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      Anglo-Saxon names and their modern equivalents in order of appearance:

      

      Bryn Alyn: Iron Age hill fort, Denbighshire, North Wales

      Mierce: Mercia, Anglo-Saxon kingdom centring on the Trent valley (Midlands of England)

      Powys: Welsh kingdom

      Tame Weorth: Tamworth, capital of Mercia

      Pengwern: Capital of 7thC. Powys, exact location unknown today

      Gwylog ap Beli: King of Powys (born ?655, died 725)

      Wealisc: The Welsh

      Trente: River Trent

      Lindisfarona: The folk of Lindsey

      Lindissi: Lindsey

      Northanhymbra: Northumbria

      Estseaxna: East Saxons

      Bretwaldas: King of all Angle-land, supreme ruler over all the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms

      Beardan: Bardney, Lincolnshire

      Hwicca: Anglo-Saxon kingdom, covering Gloucestershire, Worcestershire, part of Warwickshire

      Gegnesburh: Gainsborough, Lincolnshire

      Lindcolne: Lincoln, Lincolnshire

      Withma: River Witham

      Suthanhymbra: Southumbria, the easterly part of North Mercia

      Newerche: Newark, Nottinghamshire

      Snotingham: Nottingham

      Northworthig: Derby

      Woercs-worth: Wirksworth, South Yorkshire

      Hymbre: River Humber

      Loidis: Leeds, Yorkshire

      Elmet: Brittonic kingdom, modern Peak District and parts of Yorkshire

      Elmetsaete: The folk of Elmet

      Saefern: River Severn

      Scheth: River Sheaf

      Hreapandune: Repton, Derbyshire

      Heyholand: High Hoyland, Yorkshire

      Cezeburgh: Kexbrough, Yorkshire

      Wacanfeld: Wakefield, Yorkshire

      Estdeping: Market Deeping, Lincolnshire Fens

      Weolud: River Welland

      Norðsae: North Sea

      Cruwland: Crowland, Lincolnshire Fens

      Nen: River Nene

      Witentreu: West Shropshire area. In disuse, a name continuing to this day in Whittery Wood

      Cyricbyrig: Chirbury, Shropshire

      Wealas: Wales

      Waelheal: Anglo-Saxon version of Valhalla

      Lunden: London

      Weala-denu: Saffron Walden

      Licidfelth: Lichfield, Staffordshire, site of the most important see in Mercia

      Akeman: Street A major Roman road linking Watling Street with the Fosse Way

      Medeshamstede: Peterborough, Cambridgeshire

      Wockingas: Woking, Surrey

      Cantwaraburh: Canterbury, Kent

      Hludoham: Lowdham, Nottinghamshire

      Dummoc: Walton Castle, Suffolk, seat of the Est Anglia Church

      Deope: River Deben

      Grantebrycge: Cambridge

      Holbece: Holbeach, Lincolnshire Fens

      Wintan-ceastre: Winchester, Hampshire

      Fyrdmen: Anglo-Saxon freemen mobilized for the army

      Hlydanford: Lydford, Devon

      Tamur: River Tamar

      Tantun: Taunton, Somerset

      Langeberga: Langport, Somerset

      Sumorsaete: Somerset

      Perryt: River Parrett

      Hamwic: Southampton

      Salwic: Droitwich Spa, Worcs.

      Stanford: Stamford, Lincolnshire

      Sunnendaeg: Sunday

      Saeterdaeg: Saturday

      Couentre: Coventry, Warwickshire

      scir: shire

      Castra: Weogernensis Worcester
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        Bryn Alyn, North-west Mierce, 697AD

      

      

      Lit by the thinning arc of the sinking sun, Aethelbald prowled the ramparts of Bryn Alyn. To his fancy, the last red sliver resembled a mouth turned down, bathing him in melancholic light. The feeble glow suited his sombre mood and that of his comrade, Guthlac, pacing at his side. Weeks of enforced idleness and futile vigilance stoked their despondency, monotony gnawing at their youthful exuberance. Another two months of this torture to endure – if only Wealisc insurgents would resume their raids on Mierce! Silent in bored comradeship, they paused to lounge against the wooden parapet, until, heartbeat quickening, Aethelbald seized the arm of his companion: the blare of a horn!

      Had the men of Powys summoned the courage to start an assault? At twilight? Sheer folly! The mysterious folk who had built this fortress at the dawn of Time had chosen the west-facing limestone cliff of Caer Alyn as a buttress to repel invaders. It meant a daylight attack was daunting, but only extreme foolhardiness might account for an onslaught in the gloom. In any case, as Guthlac pointed out, the strident note had resounded from the east.

      Hurtling down from the parapet, Aethelbald halted, planting feet apart and arms folded, while the guards swung open the huge oak gates. In seconds, Guthlac joined him to witness the scouting party, out since noon, canter into the enclosure. Their leader, a half-blinded thegn who had fought with Guthlac's father at the Battle of the Trente, dismounted and fixed his sighted eye on the commander.

      “Lord, we came upon a rider in the forest watering his horse at the brook by Rhydtalog. He sought not to flee but asked to be led to you and Lord Guthlac. He spoke your names and claims to bring a message.”

      An imperious wave of the hand made the horsemen part their animals to reveal a dark-haired, swarthy individual astride a bay mare. The features of Aethelbald clouded, “A Briton! Am I surrounded by dolts? A spy of Gwylog ap Beli spins a tale for witless fools to swallow…seize him! Haul him down and flay the truth out of him!”

      Six of the party, prepared to haul the stranger from his mount, leapt off their horses.

      “Stay!” Guthlac glared around the men, stilled at his command. Raising his hands in a gesture of apology to Aethelbald, his leader and closest friend, he said, “Let us hear what the Briton has to say for himself.”

      Heedless of the hostile scowls and muttered threats directed at him, unruffled, the newcomer addressed them in their own Anglian tongue.

      “Lord, I am indeed a Briton, my forefathers are of the Lindisfarona not of the Wealisc. I travel from Lindissi bearing a message.”

      “Out with it then!” Aethelbald's patience, eroded by inactivity, creaked like thin ice.

      The messenger shook his head. He reached for his sword and the warriors surrounding him did likewise, only for the Briton to unhook the weapon and drop it, his seax followed.

