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To James L. Gilcher Sr., my mother’s favorite little brother, and a favorite uncle of mine.
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This novel is the sequel to Judith, first published in 2022, about a real and remarkable princess in medieval France who, after much trial and hardship, married an equally remarkable man named Baldwin. This novel begins where Judith left off, with the newly married couple traveling to Flanders at the eastern edge of the king’s realm. Here, Baldwin would be a margrave, essentially a count on the edge of the kingdom with a larger military to protect the land from those across the Frankish border.

Due to a tradition of naming nobles and royalty after relatives, especially names that might offer the recipient more claim to the throne, there are many people in this novel with the same name. For example, Judith’s great grandfather was Charlemagne, which means Charles the Great in French. He had a son named Charles. Another of his sons, Louis, named a son Charles, who later ruled as King Charles (Judith’s father). Two other sons of Louis, Lothair and Pepin, both named their sons Charles. A son of King Charles, also named Louis, named one of his sons Charles. King Charles’ daughter Judith named a son Charles. It gets confusing very quickly. 

Historians keep them apart today by using nicknames, such as Charles the Bald for King Charles, Louis the German for his brother Louis, and Charles the Fat for Louis the German’s son. I tried to use description and context to keep them straight, but please accept my apologies for any confusion.

Thanks for reading.

Kyle R. Fisher
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The following characters populate this story.


Baldwin - skilled warrior from Flanders, a region on West Francia’s eastern edge in what is now Belgium

Judith - daughter of King Charles II of West Francia, great-granddaughter of Charlemagne

Charles of Flanders – firstborn son of Baldwin and Judith

Baldwin II – second-born son of Baldwin and Judith

Raoul – third-born son of Baldwin and Judith

Charles II - King of West Francia (the western third of Charlemagne’s former kingdom, comprising mostly present-day France), grandson of Charlemagne, father of Judith

Ermentrude - Queen of West Francia, wife of Charles II, mother of Judith

Louis –brother of Judith, firstborn son of King Charles II 

Charles – King of Aquitaine, next-oldest brother of Judith

Lothair – third brother of Judith, born with a neurological wasting disease

Carloman – fourth brother of Judith, tonsured at an early age for the clergy

Audacer of Harlebec – father of Baldwin

Sarra – Lady-in-waiting for Judith, from Kent in Britain

Quentin – Baldwin’s captain of the guard in Flanders

Gerald – Viscount of Flanders, cousin of the king’s wife Ermentrude

Pieterke – wet nurse and caregiver for Baldwin and Judith’s older children

Salvat – Pieterke’s son

Imke – wet nurse and caregiver for Baldwin and Judith’s younger children

Louis II of East Francia – king of East Francia and half brother of King Charles

Lothair I – king of Lotharingia and half brother of King Charles

Lothair II – son of Lothair I, inherited the rule of Lotharingia

Louis II of Italy – son of Lothair, ruler of Italy
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The Stage
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This novel is set in medieval Europe during the late 800s and early 900s, the Early Middle Ages. Prior to this story, the lands that are now France, Belgium, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and parts of Germany, Spain, and Italy were united under Charlemagne (Charles the Great) by the late 700s. It was collectively known as Francia and its inhabitants called Franks. However, after Charlemagne’s death, his greedy grandsons, Charles II, Lothair I, and Louis II, divided the great empire, resulting in the three distinct kingdoms of West Francia, Lotharingia, and East Francia.

Thanks to centuries of Roman rule, the inhabitants of these lands spoke a slowly evolving form of Latin, among other languages, so communication between people of different nations was still possible, although it took some work. Christianity had spread to all these countries, and it was typically uncommon in these lands to find “pagans” who still worshiped any other god. People were divided into social classes, and while the lower classes generally suffered, life was good for the nobles and the ruling class. 

Around 825, the Northmen started arriving, popularly known today as Vikings. These raiders were Scandinavian, but they came from Norway, Sweden, and the islands off the eastern coast of Denmark. Having mastered the art of ocean sailing, they turned from trade to raiding and plundering anywhere they could find treasure. They began by attacking undefended monasteries along the coasts of Francia and Britain, but soon turned to villages and towns.

Into this setting, Baldwin, a soldier in the king’s army, met Judith. Temporarily imprisoned in the Senlis convent, she performed scullery duties while her father, King Charles of West Francia, arranged a political marriage. Her two previous marriages to Anglo-Saxon Britons ended in their deaths and no children (read the book Judith for more details), and Judith came back to Francia. She fell in love with Baldwin, and they spent a year on the run from the king. Eventually, the king agreed to accept their marriage.
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Part I: Margrave of Flanders
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CHAPTER ONE
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A Brilliant Plan

––––––––
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Verberie, Kingdom of West Francia

October 7, 862

––––––––
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Archbishop Hincmar hurried toward the King’s work chamber as quickly as his painful toe would allow, clutching the letter from Pope Nicholas in his hand. King Charles would not be pleased about this, and with the recent attacks of the Northmen, he did not look forward to sharing this intelligence. As he reached the familiar door, the two guards posted on either side waved him in. A frequent visitor to the king’s work chamber, Hincmar required no introduction. As he entered, he felt a growing warmth under his stiff vestments. The blazing fire in the hearth set against the day’s autumn chill only added to his discomfort.

King Charles II, grandson of Charlemagne, sat at a document-strewn table in one corner of the room studying a large map. He was not an imposing man, with his average height and thin build, but wore his power like his expensive clothing. One did not want to get on the wrong side of King Charles.

From the expression on the king’s face as he looked to see who entered his chamber, Hincmar could tell he was in a foul mood. A thin-lipped frown set his unusually heavy jowls. Perhaps a trick of the lighting, but the dark circles under his eyes seemed deeper and his complexion more sallow than just the week before. Long, russet hair hung over his silken tunic, precious stones woven within and sparkling in the firelight.

“These Northmen raids grow worse each passing day,” Charles said, seemingly more to himself than to Hincmar.

