there are full four leagues to Boseam.”

      Leaving the abbot instructions to deal with the almoner, Wilfrith set off with his band of men. It was mid-afternoon when they, at last, sighted the few roofs nestling among the trees at the edge of the great Andredes weald. Close to the banks of a creek ran a crude quay, made of logs stacked lengthways one on top of the other and held in place by piles driven into the silt. Boseam with the tide out bespoke solitude: a moored boat lay on its side in the company of a few waders pecking the mud in a desultory manner. Wilfrith sniffed and looked down his nose at the group of huts.

      “The remoteness these Irishmen seek in their peregrinatio,” he murmured.

      The bishop's resolve not to leave this forsaken inlet without the corpse of King Aethelwalh redoubled.

      A wain stood before the simple dwellings. Wilfrith strolled over to it made the sign of the cross and prayed over the body of the king. It lay bound in a winding sheet on the rough boards of the cart. Nearby, a tethered ox stared with stolid impassivity at the arrival of the others. Not so a group of warriors who leapt to their feet from the various objects adapted as temporary seats. They jested and mouthed oaths at their companion, the returning messenger, who grinned back at them. At this commotion, five monks with the crowns of their heads shaven, wearing coarse undyed woollen habits, appeared from one of the huts.

      The leader of the Irish monks, Dicuill, cast a sour glance at Wilfrith, frowned and said, “Do you come to defy the will of God?”

      “It's a bold claim to know the will of God,” the bishop said. “In simple error, the mortal remains of Aethelwalh arrived here and not in Selsea.”

      The Irishman turned to his fellow monks as if for sustainment.

      “He stands there, dressed in rich attire and speaks of error when Our Lord was born in a manger amid the beasts of the field.”

      The bishop reddened, his voice tight with ill-concealed ire.

      “In an age when the Church seeks visible unity, it is pernicious and obstinate to cling to a bygone manner of shaving the head. Worse, you scorn the will of the Bishop of Rome as to when you should keep the holy feast of Easter and induce poor folk into unwitting fault.”

      Dicuill stabbed a finger toward the prelate, “We follow the precepts of our founder, Columba, a martyr to the faith long before you Saxons left your swamps to infest these shores. When Rome was overrun by barbarism, humble men kept the light of the Gospel shining in the Western Isles. Why must we change our customs at the bidding of an erring man sent by the Bishop of Rome?”

      Wilfrith took a step forward. Sensing the danger of protracted, irreconcilable debate, Guthred intervened. “Winter days are short! Set aside your wrangling and settle on what to do with the corpse or by Woden we'll lay him in yon boat and burn him on the sea.”

      Aghast, united in vexation, the antagonists turned on the ealdorman.

      “Pagan!”

      “Idolater!”

      “Aethelwalh, baptised in the true faith, will have a Christian burial,” Wilfrith said, and Dicuill nodded in agreement. “Not in this forlorn wilderness, cast in the earth to fatten worms, but sealed in the crypt of the abbey church in Selsea. It will be a fitting resting place for such a man, where hereafter the faithful —”

      “ 'As he had come naked from his mother's womb, so will he return as he came. He will take nothing from the fruit of his labour that he can carry in his hand,' ” Dicuill said. “The soil of Boseam is the same for king or slave.”

      Exasperated, Wilfrith turned to Guthred, “Caedwalla commanded you to bring the body to Selsea and you will answer to him alone. Let be the threats of the monks from the Isles. Their God is my God so His wrath shall not be directed at you. These are worthy men, blessed in their simplicity and humility. Let us leave them to their lives of self-denial…”

      Reassured, the ealdorman shouted orders. The warriors backed the ox into its traces and soon the cart rumbled along the trail into the woods above the creek.

      The discomfort of a night spent in a woodland camp was not new to Wilfrith. Indeed, since his exile by King Ecgfrith from Northumbria, there were few places safe for him. The Queen of Mercia was sister to that king; the Queen of the West Seaxe, sister to Ecgfrith's queen, so the forest of Andred had served him as a refuge. There he had met Caedwalla where they sealed their pact.

      Sleepless, Wilfrith tugged his cloak tighter and rolled on his side toward the fire. With his eight and forty winters, he had hoped not to endure this particular hardship again. But in the words of the Apostle Paul, Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counsellor? He dwelled on the obdurate Irish monks. True, they were holy men, but their failure to convert the South Seaxe did not surprise him. Why should the conquerors embrace the faith of the conquered Britons they so despised? The grand ideal of Christian unity he so cared for heartened him. One day all England would obey the Holy Father in Rome.

      At last, comforted by such thoughts, the bishop slumbered.