      “The message is for your ears only,” he indicated Aethelbald and Guthlac, lifted his chin in defiance and added, “and for none other.”

      Within the storeroom adapted to plan sallies from the stronghold, hands flat on the chart-covered table, Aethelbald leant forward, curiosity aroused.

      “What's so urgent to make a man ride two score leagues and more?”

      The messenger delved deep inside his tunic and pulled forth a heavy ring, handing it to the Miercian ealdorman. Aethelbald turned the band in his palm and stared at the roundel wrought with a fine-scrolled edge. The raised circle contained alternate strips of red and yellow gold – eight red and yellow stripes: the emblem of Northanhymbra. Overlaying them, embossed in white gold, shone the letter O.

      “I'm sure this ring graced our former queen, Osthryth. How came you by it?” asked Aethelbald, passing it to Guthlac whose whistle betrayed awe and admiration for the lustrous jewel.

      “Entrusted to me in secrecy by her hand, Lord, that you should know this message reaches you in good faith from the Lady herself.”

      The news-bearer held up his hand in refusal when Guthlac tried to give back the ring, “My instructions are to leave it in your safekeeping, Lord.”

      Guthlac passed it back to his leader who turned it in his hand once more admiring how the light caught its facets and played across the different coloured gold.

      'I'll keep it willingly. One day, beautiful objects like this will be mine by rights.'

      Back to matters in hand. The puzzled expression of Guthlac mirrored his own.

      “What of your message?”

      “Nought but a summons, Lord. Make all haste to Beardan!”

      “Is all?”

      “Ay, Lord.”

      “Will you accompany us there?”

      The messenger shook his head, “I fear not, for I have another aerende. I leave at dawn.”

      “Whither are you bound?”

      “…I must not say!”

      “Sup with us tonight, friend,” Aethelbald said. “Go, tend your horse, rest before joining us in the hall at table.”

      When the door closed, Aethelbald took the ring and contemplating it, said, “I loathe riddles! At board, we'll ply the Briton with ale and loosen his tongue. By the gods, Guthlac, there's mischief afoot! I may yet skin the cur alive for I swear I'll get the truth out of him!”

      When Guthlac was a princeling of Miercian royal descent he upped and left home, tired of studying, to form a war band. He paid for their arms from his own purse. He led them to Mierce's troubled borderlands where he slaughtered, plundered and raped without mercy until King Aethelred ordered him to form a garrison at Bryn Alyn under the command of the teenaged Aethelbald, a kinsman also of royal descent. The leonine head and tall well-muscled build of Æthelbald belied his youthfulness. Yet, he proved more ruthless in battle than Guthlac. Away from fighting, the two young men shared a love of heavy drinking and wenching, thus they forged a deep friendship that would endure a lifetime.

      An hour later, a serving woman ladled steaming white carrot and onion stew into bowls set before the ealdormen. The chair beside Aethelbald stood empty.

      “What do you mean, he left?”

      His bellow caused the servant to start and slop scalding liquid over her lord's hand.

      “Whore! Get out of my sight!”

      The warrior struck out sending the ladle clattering to the floor and leaving a red weal on the skin of the offending arm.

      “Hold!” Guthlac leapt up and caught the weeping serving maid, stroking her wet cheek before bending to pick up the utensil. “Our commander meant no harm, he is overwrought,” he said, grinning into her face and handing back the implement, “come! I beseech you, my stomach is that of a ravening wolf!”

      She rewarded his good looks and gentle mock howl close to her ear with a feeble smile and a brimming bowl of stew.

      The wench forgotten, Aethelbald stared at the warrior who had failed to fetch the messenger to table.

      “Left?” he repeated.

      “Ay, Lord. The men at the gate say he came straight from your quarters after delivering his message, gathered up his weapons, took his horse and rode out into the night.”

      “Wolves devour him! Wights snatch his soul and carry it to Hell!”

      The ealdorman dismissed the man and turned to Guthlac. “He'd leave at dawn, the cur said. He played us for a fool! It will be well for the Briton our paths never cross. What do you make of it?”

      Guthlac tore at a piece of bread and dipped it in his stew, “The message is vouched by the ring,” his next words came muffled by food, “the messenger doubted our intentions…and he was right!”

      Aethelbald frowned, considering their situation, “You're right, of course. Our thegns can hold the fortress with Gwylog holed up in his den at Pengwern–”

      “But what of our King?” Guthlac asked. “Should the Wealisc shrug off their lethargy and reave the farmsteads of Mierce, Aethelred will skewer our heads on stakes for leaving our post.”

      “Powys, our spies inform us, turns its eyes westward where the men of Gwynedd play them at their own game of plunder and rape, of skirmish and ravages. That is why, my dull-witted friend, these eastern borderlands are as still as a graveyard.”

      Guthlac laughed, “A mournful place befitting a headless ealdorman seems excuse enough to leave!”

      “Agreed then, we set off at dawn!” Aethelbald clapped his comrade on the back and poured more ale for them both, adding half under his breath, so only Guthlac caught his words, “though no-one must know whitherward.”

      At daybreak, with care for their horses legs, they picked their way down over the rutted, slippery limestone pavement fringing the summit of Bryn Alyn. Aethelbald gazed around, pleased to be leaving the joyless outpost behind but at the same time overawed by its wild beauty. To the north, the Irish Sea reflected the rosy hue of the rising sun while overhead, the towering song of the skylark accompanied them. His eyes roved to the west to the Clwydian Hills where he could almost imagine the bald pate of Moel Fama nodding a sullen farewell.

      Deep along a forest trail, riding side by side, Guthlac glanced at the fierce countenance of his comrade, and was startled to meet an intense stare.

      “What?”

      “Here, we can talk. There are no ears to seize on careless words.”

      “Well?”

      “The loyalty of our queen lay ever with her homeland and not with Aethelred. Too much blood spilt between Northanhymbra and Mierce to hope their wedding might heal old wounds.”

      “Ay, added to her father's defeat at the Trente with her brother slain…”

      A jay, in a pink and blue flash, burst from a blackthorn bush and startled their horses. Aethelbald cursed and soothed his skittery beast before continuing.

      “We must be wary, Guthlac, I sense a plot. At the centre is Beardan and the nun, our erstwhile queen.”

      “A plot?”