“Sire,” Hincmar began, “I have a letter from Rome.”

“If you inform me of another betrayal by one of my offspring,” Charles said slowly, looking up, “I shall ensure you fight at the front of the shield wall at the next Northman assault.”

Hincmar rubbed a nervous hand over his stubble-filled chin but continued forward. This offhand threat, though intended to be a sardonic form of jest, was a penalty not unknown to the king. While the letter from the pope did not bring intelligence of another child’s betrayal, it did concern the subject. Hincmar felt certain his worth to the king continued to outweigh any wrath his highness might aim toward the messenger. He pressed on with as much false confidence as he could muster.

“No, Sire. No additional children marrying without permission.”

Hincmar stopped in front of the table. King Charles continued to stare at the map. “First, Judith runs off with a common soldier, then Louis marries a Neustrian harlot, and then young Charles marries the widow of a failed count, all without the asking for or receiving of permission. It is if they conspire together to dishonor me purposely.”

Hincmar could feel sweat forming under his arms and at the small of his back. “This letter concerns Judith.”

Charles looked up again, this time fixing his narrowed eyes on Hincmar. The king knew him well, but now he studied his archbishop as if for the first time. His eyes moved from the tonsure of the clergy at the top of his head, to the vestments he wore, then to the bishop’s eyes where he held an assassin’s stare. “From the lack of color on your face, I am certain she is not willingly returning to Verberie.”

“No, Sire. Pope Nicholas has ordered the excommunication of Judith and Baldwin withdrawn. Additionally, he compels you to recognize their marriage with all the honor and privileges due the daughter of a king.” He held the document out for King Charles to look at, but with a lazy gesture of his hand, he waved it away.

In contrast to the tirade Hincmar expected, King Charles remained calm, seeming to accept the ruling. Hincmar had seen this before, knowing the calm on the surface was temporary until the rage inside made its presence known.

“All the honor and privileges due the daughter of a king,” Charles repeated softly, as his eyes focused on a section of the wall in front of him. “I do not know how he has swayed the pope, but there may be more to this Baldwin than just a simple soldier.”

Hincmar waited, unsure if he should make his exit or stand silently until the king finished his thoughts. Charles’ brown eyes, fixing again onto Hincmar’s, answered the question for him.

“Pray, Hincmar, you served in my father’s court and have served me well for nearly these two decades now. What would the Archbishop of Reims suggest be a fitting honor for a traitorous daughter?”

A sudden thought struck Hincmar, inspired by the king’s threat of putting him at the front of the shield wall in the next Northman attack. He stepped closer to the king and pointed to the map before him. “May I, Sire?”

“Of course,” Charles said with an uncharacteristic curiosity in his voice. He rotated it so Hincmar’s view was right-side up. Hincmar studied the lines and words with which he was already familiar. As a member of the clergy and among the few able to read, he had aided the mapmakers on occasion. This was a detailed map of Charlemagne’s vast kingdom after being cleft into three sections and divided among Charlemagne’s grandsons by the Treaty of Verdun.

Charles’ kingdom of West Francia contained everything west of the Rhône and north of the land of the Moors. His half brother Louis received East Francia, containing all the lands east of the Rhine to the unconquered lands of the Sorbs, and north and east of Italy. His half brother, Lothair, controlled the narrow strip between the two rivers, from Friesland in the north to the Italian peninsula in the south. Some borders and placenames had changed in the two decades since the treaty, but Hincmar knew this map was not out for the purpose of demarcating the land.

He focused on King Charles’ regnum and the supplementary markings on the map that recorded Northman attacks. The county of Flanders sat at the far northern edge of West Francia, on the border with Lothair’s land and slightly south of Frisia, a benefice granted to the converted Northman Roric. The markings representing the Northman attacks were plentiful up and down the coastline, but particularly heavy here.

“Flanders needs a count, does it not? This county looks perfect for one so adept at fighting.”

“Flanders is a march on the edge of my regnum, and as such, requires a margrave, not a count,” the king said offhandedly, then he paused. His brows knitted slightly as the hinted logic of Hincmar’s suggestion became apparent. “Yes, the county of Flanders has seen its fair share of the heathen. Making Baldwin margrave there may allow the problem to resolve itself naturally, leading Judith to scurry back home.”

“Indeed, Sire.”

“Hincmar,” Charles said, giving the archbishop his full attention and almost a smile. “That is a brilliant suggestion.”

“Thank you, Sire. But what of Gerald of Orleans, whom you have as much as promised Flanders?”

Charles made a shrugging gesture with one shoulder. “What of Gerald? I shall keep him in court until I need him. Or better yet, I shall make him Viscount of Flanders so he can keep me informed of the happenings there.”

Hincmar gave a sly smile. “A wise choice, Sire.”

“Prepare the documents and send them off immediately.”

“Of course, Sire.” Hincmar turned and hurried toward the door to leave the excessively warm room, surprised and rather pleased at how the encounter had turned out.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Bruges Bear

––––––––
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A road in Flanders, Kingdom of West Francia



December 28, 862

––––––––
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A weak sun shone from the blue, cloudless sky with barely enough strength to warm Baldwin’s face, let alone melt the ankle-deep snow covering the old Roman road leading to Bruges. Next to him, Judith rode atop Garrulus, a chestnut palfrey purchased in Senlis those many months before. His own horse, a black charger named Armand, with him during his days as a soldier and count of Ghent, kept an even trot next to Garrulus, its cloudy puffs of breath visible in the cold air. They rode along a muddy path a dozen feet off the Roman road, whose stones were too slippery for a horse to make solid purchase.

“Our last day of travel nears its end,” Baldwin said. “Will you be glad finally to stop moving?”

Judith’s long, brown hair hung in a single, tight braid down her back, peeking out under her scarf. Her delicate nose and smooth cheeks glowed ruddy red. Even on a long journey under difficult and cold conditions, he could not help but admire her beauty. When they first met, she had been but another sweaty and tired scullery maid at the Senlis convent, but her bright eyes, flawless skin, full lips, and unrivaled charm had captivated him like no other. “It is true,” she said, “I tire of horseback and sleeping outside, but my joy at finally being free from my father’s yoke still invigorates me.”