      When they entered the abbey the next morning, a monk came running to meet them.

      “My Lord Bishop, a band of men arrived last eve with a communication for the ealdorman.”

      “For me?” Guthred cried, “Where are they? Take me to them!”

      The monk bowed and turned on his heel. Wilfrith accompanied Guthred. What urgent news from one day to another? It whetted his curiosity.

      The brother led them to the refectory where they found ten warriors. Their leader sat with his back to them, one hand around a cup of ale while tearing at a strip of dried meat with his teeth.

      “Werhard! What brings you here?” the ealdorman cried.

      The warrior threw down his food, leapt to his feet and spun round.

      “Grave news! Our scouts report the duces of the South Seaxe unite and seek vengeance on our King for the death of Aethelwalh. Their numbers are far greater than ours. Soon they march for Kingsham. Lord, King Caedwalla bids you make haste, for — his words, not mine — he is in need of his cunning fox…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Aelfhere

          

        

      

    

    
      KINGSHAM, WEST SUSSEX, FEBRUARY 685 AD

      Two narrow slits opened for eyes, head pounding, his jaw throbbed: swollen, even broken. This must be Niflheim, the world of darkness. Why was he here and not in Waelheal? Had he not died a warrior's death? He peered up through the treetops and started: the Dog Star! What? Here in Hel's domain?

      “At last! The winter bear wakes!”

      Thunor's hammer struck his skull and his stomach clenched to fight back the sickness rising in his gorge when Aelfhere tried to sit up.

      Baldwulf! Here in the mist-home? Why?

      His words forced through an immobile jaw sounded like a growling hound. “Old friend, is that you? Dead?”

      What he did not expect in the dark and shadowy realm was the bellow of laughter that greeted his utterance.

      “Dead! Not likely, but we will be if we stay here much longer. I thought you'd never wake up! Mind, it was a mighty blow you took —”

      Aelfhere raised himself on one elbow and gazed at his thegn. “Where are we?”

      “As far as I carried you from yon gate —”

      “Gate?”

      “Ay, where the fray raged thickest. Remember? The foe forced entry and pushed us back. You drove your seax into a West Seaxe gut but it left you open to a strike. Yon tried to break his shield against your chin and he'd have finished you, but I took him out with my axe and pulled you behind the gate. It was nigh on dark and in the havoc, we went unseen as the slaughtering pressed farther from us —”

      “We lost the day?”

      “Ay, many a brave man —”

      The ealdorman sat up and groaned. There was accusation in his voice. “They're dead and we are alive?”

      “I…I thought it best. Under the cover of darkness, I carried you on my back into the weald. Better to live and fight another day…”

      Aelfhere laid a hand on the shoulder of the thegn. “Right enough! I should thank you, brother,” his eyes clouded, “but what of Cynethryth?”

      Futile question: she was taken — the spoils of war. Fury surged in his breast; he stared into the night sky and swore to Woden he would not rest until the last of the West Seaxe scum lay bloodied at his feet.

      Baldwulf hauled him upright.

      “We must be leagues away before daybreak! Can you run?”

      Every time his foot hit the ground a mallet struck his head and his teeth ached and throbbed. In spite of the pain, Aelfhere pursued his thegn along the woodland trail, marvelling how Baldwulf picked his way at speed with so little light.

      The man must have the sight of an owl — I'll wager he can find a dormouse in a cornfield by the glow of a candle!'

      They ran for what seemed forever before Baldwulf called a halt. Chest heaving and gasping to force out the words, he pointed to a stream.

      “We should follow it,” he put his hands on his knees and bent over, struggling for breath, “chances are it'll lead to the sea.”

      Too breathless to speak, Aelfhere nodded in agreement.

      Far enough from danger now, they eased their pace. Soon the dawn would reveal their whereabouts. The gods were with them because, curious for the season, the ground lay hard through lack of rain, making the going easier. Following the turbulent stream proved to be an inspired choice; although, at times, they had to hack at vegetation or skirt a gorge before thrusting back toward the water course. When the sky, lightening to grey, became tinted with the rosy hues of the rising sun, Aelfhere stopped and sniffed the air.

      “Smell it?”

      Baldwulf breathed in, “Ay, sea air. The coast isn't far off.”

      To the accompaniment of mewling gulls swooping over a deserted marshy plain, they left the forest. The stream emptied into a tidal creek edged by eight-foot cliffs of friable brown brick-earth, which Baldwulf scrambled down, dislodging white flint pebbles with his boots.

      “Here! Sea kale!”

      Munching on the light green leaves, his words became indistinct.