      The face of Guthlac, troubled now, brought a wry smile to Aethelbald's lips. His friend's childlike sincerity bordered on ingenuity. He would trust him with his life but not if any threat involved deceit.

      “It might not be a coincidence,” he flicked a hand at a bothersome horsefly, “the kingdom of the Hwicca preoccupies Aethelred. Remember, their King Oshere is kinsman to Osthryth.”

      Wordless, they rode on but not in silence, the air laden with buzzing insects and birdsong until Guthlac asked, “Ay, but where do we fit into this supposed plot?”

      “What do we have in common apart from bedding comely wenches and supping ale?”

      “We're both warriors?”

      Aethelbald snorted, “Ay, and each has two arms and two legs for that matter! Think on, we're both sons of two of the mightiest men in the north of our kingdom!”

      “So?”

      “So? So! By Thunor's anvil, Guthlac! Is there not a grain of guile in yon pretty maid's head of yours? If Osthryth wishes to weaken Aethelred in favour of Northanhymbra will she not seek to detach the underkings from their Miercian overlord? Might she not desire to dethrone the king and put her son in his place?”

      “And you think this is her game?”

      Aethelbald brushed his long blond hair back from his brow, “Of one thing I'm sure, we'll find out when we get to Beardan.”

      They dismounted by a brook fringed by lush grass where they filled their leather flasks after leading their horses to drink and to graze. Over a frugal meal of bread and cheese, Guthlac resumed their earlier conversation, “We ought to go back to Bryn Alyn. Why risk being drawn into a secret scheme against the King?”

      Aethelbald sat up, eyes blazing with an ardour Guthlac had rarely seen. Taking Osthryth's ring from inside his tunic, he stared at it long and hard as though drawing inspiration from the jewel. Fist closing over the ornate band, he thrust it back out of sight.

      “My father's father shared the throne with his brother Penda, to rule over North Mierce. There was no love lost between the brothers and when Oswald of Northanhymbra took up arms against Penda, my grandsire fought beside him and was slain at the battle of Maserfield. By Thunor's hammer, are you following me, Guthlac?”

      The younger man met the steely gaze of his companion and looked down at the ground. In truth, the harshness and passion in his comrade's voice disconcerted him.

      “Ay, go on!”

      Aethelbald drew up his knees to his chest and leaned his forearms on them. This concentrated Guthlac's attention on the piercing blue-grey eyes blazing amid the coarse beard and long hair.

      “Since his death, Penda's offspring rule over Mierce. My father was never king.” The warrior sprang to his feet and his powerful frame towered over his friend, “but I have my dreams. Our King Aethelred is old. He is loosening the grip of Mierce on the south, making concessions to Kent and the Estseaxna whilst he fails to crush the Wealisc. The court is rife with would-be successors each weaker than the other. What we need is a Bretwaldas – a 'Britain-ruler' – someone to sweep aside the underkings and take control, one brave and ruthless – of the ilk of Raedwald – now he was a great king!” He held out his hand and seizing Guthlac's, hauled him to his feet. Thrusting his face into his friend's, he said, “I am that man! Not Aethelred or any other! That is why we go to Beardan. One day, I shall rule from the coast in the south to the land of the Picts. I swear it to you. Remember these words!”
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        Beardan, Kingdom of Lindissi, 697AD

      

      

      A Princess of Northanhymbra and Queen of Mierce, of late a nun in the abbey of Beardan, every day Sister Osthryth rose before Lauds and sunrise. Shaded by her hand, a flame flickered in the breeze off the river. Her steps, guided by familiarity, needed little light for the short trip from her cell to St Oswald's church. Therein lay the mortal remains of her sainted uncle.

      She slipped through the heavy oak door and, grateful now for the candlelight, pattered down the stone stairs into the bitter chill of the crypt. Her frosted breath mingled in a rising wreath with the faint smoke from her candle. An involuntary shiver shook her slender frame, making the shadows cast by her taper leap like a band of villains assailing a vulnerable nocturnal prey.

      The thin weave of her woollen dress offered no protection from the ice-cold paving as she knelt before the tomb of the martyred king. Used to the harshness of the fenland winter, Osthryth ignored the numbing surroundings and set about her devotions. She spoke aloud, certain the nuns, deep in sleep, would not rouse until the abbey bell summoned them.

      “Uncle, I beg you, intercede on my behalf with the Lord! Beseech His help to sup, regardless, from the bitter chalice of scorn placed to my lips…and to bear this cross. How my heart aches to think of Aethelred lying with his new wife and, I, reviled, tossed aside like a worn shoe! O my dear King, be my guide, assist me that I accept my lot and lead me to the light!”

      On the last word, the candle guttered and she gasped, fearful of being left in complete darkness among the dead. She and Aethelred had founded the monastery and its doors had opened less than a year past. Six months ago, the same entry, she recalled, had remained resolutely barred to the ox-cart carrying the earthly remains of her beloved uncle, leaving her party to pitch a tent on the isthmus connecting the isle to the mainland.

      “Dear heart,” she whispered to her departed relative, “forgive me when I spit out my bitterness. I ought to be grateful, to be here beside your shrine,” a wry laugh escaped her, “remember how hostile were the monks who shut us out? They knew you were a saint but would not accept you. Oh, the folly and weakness of men! They pursued you dead, with ancient enmities, for you from a distant kingdom had taken rule over them, my dear.” Osthryth groaned altering her position by leaning backwards to take some weight off her frozen knees. “But then came the miracle!” she continued, “the beam of light from your coffin shining into the sky all the night. The sinners no longer defied God's will and let us enter!”

      A rhythmic tolling, faint here below the earth, urged her to curtail her prayers.

      “Hark! The bell! Uncle, I wish grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I must away to join my brothers and sisters at Lauds. Until the next time, dear heart.”

      She rose, her joints protesting at the mortification they had endured, knowing not that her poor body would ere long suffer no more.

      Sister Osthryth climbed the crypt steps and emerged from the church to be greeted by the first feeble rays of the rising sun. The nun stamped her feet to revive them before setting off towards the Church of Saints Peter and Paul in the wake of several of her confraternity.