“We are free in one sense, and yet still prisoners in another.”

“Yes, you are margrave for the eastern border of my father’s regnum. You still swear an oath of allegiance and fight for his causes, but at least he is not trying to separate us or kill us.”

Baldwin thought back to the last few years, marveling at how a man’s situation can change so quickly and decisively. He had grown up wanting nothing more than to be a soldier and worked hard such that his skills eventually rivaled those of his father, Audacer. Then came the rout of the Northman raiders, and King Charles saw fit to make him a count. Because of that, he found himself in Senlis years later, where he met Judith and suddenly could think of nothing else. As the daughter of the king, there would never be any hope of living a life with her, so upon finding out she felt the same, they ran. Living on the road as wanted criminals had certainly been the adventure, but her father’s excommunication order had sealed their fate. It took them to Rome to petition the pope for redress.

Petition was one word for their request; extortion was perhaps a better description. With the king’s demand for excommunication and, therefore, no hope for entering heaven or for eternal salvation upon his death, he would have no choice but to join ranks with the Northmen. Neither Francia nor even Rome would be safe, and the pope well knew it. Somehow, this strategy had worked, and Charles not only approved of his marriage to Judith but also gave them the county of Flanders to lead, defend, and protect. My how the vicissitudes of fate like to toss one around like a ship on the open sea.

“At least not outwardly trying to kill us.” Baldwin gave her a side glance and returned his gaze toward the wagon train stretching ahead of them.

“Yes, the Northmen problem. Perhaps it is more pressing in Flanders than in the interior counties, but wherever he would send you with royal duties, the Northmen would be a problem. At least you are familiar with the terrain here.”

Baldwin gave a slight nod. “Somewhat, although I rarely had occasion to venture this far north of Ghent.”

“I am surprised you ever left Harlebec. What a quaint town. Our Christmas spent in your boyhood home is one I will always treasure.”

Baldwin gave a forlorn smile. “It was good to spend time with my father that did not involve a battle.”

“I hope Audacer’s cough does not worsen. His lack of confidence in the men of medicine rivals that of my own.”

“He is happy to drink ale with the local leech but has never allowed the man an attempt to heal him. Audacer is hardy for his age. I am certain he will be fine.”

It was no boast; with his broad body, thick arms, and unnerving steel gray eyes, Audacer was as tough as they came, and there was no mistaking Baldwin for anything but his son. With the same square jaw and short beard, only the graying of Audacer’s once-brown hair and the wrinkles of experience on his weathered face distinguished the two from each other.

The sounds of the horses and wagons around them quickly filled the silence as they rode. Baldwin’s mind raced with the many issues he would need to face as leader of this county. It would not be as in Ghent, where he took over for an existing and successful count who simply found the wrong side of a Northman’s blade. No, here, there was little governance in place, and the entire court would need to be established. All with a king above him hoping he would fail or suffer a similar fate from the Northmen as the prior count of Ghent.

“Tell me more about the land and the people here,” Judith said.

Baldwin shook himself from his thoughts. “You shall know soon enough. We arrive in Bruges before the sun sets.”

“Husband, will you not oblige your wife and tell her of her new homeland?”

“Very well.” Baldwin thought about the little time spent in Flanders during his rule as count of Ghent and tried to imagine the aspects that would be different for her, having spent most of her life in the central part of the kingdom. “The ground near the coast is quite marshy. Few live there, and those that do tend to raise sheep on large, man-made mounds. Further inland is the better farmland, especially suited for crops like flax, rye, oats, and spelt.”

“Which is where we shall reside, yes?”

“Yes, it is called Bruges and is some five leagues south of the coast. The name comes from the Northman word bryggia, used by the Romans when the Northmen came for trade and not pillage. It means landing bridge, and with the land’s inundation by the British Ocean, it is aptly named. A small fortification sits on an island bordered by two rivers, built possibly by the Northmen, which King Charles has been transforming into suitable living quarters for whoever was to take over as margrave.”

“At what state of completion have they reached?”

“That remains to be seen, but my guess is we shall come to know the builders very well before they return home.”

“Unfortunate but not unexpected.”

“Elsewhere is dense woodland separated by the various settlements. The local diet is pig, rabbit—which are most abundant on the coast—and much seafood, mostly herring.”

“I despise herring.”

“I am certain a fact of which your father was previously knowledgeable.”

Judith laughed and nodded. “Yes, I am sure that is precisely why he selected Flanders over anywhere else in his kingdom.”

“Certain areas here are also favorable for dairy cows, so we shall have fresh milk and beef to eat, as well. Flemings trade in peat, salt, and fish, along with some linen and wool.”

“Flemings?” she asked.

“Yes, that is what the original inhabitants called themselves, and it now represents all who live here. It is rumored to come from the word floem, which refers to the mounds on which they lived along the coast in the marshy areas.”

“Interesting. Will we see any of these mounds along the path?”

“No, but upon the arrival of Quentin as the new year enters, I shall take you along as we tour the surrounding lands.”

“I must wait until the new year?”

“I shall inspect the troops yet today or perhaps on the morrow. Would you care to accompany me? I could take you on a tour of the lands afterward.”

“Indeed, I would enjoy that. This Quentin will be your captain of the guard, yes?”

“Yes, currently he is a scara in your father’s household guard, but I have convinced him to join us here. We learned to fight together under my father’s tutelage. Other than my father, I trust no man more than Quentin.”

“Will you take your new viscount along on our tour?”

Baldwin glanced away from the line of wagons snaking ahead of him to see the wry look on Judith’s face. “If that is his wish. Having arrived before us, he may already be familiar with the land and its people. What do you know about this Gerald that I do not know?”