      By Woden, if Baldwulf were an ox, I'd roast him! That's how hungry I am!

      Aelfhere had fought a battle, lost consciousness and run through a forest: no wonder his stomach complained. Two bounds brought him to his friend but he found eating and chewing painful activities; the bruising and swelling would take days to pass. While he ate, he tried to work out their position.

      In the distance to the west, the outline of their isle was visible. Given this, likely they were on the seal island, Seals-ey, not a true island but a promontory.

      He joined Baldwulf, who had strayed down the shingle beach and was staring toward Wiht.

      “Home,” said the ealdorman. “Time presses.” He grasped his thegn by the arm. “Arwald must hear of the death of Aethelwalh. We must beseech a war-band to unite with our Suth Seaxe friends to kill the usurper…” he pointed westward, “…if we head that way we should find the abbey at Selsea. The Christians can help us find a boat.”
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        * * *

      

      Not only that, they also ate a meal, received a bed for the night and made arrangements for the vessel. A monk accompanied them next morning to a creek, where a ship with furled sail was moored to a jetty. A man stood waiting with muscular arms crossed over his chest. Having established what coin the boatman wanted to take them across to Wiht, an honest price agreed, they clasped hands.

      “There's a contrary wind,” the sailor said, “can you handle an oar?”

      “We're Wihtwara born and bred,” Aelfhere smiled.

      “As well, for once out of the creek, the waves will test your mettle.”

      The ealdorman studied the grinning weather-beaten face, noting the white lines of deep wrinkles beside the eyes contrasting with the wind-tanned skin. The furrows caused by the fellow's cheerful nature, by laughter and smiles, made Aelfhere warm to him at once.

      The three men pulled on the oars and, his back to the bows, Aelfhere studied the lone figure of the monk on the jetty. Dwindling in size before his eyes, the cowled shape did not move.

      As though he wants to make sure we're gone.

      Experienced oarsmen all three, they made swift progress along the creek but the ealdorman was under no illusions. The tide rushing out through the entrance to the inlet swirled and eddied causing small white-crested waves. To the west side of the mouth, breakers crashed over a sand bank.

      The boatman caught the direction of his gaze. “Ay, we have to steer wide of yon else our boat will serve for nought but firewood.” They pulled out into the open sea, “Here comes a long wave,” he said, “haul hard and we'll keep her head into it.”

      A wall of water towered above them and loomed over the bows of the vessel, threatening to swamp them. The boat rose in a smooth arc and plunged down on the other side, while the huge wave rolled on and crashed behind them on the shore.

      “We're clear of all the banks,” the boatman said, dragging in his oars and grasping the steer-board. “Nothing but open sea from now on.”

      The muscles of the two Wihtwara were afire, so it came as a relief when the steersman shouted, “Another two minutes and we'll have enough offing to raise the sail!” The gurgling sound under the bows told them they were moving fast. They rowed farther from the land and the sea got up more. This caused the boat to surge wildly ahead, sink down in the trough between waves, to rise, raising her stern before careering forward until the prow rose in the air and the wave curled over before them.

      “In with your oars and unfurl the sail!”

      Aelfhere and Baldwulf leapt to obey and their boatman struggled with the steer-board to keep the vessel from broaching-to. When the canvas filled, they made headway at twice their rowing speed and the men of Wiht grinned at the Suth Seaxe sailor as they anticipated the air of home.

      Impossible to judge the time of day, with the compact February clouds leaching the light from the world and masking the sun. Past noon, Aelfhere guessed as the isle filled their horizon and he staggered aft to the steersman.

      “Know you the isle, friend?”

      “Ay, would I had a hide of land for every time I crossed these waters!”

      “Then you'll know Odeton Creek?”

      “Tell me you wish me to take you there!”

      The weather-beaten creases deepened in a smile.

      “Ay, for we're bound for Wihtgarabyrig to the hall of the king.”

      “So much the better! No need to sail across the heavy swell. We can hold this course.”

      They lowered sail as they entered a creek fringed by dense woodland and once more took up the oars. For a league, they rowed until it was too shallow to go farther.

      “Will I wait for your return?” the boatman asked.

      “No need, friend.” Aelfhere shook his head, “By the one-armed god, it will be with a fleet when we sail back!”

      They clasped hands and jumped ashore. The bearded sailor poled the boat around, positioned two oars and bent his back to row away from them, aided by the current of the Odeton Creek.

      “He has a following wind, “Baldwulf said, “it will speed him to Selsea. But what of us? I know not the isle but for the hides of Cerdicsford. I have never gone round the sandbanks and over the marsh to where the sun rises.”