      At the same moment, two cowled figures tugged together on a rope rigged around a pulley. The splashing of water breaking against the bows of the ferryboat as the hooded men hauled it across the River Withma was the only sound to disturb the silence preceding the dawn chorus. The whole island formed the abbey. When the two men stepped ashore they found no obstacle to their entry. The only gate was the one in the palisade across the isthmus at the opposite end of the isle. The taller of the two men pulled his cowl farther down over his face and said to his companion, “The ringing carries in the air from over the rise. It's there we must go.” Receiving only a grunt by way of reply, he added, “There's plenty of time before they come out. Hark, the chiming stops! The priest begins the Dawn Prayer.”

      Under a lightening sky, they made their way past the dew-beaded thatch of the nuns quarters and beyond the dormitory of the monks. They passed the dorter used for guests, aware of it as the only building where careless noise might wake someone. On they went, leaving behind the refectory and two churches with no sign of life. Off to their left, a cock began to crow setting geese honking – a greeting to the new day. Unperturbed, the men walked on before halting in front of the largest of the places of worship whence shone light through the scraped pigskin windows. Muffled voices rose and fell in praise of the Lord. The men stood side by side and waited without exchanging a word.

      At last, the recital of the final psalm reached them: '…laudate eum in cymbalis tinnientibus omne quod spirat laudet Dominum alleluia… and the voices ended the chant. A single voice dismissed the congregation and the church door opened to allow the nuns to file out.

      The two men stiffened and from under their hoods scanned the faces of the women, seeking a refined lady of two-score years and more. Their task, no simple one, was made worse by the modesty of the sisters walking with their wimpled heads lowered. Except for one! Her upright, self-assured gait born of inbred haughtiness set her apart and betrayed her.

      The taller of the men approached her, “Lady Osthryth?” he asked, loud enough for her to catch the words but insufficient to draw the attention of the departing sisters. Behind her, the first of the monks emerged from the church.

      The nun turned and, unsuspecting, paused to face her questioner with a half-smile, curiosity creasing her brow.

      “What is it, Brother?”

      “Lady, I have a gift for you from the nobles of Mierce,” and he reached inside his tunic.

      At those words, quick as she was of wit, Osthryth understood her doom. She had but time to widen her eyes and gasp before the sharp steel sliced into her stomach. Another blade wielded by a different hand pierced her heart to stop its beating. Regal in life, crumpled in death, the body of Osthryth sagged to the earth. Nuns screamed and monks shouted, some began to start forward but halted, cowed by the brandished seaxes.

      “Make haste, Guthlac!” the taller man called, “away to the gate and into the forest!”

      “I hear you, Aethelbald!” yelled the other and clutching their cowls close over their heads they raced down the slope to the palisade and nobody dared stop them.

      Monks and nuns crowded aghast around the contorted body on the ground, appalled at how much blood could flow forth from one so slight of build. Last to leave the church, and oblivious of what had happened, the priest pushed his way to the front of the crowd.

      “Murder!” he exclaimed, “Where is our Abbot?”

      “Here, Father!” a stern voice replied, “I arrived a second before you. I am apprised the Lady Osthryth is slain and on consecrated ground. Vile sacrilege! Who would commit such a deed?”

      The priest knelt and making the sign of the cross over the body, began to pray for the soul of the deceased.

      “Brother Brynstan,” the severe voice continued, “take a horse and hie away to Lindcolne to King Aldfrith for he must raise the hue and cry.” The abbot, pensive, paused. “Wait a moment, Brother!” He peered from under bushy silver eyebrows at the dismayed throng. “Whatever aid we can give to the King, we must, for he will inform the lady's family who will seek justice. Can anyone describe to us Sister Osthryth's assailants?”

      A shuffling of feet, shrugging of shoulders and shaking of heads made him shout in exasperation, “How can it be you all saw nothing!”

      “Father Abbot, begging your pardon,” the monk entrusted with the message spoke, “but the fiends were cowled and did not show their faces. No-one can describe them except they were tall and built like warriors…not like us!”

      “We have their names, Father Abbot,” said an elderly nun. “They were foolish enough to say them in front of us. One is named Guthlac and the other Aethelbald if I do not err.”

      “You do not, sister!” another nun confirmed.

      “Ay, those were the names!” a monk concurred.

      Everyone nodded and murmured in agreement.

      “Well,” said the Abbot of Beardan, “Sisters, see that the body of poor Lady Osthryth is bathed, wrapped in a winding sheet and taken into the church. Brothers prepare a coffin. Brother Brynstan that is what you must tell our King and may God grant these foul murderers and defilers hang for their crime!”
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        Kingdom of Lindissi, 697AD

      

      

      A silver ribbon under the gaze of the two horsemen, the River Trente sparkled and shimmered in the afternoon sun. The illusion vanished before their mounts clattered over the bridge leading into the royal burgh of Gegnesburh. A beehive came to Aethelbald's mind, the crowd the insects buzzing about their various labours. They threaded past carriers of flour sacks, a hide bearer jostled one who cursed while two women left off weaving crayfish baskets to add bawdy remarks to his overripe words. Hammers clanged from a nearby forge and the din mingled with the chime of church bells, the shouts of street traders and boatmen from the river. Yelps and growls of squabbling dogs, the clatter and creaking of wooden cart wheels over uneven cobbles and the ringing of iron-shod hooves added to the clamour.

      The boredom of Bryn Alyn receded into dim memory for the two ealdormen caught up in this tumult of activity. A vibrant town offered the prospect of decent ale and shameless wenches – the gist of Aethelbald's bellow to Guthlac as they searched for a tavern.

      A hostelry found, they stabled their horses, paid for a room and ordered food.

      “What's the best thing about this inn?” Aethelbald asked his comrade as he emptied his beaker.

      Guthlac scanned the cobwebs dangling from the oak beams in dust-laden black strands, his gaze passing to the stained rickety wooden tables.

      “The ale, I suppose,” he frowned, “at least it's not watered down.”

      “Not the drink. Don't pretend you're not interested!”

      “In what?” the younger man's brow creased.

      “Who…not what…”

      Guthlac stared at the rowdy locals, some arguing over dice, others sharing laughter – nobody out of the ordinary. He shrugged.

      His friend grinned, “You don't fool me with your innocent expression. I know you too well! Right, it's a straight fight then! May the best man win!”

      Exasperated, Guthlac slammed down his beaker, “What are you on about?”