Judith glanced around to ensure none were close enough to hear, lowering her voice in addition. “Unlike your man Quentin, reserve your trust until you are better acquainted. He is a cousin on my mother’s side and was to be margrave prior to your belated appointment.”

“You do not trust your own cousin?”

“I know him little, only socializing with him at feasts during my childhood. However, if he was appointed by my father and is willing to stay on as second in command, his loyalty may not be to your favor.”

“Good counsel, indeed. Does your father’s plotting and scheming never end? The life of a king must be woeful, surrounded by nobles waiting to overthrow his rule and children who detest him. At least his wife enjoys his company, no?”

Judith made a shrugging motion with her shoulders. “I believe she tolerates him for the small amount of time they are together.”

Baldwin’s mouth split into a grin. “She bore him seven children. It sounds as if they spend copious time together.”

“Please do not speak of my parents in such a manner, or it will keep me from wanting to entertain similar notions.”

Baldwin raised an acquiescent hand. “Forgive me, consider the subject closed forever.”

He looked into her eyes as she met his gaze, both smiling. “My mother had seven children; it would be an irony indeed if I could not have even one.”

“We have discussed this, Judith. I am not a king, and this appointment is at the caprice of your father. I do not require children to inherit my regnum.”

“Yes, but every man wants children, and that, after all, is a wife’s function.”

“Trust me, good wife, I have other functions for you in mind that loom greater in my mind than having babies.”

An increased reddening of Judith’s face filled in the pale areas between her red nose and cheeks. A slow smile spread within the blush. “Thank you for reminding me of my priorities as a wife.”

“That is why I am here,” Baldwin said through a smile of his own. “Speaking of pregnancy, medical care here in the march may be limited for some time. I have sent a request to Faron of the Saint Bertin abbey in Saint-Omer to relocate to Saint Peter’s in Ghent to act as leech for the court and surrounding environs.”

A fleeting look of distaste crossed Judith’s face. “He may be advantageous for setting broken bones or applying nostrums, but leeches know nothing about the process of birthing babies.”

“If you do not become pregnant, then it will be of no consequence. And if you do, we shall find someone of your pleasing.”

“Apologies, dear Baldwin, it is a subject of much frustration among women.”

The sound of voices yelling from behind them cut Baldwin’s smile short. He could not make out the words, but the voices contained a quality of alarm to them. “Remain here,” he said as he reined his horse around and urged it faster. “I must investigate.”

As Baldwin’s horse galloped down the line of moving wagons and riders behind him, the sound of the shouting grew louder. Soon, he reached a point where the wagon train had stopped moving, and the travelers were looking behind them to satisfy their own curiosity. Baldwin could also hear another rider matching pace behind him. Casting a quick glance over his shoulder, he could see that Judith had not heeded his request to stay behind. With Judith, he was not surprised.

Turning his gaze forward, he could see a group of soldiers to the side of the path near a small copse of forest, which he and Judith had passed a short time before. Towering over the soldiers was what appeared to be a moving tree. The soldiers waved their longswords at it and shouted. The image on which he focused quickly resolved, and he saw it was not a tree. It was a large, brown bear standing on its hind legs. Great chunks of crusted snow matted its fur like on the roof of a tent. It stood double the size of the soldiers and seemed irritated and confused by this intrusion into its land. A thin line of blood soaked its fur just below the shoulder where one of the soldiers must have landed a blow.

Baldwin slowed his horse and leapt from his mount a few feet behind the soldiers. He glanced back at Judith, who approached. He held up his hand, palm out. She must stay on her horse. Surely she would listen to that warning. Turning back to the impossibly large bear, he could see slobber ejecting from its mouth as it roared at the men swinging swords in its face. The pungent scent of wild game assaulted him as he neared the animal. It growled and roared in a frenzy, like the bloodlust he had seen before in soldiers during a battle. If it attacked these men, their swords would be no obstacle, and one or more would surely die.

Baldwin shifted directions and ran to a row of soldiers on foot, wisely remaining in ranks, but watching the skirmish occurring next to them. Baldwin approached the nearest soldier and grabbed the throwing spear from his hand.

“I shall need to borrow this.”

The soldier could do nothing but nod in approval as Baldwin was already turning to the bear and the three soldiers. One ducked in and swung his sword in an arcing slash, which nicked the bear on the paw, eliciting a howl of pain and anger. The bear reared higher on its haunches and appeared ready to attack. Baldwin shifted the weight of the spear in his hand to center it and gave it a mighty heave. It entered near the center of the bear’s chest and continued through, only stopping as it lodged in the tree behind. The bear gave one additional growl, rooted in pain more than rage, before slumping down and hanging from the spear embedded in the tree behind it.

All were silent for a long moment until a delayed shout went up as those around them realized what had happened. Baldwin approached the bear, stepping past the three soldiers gazing up at it. At this close distance, the musky animal odor seemed overpowering. Its filthy paws twitched slightly in odd movements, as happens when death takes the soul. Upon reexamination, he saw it was only half again as large as a man, not twice as large as it had initially appeared. Of course, in just a season the stories would convey its height as three times a man, once the ale took over.

Baldwin turned to the three soldiers and said, “You three remain behind to dress this animal and load the meat on a wagon with available room.”

“Aye, Sire,” one said, the other two nodding enthusiastically.

“And when battle training begins again, we shall practice on the thrust over the slash. Doing that while facing off a Northman will surely prove a fatal mistake.”

Three more nods, though with considerably less enthusiasm. Baldwin mounted his horse and guided it toward Judith.

“Shall we continue?” he asked.

She gave him a proud smile. “Indeed, mighty slayer of bears.”

They urged their mounts toward their previous place in line as the wagon train resumed its plodding progress behind them.

“Is there nothing you cannot do well, Baldwin?”

“It was a fortunate throw. I am not well-trained in the spear.”

“I hardly believe that, but I love you for the effort of humility. Am I to add bears to the list of concerns I have for our new home of Flanders?”