      “Your own island you know not, but you've been to the land of the Suth Seaxe.”

      “Ay, and a lot of good it did me!”

      Aelfhere clapped his friend on the back. “Fear not, we shall not go astray! I know these woods like the band on my wrist,” he held out the copper likeness of the war god to his friend's gaze.

      “How so?”

      “Mother was a woman of Wihtgarabyrig and many's the time she brought me as a child to gather mushrooms, herbs and blackberries. I still have family in the burh. Come, no time to lose!”

      They hurried in among the oaks bearded with lungwort, following a trail through the hazel. A startled lone squirrel scrabbled up an aspen to stare down in accusation as they hastened ahead to the calls of indignant redwings, their feast of holly berries interrupted.

      After little more than a league, they came to the edge of the forest where the trees had been cleared to leave open ground surrounding the foot of a hill. The rise was heightened by a steep embankment crowned by a wooden palisade — the fortress of Wihtgarabyrig, dominating the centre of the isle.

      Purpose stated at the gate, they entered the stronghold where the main street led to the hall of the king. After only a few yards, a shovelful of steaming dung splattered at the feet of Baldwulf, who cursed and skipped over it. He spun round, glaring into the dim interior of a stable.

      “Hey! Watch where you fling muck!”

      “Next time, I'll aim better! Ow…!”

      “Welcome to Wihtgarabyrig!” Aelfhere muttered.

      They peered into the gloom, where a man in a leather apron pointed at a cowering youth rubbing his ear, a spade dropped at his feet.

      “'Old your tongue, clot! An' I'll not tell you agin, you chuck yon muck in yon muck cart an' if you don't, I'll bash yer bloody 'ead aginst yon wall! Sorry abaht that, sirs,” he said, casting a wary glance at the sword at Aelfhere's belt. “Get shovelling, little turd!”

      He turned to them with an apologetic expression and the urchin, picking up the shovel, stuck his tongue out behind the stableman's back.

      “Yer'd think yer'd get decent 'elp when times're 'ard, but it's like —”

      “Just the two of you for all these horses?” Aelfhere interrupted.

      “There be anither back there,” the barrel-chested fellow jerked a thumb over his shoulder into the darkness.

      “We'll be on our way,” the ealdorman nodded and grinned as a kick found the arse of the bending urchin to send him sprawling in the muck.

      Their laughter at the expense of the ragamuffin gave way to anxiety at the doorway to the king's hall. Two guards barred their way. One, with the teeth in the left side of his mouth missing, sauntered off to inform the king's advisers of the urgency of their mission. Before long, he returned to tell them the king would receive them the next morning. All protests in vain, Aelfhere dragged his thegn, flushed with rage, away from the heavy-set guard whose hand hovered over his seax and whose scowl did not bode well.

      “Come, brother, bite back your words. Ill temper gains us nought. One more day…one more day.”

      “Ay,” Baldwulf said, through clenched teeth, “we lose twenty men and that useless oaf keeps us from meeting with Arwald. Why, I have half a mind —”

      Aelfhere hauled on the thegn's arm.

      “I have no wish to lose another brave man. Come, we must seek a roof over our heads.”

      “No easy task in this cesspit of a —”

      “Wrong again…” he led his friend down a side lane flanked by huts. Grimy, half-naked toddlers stopped their games to gape in curiosity, their stares outdone by those of a skinny woman carrying a pail of water. Another was sweeping filthy rushes out of the door to add to the rubbish and droppings befouling the street. Starving, spiritless dogs, more bone than flesh, slunk by as they passed. Foraging kites flapped off screeching and rats scampered, long tails vanishing into holes at the base of the daubed walls. Baldwulf wrinkled his nose at the stink.

      “Told you it was a cesspit. Give me the open sea any day, what —”

      He cut off his planned discourse and raised an eyebrow as the ealdorman knocked on the door of a hut.

      It opened a fraction and a middle-aged woman stared out at them, her expression uncomprehending and suspicious.

      “Don't you know me, Leofe?” Aelfhere grinned at her.

      She squinted at him with no sign of recognition, but her frown cleared and with a broad smile, she said, “Cousin! It is you! After all this time, well, well!”

      “This is Baldwulf, my thegn and trusted comrade.”

      Baldwulf placed his hand over his heart and nodded. The door inched wider.

      “Will you not ask us in?” the ealdorman smiled. At which, she blushed and threw open the door.

      “Of course, come in do! And right welcome you are!”

      The aroma of bay and rosemary, wafting from a pot suspended from an iron frame over embers, replaced the vile reek of the lane. Leofe fussed around pulling chairs and then, grasping a jug with two ear-like handles, asked, “Will you sup some ale?”