      “Let battle commence! I'll call her over for more ale. I can tell when a maid is game for a little sport, by the roguish glint in her eye. She boasts the chest of a proud dove–”

      “Get the drink in! I'll go and check on the horses. I need a piss anyhow.”

      Aethelbald scowled at his companion. What ails him? Fair of face and quick-witted, Guthlac never failed to seduce a maid when he set about it. No time to dwell on the imponderable, the object of his lust was bending over the table dabbing at an invented spill with a cloth and displaying her alluring wares. What better opportunity?

      “What name do you go by, maid?”

      “Goda, Lord,” she opened wide her eyes and tilted her head in a pretty smile.

      He used his charm and wit ordering two bowls of hare stew and more ale, but caught her arm and dragged her close to whisper in her ear.

      “When you finish for the night, come up to my room, you'll find me a generous lover!”

      As expected, the wench did not blush or protest but gave him a shameless smile and gratified him with a nod. He kept his voice down. “Wait! Do you have a friend comely as yourself? There's my companion to think about.”

      She put a finger to her lips and hurried off to fetch the beer. When Guthlac returned, Aethelbald said nothing of his encounter. This would be a night-time surprise.

      A short while after midnight, a gentle knock came on their door. As an exception, the ealdorman had left it unlocked. He lay awake, no need, in his state of anticipation, to fight off the tiredness that had led to the steady breathing of his comrade. What a thrill awaited Guthlac! By the light of his single candle, Aethelbald watched the door open and two young women slip inside the room.

      “I've brought my cousin, Luba,” the maid said in a low voice and they both giggled.

      “Make haste! Take off your clothes,” Aethelbald said, “get in with me and you, Luba, slide in with my friend!”

      The girls hurried to oblige but as Luba pulled back the bedding to lie beside the warrior, Guthlac woke and pushed her to the floor.

      “What the…let me be!” he exclaimed, “I'm tired, I want none of this!”

      He tugged the blanket over his head.

      Aethelbald gaped at the hunched form of his comrade. What a shock! The Guthlac he knew never spurned a maid. What ailed him? The ealdorman recovered his poise at once. He shuffled, drawing his conquest to one side of the bed, “Come, Luba, there is room for another and I have the energy of two men!”

      Guthlac slept untroubled through the lewd and torrid cavorting of his leader. At first light, as he dressed, he bestowed a wry smile at the entangled figures and left them undisturbed. He preferred to seek water and to check his mount. The innkeeper, one who sported a straggling beard and a bald pate, told him of an ancient pathway. At this end, its course led on from the Trente between a break in the marshes to a bygone army camp at Herwik. Thence a league would take them to the Roman road, straight as a spear to Lindcolne, whence Beardan lay but three leagues to the east.

      Taking the route suggested by their host, accompanied by the receding chime of church bells from the town, the friends rode without speaking. The early morn induced this in Aethelbald after his nocturnal exertions whereas for the refreshed Guthlac, his muteness was naught but a preference. Curiosity, at last, overcame Aethelbald.

      “What got into you, last night?”

      “I don't know what you mean.”

      “By Thunor's black forge, Guthlac, I've never seen you turn your back on a sultry wench!”

      “Not in the mood, is all.”

      True, Guthlac was a thinker more than a talker, but the shortness of Guthlac's tone irked him. They cantered on, Aethelbald pondering this rather than what he had said. After a while, he asked, “What ails you? Are you ill?”

      “Not in body, in mind. As a child, I was pure and clean of disposition but as my strength waxed and I grew to manhood, I changed.”

      The ealdorman waited, sure from his friend's expression of a struggle to express his thoughts and unsure he liked their drift.

      Slowing his mount to a walk, Guthlac added, “Strong deeds of the heroes and men of yore captured my imagination. It's why I took up weapons and wreaked grudges on our enemies. I met you and we burnt villages, ravaged towns, slew men and took their goods. We gave ourselves to ale and wen–”

      Drawing his horse closer, Aethelbald laid a hand on his arm and interrupted, “It's a good life you describe. What's wrong with bedding wenches and supping beer? And don't warriors slay their foe?”

      “There must be more to life. That's my point. I feel my spirit wilting like a faded flower–”

      But he had no time to develop his discourse. Aethelbald had drawn his sword – not a reasoned decision. Galloping toward them was a group of ten mail-shirted riders armed with spears and swords. They fanned around the Miercians to form a ring of steel and force them to halt.

      Aethelbald slid his sword back through the loop in his belt. In spite of the gesture of submission, he shouted, “What is the meaning of this?”

      A warrior of rugged aspect, unsmiling and cold-eyed, said, “I ask the questions. Give your names!”

      The ealdorman studied the crooked nose, likely broken in a fight and the accompanying scar from mouth to jawbone. The rude manner irked him but it was senseless to disoblige the leader of nine well-armed men. Eking out time as a sop to his pride, he delayed until the man's expression hardened before conceding, “I am Aethelbald, son of Alweo of North Mierce.” He stretched out a hand, “And this is Guthlac, son of Penwalh of Suthanhymbra.”

      The glint of elation and exchange of glances among the horsemen left no room for doubt in Aethelbald's mind that they were the quarry. But why? Who had sent these louts? The answer came at once.

      “We will escort you to Lindcolne where you will account for your crimes to King Aldfrith.”

      “Crimes! What crimes?” Guthlac exclaimed.

      “Ah! the pretty boy has a tongue, after all!” sneered the thegn. “Enough! We ride for Lindcolne.”

      They suffered the indignity of yielding their weapons but Aethelbald consoled himself by muttering, “We were going that way, anyhow.” He considered bright conversation with his comrade to show they were undaunted but dismissed it as futile. Their captors, taciturn to a fault, by their wordlessness, heightened the sense of oppression and frustration gripping him. He took his pent-up rage out on Guthlac when the younger man spoke.

      “Do you think our arrest has anything to do with–”

      “Shut up, you fucking dimwit!”

      “Silence!” bellowed the scarred thegn at the same instant.