“There are stories of bears in this area, but none recent to my knowledge. If there is indeed such a list of concerns, place being ravaged by a bear near the bottom.”

“And what, pray, should be at the top of this list?”

“Being ravaged by your husband.”

“There is but one problem,” she said, grinning, “that is already at the top of a list, but it is not a list of concerns.”

⁂

As the setting sun began filtering through the tops of the trees, the wagon train reached a small settlement at the confluence of two rivers. The first flowed straight on an east-west line, while the other twisted around islands to form tributaries, then flowed north toward marshy coastal lowlands. To the south, beyond a ridge of sand, the land rose higher, supporting low-lying shrubs and patches of trees in the distance. Baldwin and Judith rode around the line of wagons and soldiers on horseback, currently halted. Many of the soldiers were dismounting, and those in the wagons stood to stretch little-used muscles.

Baldwin led Judith toward a wooden bridge that crossed the nearest river to an oval-shaped island to the south. Another island, longer in length but narrower in width, sat to the north. On the first loomed a large wooden fortification, nearly using all the available land. Baldwin could see dozens of workers performing tasks around its entirety, but still, the condition of the fortification was grave, if not appalling.

To Baldwin’s eye, the island fortification stretched roughly twenty-two perches broad by eighteen perches long, east to west: in all, totaling about twenty roods. The outer stone wall lay crumbled to the ground in multiple places along the periphery, and the wooden palisades encircling the inner structure showed significant damage on nearly every wall. 

“Is that it?” Judith asked.

“Yes, it is, my dear. Welcome to your new home in Bruges.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Fortification

––––––––
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Bruges, Flanders, Kingdom of West Francia

December 28, 862

––––––––
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Baldwin stared at the decrepit fortification as Judith’s silence told him her thoughts were similar. Within the crumbling stone perimeter wall, several wooden huts sat in a group that appeared in better condition than the inner structure itself. Evidence of cooking fires dotted the area, the smoke rising in unison and bending to the east in black, hazy trails.

“Are we to live there?” Judith asked.

“That is my understanding. Allow me to talk to Gerald. He has been here for some weeks now, overseeing the work.”

“Yes, perhaps there is some other fortification nearby that is under restoration.”

Baldwin rotated his gaze from the workmen and the crumbling fortification to look at his wife. She wore an expression of amusement mixed with a twinge of despair. Her look confirmed his suspicion of the true nature of her sarcastic remark. “Perhaps we have missed our fortification altogether and have traveled into Zeeland,” he said.

Her expression of amusement faded, leaving only the despair. “It is good that we can still entertain ourselves with our misfortunes.”

“Indeed.”

They looked on in silence at their new home for long moments until Baldwin turned to her, “Perhaps you should find Sarra and Ogier to begin setting up a household, temporary though it may be. I shall find Gerald and see about that situation.” He nodded his head toward the fortification.

“Excellent idea, Sire.” With a wink, she reined her horse around and guided it down the row of wagons and soldiers.

Baldwin urged his charger forward toward the nearest wooden bridge leading to the island. Another bridge sat at the northern end of the oblong plot of land leading to the second island, which looked uninhabited. The closer he got to the fortification, which was to provide them with safety from the elements along with any roving bands of Northmen, the worse it appeared. The bridge itself seemed sturdy enough and without shortcomings from age or use, although it appeared too narrow from a troop deployment standpoint. Once on the island, he rode through the open gate of the stone wall and began looking for someone in charge.

As Baldwin neared the fortification, he spotted a man on horseback riding toward him. Perhaps this was his viscount, Gerald. The man was not dressed as a soldier, but from his stature and mannerisms, looked as if he were familiar with battle. He carried both a seax and a longsword, as well as a bow affixed to his mount. His hair was a light brown, reaching just above the shoulders. He wore a trimmed beard that followed his jawline in a precise pattern, the style of the nobles that surrounded King Charles in his court. Yes, surely this was Gerald.

“Good day, Sire. You can be not but the margrave, Baldwin,” he said in a firm voice. He squinted against the winter sun on the snow, which pulled his thin lips into what appeared to be an unintended sneer.

“Indeed,” Baldwin replied. “And you can be not but my viscount, Gerald of Orleans.”

“You are exactly as King Charles described you. I am at your service, Sire.”

Was Gerald being polite, or was he cunningly making note that he had the king’s ear? Baldwin wanted to dislike the man immediately, but as his father taught him, commanding men meant setting personal prejudice aside for the greater good. Keeping Audacer’s rule in mind with this man would be daunting, he guessed. “I look forward to working with you, Gerald. What is the status of our... fortification?”

Gerald turned to glance back at the wooden structure and the men working on it. “The status is grim, Sire. Its condition is quite deteriorated. It is providing shelter for now, but the workmen will have many months in the repair.”

“You are my second in command, please call me Baldwin. As for the ruins, I have not seen the inside, but I am inclined toward another plan. Let us shift half of the workforce toward building a new fortification on the adjoining island, and the other half can make only those repairs to the existing structure deemed necessary for temporary occupancy. My preference is to begin anew rather than accept the failings of the previous builders.”

“Very well, Baldwin,” he said, emphasizing his name, “but my workforce is quite limited. Splitting the workforce in two will only increase the completion time for both tasks.”

Baldwin gazed at Gerald. He carried an air of nobility in his manner, a confidence that came with either working in the king’s court or a keen ability with a sword. His narrow face looked overly gaunt, an appearance made more obvious by the fine brown hair flattened to his head and the slim beard. His point about increasing the work time was sound, but Baldwin preferred commanders who solved problems rather than merely pointing them out. Finally, he said, “I travel today with several hundred soldiers, many of whom are not overly experienced in the art of warfare. We shall appoint one hundred of the newest soldiers toward building the fortification on the adjacent island. It will provide excellent physical training, and they can camp there as well, to urge them toward completion.”

Gerald’s sneer remained, but Baldwin thought he detected a shift from unintended to deliberate. 

“As you wish, Baldwin. An excellent suggestion.”