      Baldwulf grinned at Aelfhere, who replied, “Right glad to, but tell me, where's Siferth?”

      She reached for a leathern flask, pulled a stopper and poured amber liquid into the ewer.

      “Out in the fields,” she said, “preparing the ground for spring sowing. He'll be back soon. Will you eat with us?”

      “Cousin, you do us honour. And the girls?”

      Leofe's eyes filled with tears, “The younger died in childbirth two winters past and as to the other, better I say nought.”

      Nor did she, instead she busied herself adding herbs to the pot and the rapid drying of her eyes with a sleeve did not escape the ealdorman. The two men drank ale in silence; it was weak with a pleasant taste of malt. Aelfhere and Leofe resumed talking about relatives and changes to the burh until the door opened and a sturdy dark-haired man came in. Hands begrimed by toil, he halted in surprise as the two visitors rose in greeting.

      “Aelfhere! Your beard is grey!”

      “Ay, and you've got a bald patch big as the moon!”

      The two men embraced, laughing, and the ealdorman introduced his thegn. Over a stew of beans and chopped pigeon breast, Siferth questioned his wife's cousin to learn the reason for their visit. Aelfhere explained but finished by revealing his perplexity at their failure to gain admittance to Arwald.

      “Like the guards to the hall didn't want us to see the king. Though what it mattered—”

      “Was one of them a heavy-set fellow with half his teeth gone?”

      “Ay,” Aelfhere stiffened in his chair, “the ugly brute.”

      “Yon's our Eabbe's husband.”

      “I meant no offence.”

      “And none taken, cousin Aelfhere. Harder words serve for yon. He beats our Eabbe and forbids her from seeing us —”

      “I — I haven't seen other than a glimpse of my grandson for four winters since he was a babe in arms,” Leofe said, her eyes filling once more.

      “I'd slay him with my own hands, but the lout's a giant and even if I managed somehow, the king'd dangle me by the neck from the Dancing Tree —”

      “The what?” Baldwulf asked.

      “The Dancing Tree. What Arwald calls the oak he uses to hang men from. His jest, see, 'dancing'…because the doomed man jerks and kicks when his life ends. There's no justice for the likes of us plain folk here on Wiht. Siferth shook his head. “Now, you being an ealdorman, it might be different, but I wouldn't be sure. Arwald thrives on power…but I've said more than's wise!”

      When pressed further, the ceorl gave a stubborn shake of his head — the subject was closed.

      The next morning, Aelfhere with Baldwulf at his side, entered the hall of Arwald. The narrow doorway, no more than a yard wide, was flanked by impressive posts carved in images of coiled serpents. Two rows of wooden columns ran down the centre but they had no time to take in more of their surroundings. The guard they recognised as Eabbe's husband shoved Baldwulf into a line of petitioners.

      “Wait your turn!”

      He was spoiling for a fight but, all the way to the hall, Aelfhere had impressed upon his thegn to keep his temper. Baldwulf contented himself with a baleful glare, bowed his head and shuffled his feet on the reeds strewn over the river-pebble floor. The king sat behind the long feasting table, a counsellor on either side of him, dealing with each man in turn. The two guards positioned themselves near those approaching the ruler. Questions of wergild, disputes over animals and land, none given sufficient consideration, grim dissatisfaction among petitioners dismissed summarily, left Aelfhere uneasy. On the other hand, the colourful hangings on the oak-planked walls impressed him. Behind the table, between two doors leading to other quarters, hung the emblem of the Wihtwara, a rampant white dragon on a red ground. Arwald slept in one of those rooms.

      The last man before their turn presented his case to the king, who was more interested in drinking from the horn in front of him. An object crafted with exquisite workmanship, rimmed with bronze, the mouth of the vessel — continuing for four inches as a sleeve — was overlaid by beaten gold petals and swirls. The length of the horn curved away in an s-shape to end in a ringed tube, decorated in gold leaf and capped by a flattened curl. The ealdorman's admiration ended when the petitioner in front of him protested in a loud voice, “…but I am the dead man's next of kin…” For his effrontery, he received a violent blow to the side of the head from the guard, sending him staggering into Aelfhere, who pushed him away. Both guards pounced on the man, throwing him to the ground and kicking him until he lay groaning, bloodied and still.

      The king sat back in his chair, a sneer twitched under his bushy whiskers. “Out of my sight! Thrash the impudent nithing some more!”

      They dragged the limp protester out of the hall.

      Arwald turned his coarse features toward Aelfhere and forced his brutal expression into a smile.