      The vehemence of his friend's reaction startled Guthlac. Aethelbald was given to occasional moments of ire and insults but never directed at him. Cold fury, not unchecked wrath, was the ealdorman's way. Hurt, he relapsed into the gloom that appeared to be his closest companion since they had left the Gates of Bryn Alyn. Aethelbald studied him from the tail of his eye, displeased to have upset his friend but satisfied he had prevented him from betraying the purpose of their journey. Until they knew the charges levelled against them better to keep their own counsel. He would soothe his ruffled feathers later.

      Scattered pebbles, holes and ruts along the once well-surfaced road brought them in a straight line to a dramatic hill, rising from the surrounding marsh. Once, as a youngster, Aethelbald had listened to a scop chant the tale of a great battle fought hereabouts. The stone-built walls with turrets and gates dominating the land around must be those of the song, built long ago by the legions from overseas. His gaze swept down to where a river widened into a huge pool busier, noisier and more bustling than the waterfront at Gegnesburh. No time to survey the scene, their captors rode on, through the mean hovels and past the stone rubble of three part-demolished buildings. Nearby, a wooden church and its cemetery stood at the foot of the hill. Aethelbald stared aghast at the winding steepness of this road before which the stoutest steed might quail. Yet they rode on, horses snorting and sweating with effort till the oaken gate under its brick arch swung back until, relieved, they reached level ground. Inside the walls, rose an impressive stone basilica, whose squat form Aethelbald had never seen the like.

      At last, they stopped by a foul, stinking cesspit humming with flies. The ealdorman wrinkled his nose at the stench but this dump served the stable and here they surrendered their mounts to youths scurrying to tend the animals.

      Rough hands pushed the captives toward a squat thatched building remarkable for the carving in the uprights and lintel of the doorframe. There, ran a repetitive design of two outer rings of decoration enclosing a circular field dominated by an equal-armed cross. Triplet leaves occupied the spaces between the arms of the rood and the whole pattern sparkled in crimson, myrtle green and gold. Three steps down to the sunken floor of the gloomy interior explained the stocky aspect of the exterior. Inside, the white-daubed walls gave a surprising sense of space, but the air hung heavy with the reek of charred ash from the spent fire in a central hearth.

      The scarred thegn bowed to a group of four men seated in bowl-shaped chairs contrasting in their incised elegance with the rude benches otherwise providing the seating in the hall.

      “Lord, we caught them on the road near Herwik. They claim to be Aethelbald, son of Alweo of North Mierce and Guthlac, son of Penwalh of Suthanhymbra.”

      “They confessed to such of their own free will?” asked a tall thin man, the long grey hair of nobility falling straight over his shoulders, his shrewd pale eyes boring into Aethelbald's. The King of the Lindisfarona? He stared from Aethelbald to Guthlac and back again. “What brings you to Lindissi?”

      Aethelbald opted for as much of the truth as suited their plight, “We were on our way to the Abbey at Beardan.”

      The broad high brow furrowed and, hesitating, the man turned to a younger fellow on his right and raised an eyebrow. The merest flicker of assent spurred on Aethelbald's questioner.

      “How so?”

      “On a visit.”

      “Ay? And in that religious house who would be honoured to receive two noblemen from Mierce?”

      Several lies flashed through the ealdorman's mind but discounting each as perilous, once more, he chose an honest answer. Reaching inside his tunic, he brought forth the jewel consigned to them at Bryn Alyn – the reason for their journey. For a moment, he admired the fine craftsmanship before, with some reluctance, dropping it into the palm of his interrogator. With no more than a cursory glance, the greybeard gave it, in turn, to the same yellow-haired man by his side. With a start, Aethelbald realised his error. This was King Aldfrith! Of course, he ought to have known. The bright intelligence in the sharp reactions, the fine lineaments of a noble–

      A cold voice interrupted his considerations, “How come you have the ring of Osthryth of Northanhymbra?”

      What gain would be reaped from falsehood? As an excuse to check on the resolve of his comrade, Aethelbald involved him in the confirmation of his account. When he ended, in the silence that followed, the King stared at the gold band in his hand as if it might speak and reveal some underlying unspoken truth. The ealdorman feared they were in mortal danger. As yet, they faced no charge, but the certainty of its imminence chilled his veins. Sure enough, it came.

      “Men do not travel half the breadth of the land to an abbey in the fens to exchange pleasantries with an estranged queen.” Through half-closed eyes, the King spoke his thoughts, “A lady whose origins are hostile to her former husband might well choose to discuss affairs of state in remote marshlands.” Directing a piercing gaze at Aethelbald, he mocked, “The taint of treason cannot be rinsed like soil from the hands. The price of the said crime is death…”

      Aethelbald blanched but held the King's eyes with his own unwavering stare.

      “Lord, we travel on a direct summons. My comrade,” he swept his hand toward Guthlac, “indeed, feared a plot and wished to turn back but as his leader, I ordered him onward.”

      “How so?”

      Ever quick-witted, Aethelbald's reply rolled off his tongue, “We swore fealty to King Aethelred and it behoved us to delve into this matter to denounce intrigue. But as to any plotting, on my oath, we have no part!”

      “And you say the messenger who brought the ring pressed it upon you and vanished when invited to sup?”

      “Ay!”

      “That is something you will not do.”

      There was no mistaking the menace in his tone. What fate did the King of the Lindisfarona have in store for them? Aethelbald feared the worst.

      Leaning back in his chair, he stroked his beard, a faraway look in his eye, then taking a decision, said to Aethelbald, “You will eat with us this evening. Move where you will but I ask you not to set foot outside the upper town for there is much yet to discuss and…” he waved a hand at his counsellors, “…for us to ponder.”

      Aldfrith handed back the jewel and Aethelbald held it close to his breast. Addressing the thegn who had brought the Miercians, the King said, “Restore the weapons to our guests and find them a bed for the night.”

      Aethelbald bowed in acknowledgement and above all relief, Guthlac did the same, “I thank you, Lord, we are pleased to accept your gracious invitation.” He kissed the tips of two fingers and placed them over his heart, “On my word, we shall not try to leave.”

      They were quartered in a spartan room furnished with two pallets, a bench and two square-headed nails hammered in the wall, they presumed, as hangers for a cloak or sword. A brief exploration revealed the place was empty for the moment, but three similar lodgings gave off the main dormitory. A few belongings scattered on beds told them they were to spend the night among the king's warriors. Back behind the closed door, Guthlac sat on the bench and shook his head.