“Where are the balance of the soldiers camped?”

Gerald gave a nod toward their rear. “Those not on the island are a quarter league to the east, next to an old Roman structure.”

“I should like to review the troops.” He glanced behind him to see the daylight nearing an end. “Though I shall have to do it tomorrow. We must see to sleeping arrangements for my wagon train.”

“Indeed. For now, there are sheltered areas set up in the undamaged sections of the fortification for you and your immediate staff. The balance can camp among the huts in the courtyard.”

“Very good, Gerald. It sounds as if you have done a fine job preparing for our arrival.”

“Thank you, Sire. As you likely know, I was to be margrave here before your appointment. I had done much preparatory work before my arrival. And as your second, I must remind you that the king’s envoys are to arrive in January and your duties as missi dominici are to begin in the new year, which rapidly approaches.”

“Aye, I do not forget. As for Adalard and Waltcaud’s impending visit, they are unable to make the trip in January. I will attempt to travel to Amiens in the spring, but I believe there will be far too much work here even then to allow me to leave.”

“But Sire, these visits are essential for the flow of information to and from King Charles, especially as we are on the border of the kingdom, where information is a scarcity. I implore you to rethink your position.”

Armand whinnied and took a half step forward, possibly tired of hearing Gerald speak, Baldwin thought, but more likely not accustomed to standing in one spot so long. “Thank you for your concern, but I believe the king will understand. My primary duty as margrave is to get this territory in order before I engage in travel with counts and clergy who have been ruling their provinces for much longer than I.”

Gerald looked down at the ground with a barely visible shrug. “As you wish, Sire.”

“Now, I will let you get back to supervising the repairs to the fortification while I find my wife and prepare for the evening.”

“Please give Queen Judith my best, and I look forward to seeing her on the morrow.”

Baldwin nodded as he ordered his horse around and rode back to the wagon train. Gerald’s use of the term “queen,” while technically correct, seemed an affront. She was a dowager queen in Wessex, a far-off land across the British Ocean. In West Francia, she was a princess and the wife of a margrave. Did Gerald use the term to besmirch her history of having been married and widowed twice? Baldwin decided he would certainly need to watch his viscount carefully.

⁂

Baldwin awoke early the next morning after a restless night of broken sleep. The scores of actions needing completion here would not leave his thoughts. He built the fire back from the glowing ashes and warmed some water to complete his ablutions. Washing down a hard crust of bread with a swallow of wine, he found Armand with the other horses and saddled him. A voice from behind startled him from his thoughts.

“You promised me a tour of these lands today.”

He turned with a chuckle. “Good morning, Wife. Yes, I did, but we retired so late last evening that I thought it best to allow you more sleep.”

Judith stepped from the shadows with Garrulous behind her in full tack. “I could not sleep. There is too much to do.”

Her brown hair hung in the familiar braid down her back, but without the scarf. Though early, her brown eyes shone with life and her full lips formed an eager smile which Baldwin returned. He stepped closer and kissed her. “I, too, suffered the same lack of sleep.”

“Once again, our thoughts entwine. Will your viscount be meeting us for this inspection?”

“We shall see. I did not request it during our conversation last night, but perhaps he, too, began his day early.”

They led their horses from the stable into the crisp air outside. Fires for heating and cooking burned in many locations amid the huts and tents packed into the courtyard in front of them. An orange glow in the east signaled the impending sunrise. Baldwin and Judith mounted their horses.

“Where do we ride first, Husband?”

“Let us see how prepared the soldiers are in the morning.”

“I knew your answer before you spoke.”

“Would that our minds were not the only items entwined this morning.” Baldwin could not see her face clearly in the dim light, but even now, a year beyond their initial wedding ceremony, he guessed she was blushing.

They crossed the northernmost bridge from the island and rode east into a brightening sky, following beside the Roman road which paralleled the sand ridge separating the coastal marshes from the higher ground to the south. As Gerald had advised, at the quarter-league mark, above the ridge stood the ruins of a Roman structure that served as a barracks or garrison house. On the south side stood a hundred or more tents in two tight clusters.

As Baldwin had hoped and expected, guards stood posted at various locations, and many soldiers stood in groups warming themselves around the fires. One man sat on horseback near the ruins talking to several soldiers on the ground. At their approach, the man looked up; it was Gerald. He dismissed the men around him and turned his attention to the riders.

“Good morning, Baldwin. And Queen Judith, good morning. It has been so long.”

“Indeed, Gerald. Since Verberie, my tenth summer, I believe. But I am no longer a queen, and we are blood relatives; please call me Judith.”

Gerald gave a shallow bow in the saddle and said, “As you wish, Judith. The years have only made you more lovely.”

“And they have transformed you into a man and a soldier in the employ of my husband. Who would have suspected our paths to cross like this?”

Baldwin, growing impatient, said, “Not I, for one. Gerald, I came here hoping against finding sleeping soldiers not ever-prepared for attack, but am pleased to see they are at the ready.”

“Guards watch throughout the evening, and the camp awakens at first light. As you have no doubt already surmised, your approach was noted some distance before your arrival. And my presence here, though not on all mornings at first light, was today a result of your words of last evening. You made no mention of time, but were I a newly appointed margrave, assessing the morning readiness of unfamiliar troops would be my highest priority.”

Baldwin smiled and nodded. “Were this to be an assessment of my new viscount, you too, would have passed.”

“Was it not?”

Baldwin offered a shrug. “Not purposely, but are not all interactions with new allies an assessment in one form or another?”

“Indeed, they are.”

Baldwin glanced at the nearby troops, many of whom were watching them from their spots near the fires. “I would meet your commanders later today at the noon meal, but for now, perhaps you would like to ride along as I show Judith the lay of the land.”

“Of course, allow me a few more moments with them.” Gerald steered his horse toward the three men talking to him at their initial approach.

“What do you think?” Baldwin asked. “Is he trustworthy?”