      Across the broad forehead, the russet inked hawk with outspread wings heightened the roundness of the face and the blondness of the matted hair. In spite of the smile, the ealdorman found no welcome in the narrowed eyes.

      “Tell me your mission to Aethelwalh was a success!”

      The command rumbled, threatening, deep and heavy as the king shifted his thick-set form to lean forward over the table.

      “Lord,” Aelfhere bowed, “the betrothal of my daughter to Eadric of Kent is well done as you charged me.” He indicated Baldwulf with a wave of his hand, “Afterwards, we fought alongside the aetheling and defeated the usurper Hlothhere. Eadric slew him with his own hand before returning to his kingdom to take the throne.”

      Arwald's gaze, rather than linger on Aelfhere's face, fixed upon the sword hanging at his side. This did not escape the ealdorman's notice. The grunt that met his words, he took to be one of approbation — but he still had to deliver the bad news.

      “Aethelwalh is dead, lord.”

      “What!”

      At last, the close-set eyes detached themselves from the wolf pommel to glower at him. Muscular, ink-patterned arm raised, Arwald formed a fist and brought it crashing down on the table. Both counsellors and Aelfhere winced at the might of the man.

      “How? In battle against the usurper?”

      “Nay, lord, in a night attack on Kingsham. A score of my men died there.”

      Arwald taunted, “And yet you live to tell the tale?”

      “Lord, I lost my senses in the fight and my thegn carried me thence under cover of darkness.”

      Turning his head slowly, Arwald fixed his gaze on Baldwulf, menace conveyed in the deliberateness of the motion, his words scornful, “You serve your lord well, thegn.”

      Pale, Baldwulf bowed and stayed silent.

      “So, the usurper slew Aethelwalh —”

      “Forgive me, lord, he did not.” Once more the king's eyes dwelled on his sword. “The war-band infesting the Andredes weald took the burh and their leader claimed the throne —”

      “What!” The roar reverberated through the hall. “Another upstart! Name him!”

      Aelfhere half-turned at a movement beside him. The two guards had returned. The king glared at Eabbe's husband.

      “Did you beat the nithing?”

      “Ay, lord. I fear he's dead.”

      “Good!”

      The expression of the ruler was impassive, only the eyes moved back to the ealdorman. “I asked you a question,” he said.

      “Lord, his name I know not, but from his accent, he's of the West Seaxe like most of his men; but Meonwara fight beside them.” Aelfhere stumbled over his words, “Th-they took my daughter in the raid, Cynethryth, betrothed to Eadric. I come to plead for warriors. I can lead them to the Suth Seaxe, together we shall slay the upstart, regain my child and restore the alliance.”

      He waited, aware of the fascination his sword exerted over Arwald. Was it of more interest to the King of Wiht than the fate of the isle?

      Arwald shifted his stare elsewhere and leant, his mane of hair nigh on touching the head of the counsellor at his side, their murmured exchange inaudible. When the king looked up, the malice in his eyes shocked Aelfhere.

      “Leave our presence and wait for our decision,” he said. Then ordered the guards, “Clear out these folk. They'll return when next I hear petitions.”

      Aelfhere bowed and backed away. Baldwulf, following his example, left on the heels of several frustrated petitioners who were muttering words of disapproval into their beards not to be overheard by the vengeful sentinels.

      Outside the hall, the thegn frowned and shook his head, “I don't like the way Arwald stared at us.”

      The ealdorman grimaced, “Indeed! Make haste, we must flee!”

      “What…!”

      The ealdorman lowered his voice, “Arwald means us harm. As I speak, he is taking advice from his counsellors. Already he seeks to turn events to his advantage, to treat with the West Seaxe in Kingsham — and he covets my weapon. Come! We must away.”

      They hurried down the lane with backward glances, but the door to the hall stayed shut. When they neared the gate to the burh Aelfhere said, “The stable…we'll take two horses, by force if need be.”

      They entered the building and stated their purpose. The stableman frowned, his face a mask of suspicion. “On the king's business, you say, but who's to —”

      “Friend, would you enrage the king? There is no time to lose! Take these coins as a warrant of good faith.” Aelfhere held out three silver pieces and waited, ready to draw his sword. The stableman then scrutinised the ealdorman, reluctance fighting with greed, before grasping the money.

      “I suppose…” he called over his shoulder, “…hey, lumpen lout! Get o'er 'ere! 'Elp me saddle up two 'orses!”

      No sign of the urchin of the previous day, instead a squat, bandy-legged character appeared from one of the stalls.