      “For a moment, I thought we would be imprisoned for treason,” he said, “why the sudden change of mind?”

      “Strange! I wish I knew. By Thunor, King Aldfrith is no fool. You heard what he said… 'there's much yet to discuss.' ”

      “Well, if they were going to accuse us of a crime, they'd have done it by now, wouldn't they?”

      “Till he makes his decision, we are guests in name only. Our lives hang in the balance. To flee would be a confession of guilt and talk of free movement is not worth a breath of air.” The ealdorman laughed, “This place has few comforts, imagine what they reserve for criminals!”

      As a relief from the cramped confines of their billet, they strolled into the upper town, past the ancient construction of the west gate through which they had entered earlier. A warrior stared down at them from the first-floor guardroom, a reminder they were here on sufferance.

      The sound of sawing came through an open door. Aethelbald glanced inside where a man was cutting off a length of antler. Piled on his workbench were heaps of bone and the more sought after ivory from walrus tusk, likely traded with Northern hunters. The man looked up and greeted them so Guthlac hauled the ealdorman within. Among the spindles and whorls, pins and counters he had spotted an ivory comb. A short haggle and exchange of coin and it was his.

      “You can use it too, Aethelbald. Our best clothes are back in Bryn Alyn but at least our hair can look the part at the King's table!”

      Three children dashing headlong and their frisking dog needed sidestepping before dodging the smoke from the smouldering ash covering a potter's pit. They dawdled to watch his skilled hands raise a sausage of clay into a pot shape on his wheel, doubtless made by the wheelwright next door. There, buckets, tool handles, boxes and chests spilt out on the street. Inside the cavernous workshop among carts and wheels, a man worked a foot pedal to turn a lathe. Not stopping for idle chatter, they moved on past a woman casting powdered madder into a vat to dye her yarn red.

      “Look! An alehouse, that's more like it!” Aethelbald nudged his comrade.

      “Don't be getting ideas about serving wenches, that's all!”

      “Ay, we never did finish our conversation–”

      “Nor will we. Else you'll drink alone!”

      Aethelbald scowled, he'd let him be for now, but swore to get to the bottom of the matter sooner rather than later. The woman waiting on them, judging by her loss of shape, had given birth to many a babe and her charmless gap-toothed smile did nothing to improve her appearance. Nor did her matted hair and filthy apron. She hurried off to fetch their drinks and Guthlac said, “I wouldn't put it past you!” earning himself a jocular cuff around the ear.

      The imminent arrival of beer meant Aethelbald took banter in good part and the aspect of their hostess prevented the ealdorman from staying to overindulge.

      “She doesn't know what a comb is. Better we keep clear heads,” Guthlac said, “we might need our wits at the King's board.”

      At table, ushered directly opposite the King, Aethelbald admired the fern green twisted glass, another product of a Lindcolne craftsman, he suspected. Servants began to pour ale and others to place bowls of soup before them.

      “Delicious!” Guthlac said.

      King Aldfrith crooked a finger, questioned a servant and said, “Kale and chestnut with pieces of ham.” He smiled but Aethelbald noticed that his eyes were hard and calculating. As he suspected, they did not have to wait long for more serious matters to be mooted.

      In a casual tone, the grey-haired ealdorman said to the Miercians, “So, son of Alweo, you knew nothing of the murder?”

      Aethelbald and Guthlac exchanged puzzled glances and the former shrugged, “Murder?” Was this the crime they had been coerced here for?

      The eyes of the King never left their faces for a second, scrutinising their every reaction.

      “Ay,” went on the greybeard, hand hovering over the steaming bowl, “murder! At Beardan Abbey.”

      A frown and silent shake of the head was Aethelbald's reply. His pulse began to pound at his throat.

      “The Lady Osthryth, stabbed through the heart as she left the Dawn Service by two men built like warriors but disguised as monks…one named Aethelbald and the other Guthlac–”

      Aethelbald dropped his spoon and leapt to his feet, pale, on the brink of a strident denial.

      “Be seated, friend!” commanded Aldfrith. “No-one here is fool enough to believe you committed the foul deed.”

      The muscles in his face taut, Aethelbald lowered himself to the bench. Was the danger over?

      “Murderers do not bandy their names to the four winds,” the King said, “nor with witting complicity do they ride toward the scene of their crime. Sooner, in furtive flight, they leave it behind.” He resumed sipping at his soup, his disconcerting eyes never leaving the ealdorman's face. “The questions to be asked are others,” he went on, “Who wanted the Lady dead? Wherefore lure the two of you to Lindissi hoping to implicate you in the deed? What is to be gained by the slaying? And…” he paused for effect, his words cut as sharp as a well-honed seax, “…what is to become of our Miercian lordlings? Come, drink your soup while it is hot!”

      In truth, Aethelbald imagined his stomach might be less knotted fighting with famished wolves for a leg of lamb. The King appeared in no haste to reassure them of their blamelessness and consequent deliverance. Was he enjoying his power over them? For the moment, he seemed more to be appreciating his soup.

      The greybeard counsellor spoke, “As to the first question, Lord, there was no love lost between Queen Osthryth and her Miercian subjects. The pagan Penda killed her devout and beloved uncle, Oswald, and ritually dismembered him.” His voice lingered on the last three words and he stared around the table relishing their effect. His smooth voice went on, “Penda's son converted to marry Osthryth's sister, but his new wife's loyalty lay with Northanhymbra and her father, the king of that land. Through her treachery, her husband, Paeda, died. Unavenged, his death still rankles with the Miercian lords. The wedding of Aethelred and Osthryth did nothing to impede the frequent outbreaks of war between the two kingdoms and the victory of Mierce at the Trente…” here he waited to add weight to his words, “…involved the slaughter of the Queen's favourite brother–”

      “Which means, of course,” cut in King Aldfrith, laying his spoon with care in his empty bowl, “the Lady had more cause to hate Mierce and to plot against her estranged husband. Reason enough for the Miercian lords to want her dead and at the same time avenge Paeda's death caused by her sister's deceit two-score years before. Long memories are the mark of a blood feud.”

      Aethelbald nodded in silent accord. All this was more than plausible, but the riddle tormenting him was why he and Guthlac were embroiled in this affair at all. The arrival of platters of eel cooked in celery, parsley, carrots and crab apples and flavoured with horseradish distracted him for a moment, but it did not distract the elderly ealdorman.