Judith did not answer at first, instead gazing at Gerald as if still formulating an opinion. Soon she said, “I do not think he will put an accidental blade in you during combat, but he is here as the proxy of my father. Any perceived indiscretions will no doubt be reported.”

A nod from Baldwin. “My impression exactly.”

They did not wait long as Gerald soon turned from the three men and steered his horse toward them. “Where shall we go first?” he asked.

“Let us start with the villages and forest to the east of the fortification.”

Gerald nodded and urged his horse to the west, the direction they had come. Baldwin and Judith shared a glance before following. They quickly reached the island and crossed several bridges before Gerald rode south, entering the soggy lowland where the water of the British Ocean and the conjoining rivers mixed obdurately with the land. Gerald followed a circuitous path to avoid the submerged ground, managing to keep the horses to the drier sections of the coastal inundation. They soon came to a group of large man-made mounds that dotted the wetlands to their right, where sheep grazed. To their left, on dry ground, stood dozens of huts identical to those within the palisades of the fortification. Fires burned around them using wood likely gathered in the thick forests south of them, where the bear encounter occurred the day before.

“These Flemish are a hardy people who live easily in such conditions,” Gerald said, halting his horse on a section of dry land.

“Indeed,” Baldwin said, still looking around. “My boyhood home is a day’s hard ride to the south. My father brought me here occasionally when he traveled for official business. Here we found strong-minded and hardworking people.”

Gerald tipped his head to the south. “As you know, then, the southern lands are more populous, the people preferring to grow flax and spelt than tend sheep.”

“What of the outlet to the British Ocean?”

“It is only five leagues to the north, but due to the marshy conditions, it will take a day to ride.”

Baldwin tilted his head, his eyes forming doubt. “There is a path, or at least there was at one time. We shall have to find it or make it. A day is too long. What of the defenses against the Northmen?”

“Our fortification is currently the only line of defense.”

Baldwin slowly shook his head. “We shall have to change that.”

“These villagers tell me the waterway to the inlet will eventually fill with silt and become impassable, but not in time to keep the heathens out.”

“Indeed, that will be a problem for another ruler.”

“Perhaps one of your children,” Gerald said.

Baldwin and Judith locked eyes for a moment before she gave him a sad smile.

“That remains to be seen,” he said quietly. Turning to Gerald, he said, “In the meantime, I have a rough idea for a system of signal fires leading to the outlet. We shall talk of it soon.”

⁂

Baldwin arrived back at the fortification as darkness approached. Judith remained with them for the tour of the land, then departed to work with the staff on the household arrangements. For Baldwin, it had been a full day of meetings with the military commanders and discussions with the senior builder about plans for a new fortification, amid a dozen other interruptions and decisions to be made. A squire took Armand to the stable, and Baldwin made his way toward the fortification. Outside the entrance, a guard stopped him.

“Evening, Sire. The margravine bade me report that your sleeping quarters have changed.” He turned to enter the building. “Right this way.”

Baldwin followed him through the main hallway within the fortification to a chamber at the rear of the compound. The guard nodded his head toward the door and said, “Right through there, Sire. Sleep well.”

“Good night,” Baldwin said. He tentatively pushed the door open to see a small room with a fireplace along the far wall and an improvised bed set up near it. In another corner sat a wooden tub filled with water. Judith tended to a pot on a crane over the fire.

“Just in time, Husband. Your water should be warm.”

Baldwin stepped into the room, warmed by the fire. A wide grin split his face. “I am bathing tonight?”

“Indeed, you are.”

It took only moments for Baldwin to begin the arduous task of removing his outer garments. “This is unexpected. How did you arrange a private room and a bath?”

Judith swung the steaming pot of water away from the fire and used a thick linen wrap to carry it to the tub and pour it in. “With help from Sarra and Ogier. It was not without some difficulty. Yesterday, this was a storeroom; now it is a bedchamber offering at least a degree of privacy. And this is the only tub among the entire wagon train.”

“Your ingenuity and utility never cease to amaze me, especially for the matrimonial arts.”

Judith moved to the bed and sat cross-legged on the thin padding. “Alas, you have become a bad influence on me.”

“Are all four storerooms now bedchambers?”

“As of this evening, no, but soon. Sarra should merit a private room, and perhaps even Gerald.”

“If that is my wife’s wish.” Baldwin removed his braies, the last of his clothing, and lowered himself into the warm water. He dunked his head underneath and came up, rivulets of water dripping from his long hair. On the floor next to the tub sat a chunk of soap, roughly cut from a larger bar which had probably come from Verberie. Baldwin picked it up and began quickly scrubbing. “If my legacy is to be only that I influenced my wife to enjoy swyving, then I can die a happy man.”

“You are so wicked,” Judith said, as she wiggled her long, linen shirt from below her bottom and slipped it over her head, then crawled under the thin blankets to await her freshly scrubbed husband.
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A Late Great Warrior

––––––––
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Bruges, Flanders, Kingdom of West Francia

January 1, 863

––––––––
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Though cloudy with no sun to warm it, the thin snow had slowly but visibly receded from its accumulation the day before. He shivered under the heavy cloak. Baldwin’s winters as a boy in Harlebec seemed colder, but, in truth, they probably were not. He had vowed to ignore his many tasks on this first day of January and enjoy a day of respite, but it had not come to pass. A small group of riders approached from the south. It was, perhaps, why he thought of home, since it lay due south. He was expecting Quentin and a few soldiers, but not for another three to four days. The riders dressed as Franks, so there was little to worry about in the form of attack, but the intent of the visitors was unknown. He stood outside at the edge of the fortification, awaiting their arrival.

As the distance closed, he could see it was indeed Quentin, his boyhood friend and one of the greatest warriors he knew, aside from his father, Audacer. The men with him wore familiar faces from his father’s garrison of warriors, but he did not know their names. As the group crossed the bridge to the island, he could see an unusual look on Quentin’s face in the gathering darkness. It was neither sadness nor joy, but more like nothing at all.

“Greetings, old friend,” Baldwin called out.