      “Saddle up yon bay in the fourth stall an' make 'aste!” the stableman said, thrusting the coins into the pocket of his leather apron. Good as his word, he hurried over to a dappled grey mare and in little time led her, saddled, to the ealdorman. “She's a steady 'un, nice-natured. Treat her well, mind.”

      The guards at the gate, caring nought for those leaving rather than entering the burh, let them pass without a glance.

      Leading his mount by the reins to the foot of the steep embankment, Aelfhere drew close to Baldwulf.

      “At a lope till we're out of sight not to arouse suspicion, then it's at speed toward Cerdicsford.”
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        * * *

      

      They galloped the horses for two miles, helped by the firm going and the slope of the chalk downs in their favour. A stiff wind from the south-west swept the high white clouds overhead so the weak sun came and went as they rode. Aelfhere reined in to a halt, their mares snorting and breathing fast. He dared not push them harder with another three leagues ahead of them to reach his homestead. Yet, time was against them. Patting the dappled mare and soothing her with gentle words, he turned to survey his surroundings. To his right, in a patchwork of light and shadow, the land undulated down into dense woodland of stunted oak and ash trees; to his left, the ridge gave way to heathland of impenetrable gorse and scrub.

      “We should walk the beasts for a while. Let them get their wind. There's a way to go yet.”

      The ealdorman twisted in his saddle and squinted back toward Wihtgarabyrig. His voice betrayed tension. “By now, Arwald will have learned of our flight and our king is as tenacious as rough- coated hounds from Gwent, he loves nothing more than a manhunt.”

      They went on at a slow pace. Baldwulf wondered at the silence of his comrade, but knowing his lord well, he let him be. When Aelfhere spoke, at last, the thegn marvelled the more.

      “The call of the curlew…can you mimic it?”

      Baldwulf grinned, “The times I heard yon! I'd be a dullard otherwise!” He let out a shrill 'coo-leee'.

      The ealdorman nodded, “Hark!” Then, 'Coo-leee', he imitated the sound.

      “But why —”

      “Do you have your fire-steel and flint?”

      “Ay, but —”

      “The tide was high when the boatman left us, right?”

      “True, but —”

      “By mid-afternoon, it'll be on the ebb…” Aelfhere murmured. “Yee-ah!” He urged the mare to a lope and Baldwulf did the same, reckoning his lord would tell him the meaning of his questions when he was ready. Meanwhile, he loved a riddle so he creased his brow to find a link between the bird call, the flint and the tide, but failed.

      The ealdorman left the chalk ridge near the coast, urging his horse along a narrow trail into the heathland. Baldwulf made no sense of this either, sure that if pursued, the gorse would be their undoing. The maze-like paths, created at random by nature, designed as fine a trap as Arwald might wish for. Still, with unwavering trust, he followed his friend up a humped knoll covered in scrub until Aelfhere halted and dismounted.

      “Come,” he said, drawing his sword, “help me clear this brushwood.” The ealdorman slashed and heaved the vegetation into piles as he cleared a swathe at the foot of the rise.

      “My axe is no use,” Baldwulf said, taking it from its harness on his back and laying it on the ground. He pulled his seax from his belt, “Thanks for not choosing the gorse,” he pointed to his right, “ …yon's a tougher nut to crack…” and he began to hack and tear at the plants. They made rapid progress clearing up to the top of the knoll. Below them, the cut scrub lay in heaps.

      “Now what?” Baldwulf asked.

      “Now…here's my plan…” The thegn listened, at first unconvinced, but given the direction and strength of the wind, the plan of the ealdorman might work. In any case, they needed to gain time and no other way came to mind.

      They set to, dragging the heaps of brushwood where possible in among the gorse on the windward side of the track. At last, ready, they remounted and scouted the land behind the hillock. An escape route found, Aelfhere, satisfied, headed back to the knoll with its clear view of the ridge they had ridden along. The ealdorman sat motionless on horseback, holding the reins of the dun mare alongside his own mount.

      “Remember,” he said to Baldwulf, “on the first curlew call, only one! On the second, the rest as fast as you can!”

      The thegn nodded and grinned, “I'll go bind a tight bundle.”

      As expected, not much time passed before the ealdorman spotted movement in the distance. A couple of minutes went by until he was sure ten or a dozen riders were approaching. Before long, the sounds of hounds baying and of hoof beats reached him — so he imitated the shrill call of a curlew.

      A thin grey plume of smoke rose into the air and Aelfhere grunted in approval.

      That'll draw them. They'll think we're cooking!

      The leading hound swerved into the heathland trail the two men had followed, while the following hounds ran no more than two abreast, owing to the narrowness of the track. Sitting still as a rock on the hilltop, the ealdorman was by now visible to the first rider. The husband of Eabbe led the charge. Preferring to send his minions, Arwald had renounced the chase. Unmoved, Aelfhere waited for the headlong gallop to approach. At what he judged to be the right distance, he whistled a second bird call.

      As anticipated, the stiff wind and uncommon dryness of the season served his purpose. Sharp crackling and a black billowing cloud disturbed the clean silence of the heathland. Torch ablaze, Baldwulf sprinted from one heap of tinder-dry brushwood to the next, setting the gorse alight. Flames surrounded the track and a smothering fog blinded the riders, hounds and horses. The fire spread faster, fanned and driven by the wind, the smoke denser, more stifling. Where the bushes were not on fire it was impenetrable. Backwards was the only escape but the horses reared in panic, their bestial screams united to those of the hounds and men. The fierce blaze swept on along its swift course of destruction; in its trail, smouldering charred limbs of gorse twisted like the tortuous serpents carved into the doorposts of Arwald's hall.

      The acrid air began to clear at the foot of the knoll as the wind drove the fire and smoke farther along the track to the edge of the heathland. Baldwulf reached his lord in time to see the first terrible effects of their deed. Nearest them a frightful figure writhed and rolled on the ground, gibbering, hair and clothing burned away, the flesh a waxy, white colour, a hideous, contorted bloody mess.

      Aelfhere looked on in a dispassionate way as the once mighty warrior twitched and lay still.

      Eabbe's husband will beat her no more!

      The fire had spared none of their pursuers. There was no sign of the hounds among the carnage. Being closer to the ground, he guessed, they had forced their way under the gorse. In the distance, two or three horses galloped free but others added their tortured cries to those of the dying men. Two figures rose as ghastly forms to run a few paces before dropping in a shower of sparks, groaning among the smouldering embers on the trail.

      Sickened, but safe for the moment, Aelfhere and Baldwulf turned their horses to the north-east along the route they had scouted before the blaze.

      “The king will suspect nought before nightfall. At that hour we must be in the land of the Suth Seaxe with our folk, since few are the warriors able to resist the malevolence of Arwald.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Their ride took them to the coast where a great wall of chalk fell three hundred feet down to the sea. Here, Aelfhere recalled, an uncle had lost an eye as a boy to a vindictive gull for the sake of collecting eggs from one of the almost unapproachable ledges: a high price to pay for staving off hunger. Their horses carried them westward down to what appeared an impassable marshy valley, but as foreseen, low tide made the ford across the Creek crossable. They dismounted and led their unwilling beasts through the river on to Freshwater Island.

      Early afternoon, the ceorls of his estate gathered before the hall eager to know what was so pressing they should leave the fields and gather here with wife and children.

      The ealdorman gazed around at the expectant folk. Among the score of ceorls, only two or three ranked as warriors. There was no time to avert those on outlying settlements to the west, who would have to take their chance. For sure the king would wreak vengeance on his hall and barn and on these poor huts.

      “Not a man or woman of you ever left this isle. In Wihtgarabyrig, beyond the marshlands, resides the warlord, Arwald. The grain we send there and the arms we lend when called upon means we live and work in peace. The king protects us — unless he directs his ire against us…”

      Aelfhere paused to let his words drive home. As their lord, he cared for every last one of them. He had shared in the joys and sorrows of their existence from an early age and now he must wrench them from their homes.

      “The wrath of Arwald turns on us through no fault of my own. These matters I cannot explain.” He shook his head, the weight of sadness sagging his shoulders. “I scarce understand them myself. What I am sure of is this — we are defenceless against him and must flee across the sea.”

      Women gasped and grabbed at their husbands, men stared from one to another then at Aelfhere, everyone shouting, questions lost in the outcry. The ealdorman stretched out an arm, palm raised.

      “This is what we must do. Each man will take one sack of grain from the barn down to the boats, the women a bag of dried beans and one of winter apples. Return and gather what clothes and belongings you can carry. Within an hour we sail for Selsea. It is a place where men worship a strange god, but they welcome all who come in peace. In this way, we protect the children — I can think of nought else,” he ended lamely.

      Two hours later, three boats laden with supplies and a score of men with their families set sail for Selsea.

      At the stern of the leading boat, Aelfhere stared at the buildings above Cerdicsford harbour, dwindling before his gaze. Would they ever see home again? What of the two stubborn ceorls who had remained behind? How were they to survive the wrath of the king?

      Bereft of his overlord's support and deprived of the warriors he sought, Aelfhere despaired. Arwald must not treat with the West Seaxe dragon for fire was a perilous element as he and Baldwulf knew well.
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