Quentin’s face broke into a smile that did not remain long. After crossing over the bridge, Quentin dismounted and faced Baldwin. “Greetings.” He reached his arm out for a handshake, but Baldwin pulled him close and gave him a clap on the back.

“Do not think you will get away so easily as a handshake.”

“As I feared, marriage has softened you.”

Baldwin released him and took an appraising look. As always, Quentin’s hair remained long but was now flecked with gray streaks, unusual for his age, which was one less season than Baldwin’s. His long, full beard remained clear of the graying, for now at least, and his stocky build paired with his bearded face oddly reminded Baldwin of the bear he had recently dispatched. His greenish-blue eyes appeared to look directly into Baldwin’s, as if reading his thoughts. Impossible, he knew, but if any man could, it would be Quentin.

“When you meet Judith, you will know why I married. She is as intelligent as she is beautiful.”

“It is good to see you again, Baldwin.”

“I did not expect you for another few days.”

Behind Quentin, the half-dozen men with him began dismounting. The last traces of a smile disappeared from Quentin’s face. “I bring sad tidings from Harlebec.”

Several possibilities went through Baldwin’s mind, but he settled on one that had weighed heavily on him these last few years. “Is it my father?”

Quentin gave a slow nod. “Audacer has died evening last.”

Baldwin’s worst fear confirmed, he felt an odd displacement from sadness, like a leg left too long in one position, and it had no feeling. He loved his father, who was the greatest man he had ever known, but upon hearing of his death, why could he not feel anything?

“Sad tidings, indeed,” Baldwin said. “You and your men must have ridden all day. Please, come in for food and rest while the squires tend to your horses.”

“There is yet time to make the funeral.”

Baldwin nodded. “I will leave at first light.”

⁂

Baldwin found Judith in one of the new storehouses of the fortification tallying supplies by the light of a candle.

“I thought we were not to work today, instead spending the time with each other?” Baldwin asked.

Judith looked up. “You were called away, so I came here to fill the time. Do we have visitors?”

Baldwin nodded as he approached her. “Can Ogier not perform these duties?”

“Indeed, he is the pantler but also the butler, and today he has been tallying the ale—one glass at a time.”

“No wonder your father sent him along with us.”

“He was butler in my father’s court but did not get on well with the pantler.”

Baldwin gave a reserved shrug. “It is of no matter. None should have to bring in the new year with household tasks. But it does stress the need for a chamberlain to lessen your burden.”

“Yes, someday we shall have a chamberlain. So, do we have visitors or no?”

Baldwin nodded solemnly.  “It is our new captain of the guard, Quentin, several days early.”

“What is wrong?”

“He brings intelligence. The malaise Audacer suffered on our ride back from Auxerre did not abate. He died evening last.”

Disbelief clouded Judith’s face for an instant, followed by tears welling in her eyes. She moved toward Baldwin and hugged him tightly. There they remained for long moments.

“I am so sorry for this great loss. I had just begun to know him.”

“Thank you, dear wife. He was as smitten with you as I am, possibly more, since he never thought I would marry.”

“We shall leave at first light for the funeral.”

Baldwin released her from his grip and held her at arm’s length. Tear trails glistened on her cheeks. “I should go alone. There is much to do here, and one of us needs to stay to see it done. Quentin shall remain. I trust him now more than any man alive.”

Judith thumbed the tears from her cheeks and nodded at his reference to his father. “Yes, that is a sound plan. You shall leave then at first light?”

“Indeed.” Baldwin released her shoulders, and Judith retrieved a linen handkerchief from within her skirts to dry the tears from her face and eyes.

“Then you had better introduce me to your new man before the light is gone, or he will be a stranger to everyone here after you depart.”

⁂

Baldwin left the fortification the next morning as the sun’s light brought an orange glow to the eastern horizon. Clouds of steam issued from Armand’s nose as he worked his way up the sand ridge to the higher ground south of the fortification. The wagon train had just made this journey in the opposite direction less than a week before, after spending Christmas in Harlebec with his father. It was now difficult to grasp that Audacer would not be there to greet him when he arrived. Perhaps once there, upon seeing the lifeless body of his father, Baldwin would accept that Audacer was gone.

He rode at a steady pace, stopping only briefly midmorning for water and nourishment for both horse and rider. He passed occasional settlements, too small to be called a village, and most of the inhabitants ignored him, as they did the few riders passing through. By the time the sun was directly overhead, he passed another Roman road, like the one adjacent to the sand ridge near the fortification. Following this road west, he knew, would lead to Torhout, the location of a modestly sized monastery. With the sun still high in the sky, he began spotting familiar landmarks from his youth, from the days when he and Quentin roamed these hills. With only several hours of daylight left, he crossed a bridge over the River Lys and entered Harlebec.

The fetid scent of a nearby cesspit wrinkled his nose but quickly vanished amid the plumes of wood smoke drifting from every chimney he passed. He headed directly for the parish church, Saint Salvator, located on a large plot of land on the south end of town. Beside the church stood the town cemetery, with grave markers standing out against the patchy snow and grass-covered ground. Here, the people kept their loved ones close, unlike the Romans, who buried their dead far away from the towns. Near a stone wall running the length of the cemetery, Baldwin could see a dark hole in the earth, no doubt his father’s final resting place.

Several horses stood tied to a tree in front of the cemetery. Baldwin dismounted Armand and tied him loosely to the same tree. 

“I’ll be back soon, old friend, and then we will get you inside,” he said, patting the animal’s haunches.

A glance up showed smoke rising from a chimney of the church, the pleasant notion of warmth beginning to share his thoughts alongside the death of his father. 

It was a moderately large church for the size of this community, a fact that made Audacer proud. He had helped to build it when Baldwin was too small to lift a seax, and it was only fitting that his last night on this Earth be here. Baldwin entered the church through the empty narthex and continued down the nave toward the transepts. At the far end near the altar, he could see several men attending to something, one wearing vestments.
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