      “As for the reason for trying to implicate you two in the murder of Queen Osthryth, we can do no more than guess. You come from different under-kingships in the north of Mierce. Might it not be a bid to topple those who enjoy Aethelred's favour in those parts?”

      Setting aside his bowl and taking a draught of ale, Aethelbald said, “Or simply to suggest the Lady was fomenting unrest among his sworn underkings in outlying areas of Mierce.”

      “More likely,” King Aldfrith assented, “but of course this is secondary to what murderers gain from her death. Why kill a lady who is paying harmless devotions on a remote isle in the fens?”

      “Unless she were indeed plotting, Lord. She dared not contact you so as not to risk her safe haven. But assume she contacted the King of the Hwicca, a kinsman of hers, and, say, the King of the Est Angles?” Frowning, the ealdorman tugged at his grey beard, “But to what end?”

      To general surprise, Guthlac spoke, for hitherto he had sat in silence, “Queen Osthryth has a son, Coelwald. By detaching the underkings with promises of independence to weaken Mierce, might she not have planned to call in her relatives from Northanhymbra? They would depose Aethelred and enthrone Coelwald, at last bringing their hated rivals under their dominion?”

      Aethelbald gaped at Guthlac. He had supposed him incapable of such contorted thinking, but the more he thought about it the more likely it seemed. Not wishing to give his comrade too much credit, he murmured, “By Thunor's wrathful bolt, you should eat eel more often.”

      The King drained his glass to wash down his food, called for more ale and said, “You are in danger, young men. The accusation has been made and the kin of Osthryth will seek you out for revenge. But here's the thing, your enemy in Mierce, whoever he is, has been sly. Linking you to a possible plot of Osthryth's means that King Aethelred and his loyal nobles will be after your blood.” The King's expression changed to one of sorrow, “I cannot give you refuge here as my fealty is to Aethelred. I can say we searched for you in vain but you must leave without delay.”

      The tall ealdorman nodded his grey head, “Ay, depart at dawn. Bear in mind, by now the King of Mierce will know you are no longer at Bryn Alyn.”

      Guthlac looked appalled at his comrade. “Where shall we go? Nowhere is safe.”

      “It's best our hosts know not…there is one place…I'll tell you as we ride.”
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      Relieved to reach the foot of the steep hill in Lindcolne, Aethelbald relaxed amid the first shimmering rays of the sun. The sky changed from an indistinct grey to a soothing cornflower blue with wisps of blushing clouds. Not one to notice the beauty of Nature, unless in the form of a shapely wench, after the threat to their lives the ealdorman revelled in his surroundings. With uplifted spirit, he watched the leaden water of the River Withma brighten to silver tinged with pink.

      “The dawn,” he said to Guthlac, “is like an invisible hand lifting a veil from the world to reveal its colours.”

      His friend's horse snorted but it might as well have been its rider, judging by his tone, “So you realise there's more to life than wenching and slaughter! Since you did not wish to mention it in the King's hall, tell me the one place you believe to be safe.”

      “In truth, the arm of King Aethelred is long and nowhere is beyond his reach. One thing is sure, while our families may not be able to protect us, they will not betray us. Suthanhymbra is nearer than North Mierce, I say we seek out your father and his counsel. An older, wiser head will know what to advise–”

      “Ay, and maybe he will suggest the identity of the skulking adversary tainting our names. But if we are going to my father's estates why are we riding north?”

      “We return to Gegnesburh to set a false trail.”

      “Or to tumble with the maid! By all the saints, a two-day-and-a-half's ride separate Lindcolne from my father's land! Would you add a day to our journey to sport with a wench?”

      Aethelbald glared, “I gave you my reason and there's an end to it!”

      They rode on in silence following the straight road and reached Caenby by noon, breaking for an hour to water and restore their horses. Provisions begged from the royal kitchen served to reinvigorate them in the face of the remaining two leagues separating them from Gegnesburh where Aethelbald intended to spend the night. By mid-afternoon, Guthlac's natural good humour returned and they rode into the town in companionable conversation before making for the inn where they had stayed before.

      After more than an hour, in which they chatted and supped ale, the serving woman, Goda, came to their table once more. Before Aethelbald could order again, she bent to his ear and whispered fast so Guthlac did not catch a word. A wry smile made it clear to anyone who might be interested that the wench was propositioning his friend. But nothing could have been farther from the truth.

      “Lord, do not look round, she breathed, “in the corner sits one in a green cloak. A few minutes ago, he arrived and gave coins to the landlord to seal his mouth but I overheard everything from the scullery door. Whence were you bound? At what hour? What names go you by, he asked all that and more–”

      “Is he alone?” the ealdorman murmured.

      “Ay.”

      “Another two ales and a wedge of your best cheese!” he said in a loud voice and slapped her bottom to aid the pretence but also because he found it enticing.

      “Do you think of nothing else?” Guthlac sighed and shook his head. “Keep the noise down when you go at it tonight. I need my sleep!”

      “By Thunor, like wasps to ripe fruit, maids are drawn to me! How can I turn them away?” Aethelbald made no attempt to lower his voice and from the corner of his eye was gratified to see the spy curl his lip in a sneer. This situation changed everything. Guthlac erred, there would be no amorous cavorting with Goda tonight since he would need to be fresh and have his wits about him on the morrow. With the utmost discretion, he ensured his companion noted the features of the spy.

      Upstairs in their room, Aethelbald explained their changed circumstances and his plan for the next day.

      “I agree we have to clear our names,” the younger man said, “but how? Oughtn't we to go to King Aethelred and declare our innocence?”

      “Are you mad? Walk into the bear's den? Whoever murdered Osthryth and lured us to Lindissi will not rest till we are dead. Nay, we keep to my plan. Time to sleep.”

      In spite of the early hour, labourers scurried and scrambled along the wharves below the bridge over the Trente. The populace of the wakening town outdid one another in their contribution to the infernal din: the bell ringers, the smiths, the traders, the drovers and their dogs. Glad to leave the chaos behind, once over the river, Aethelbald said, “Stop looking back! The cur is unaware of our suspicions. Do you want to alert him?”

      There was little movement but for two carts and a ceorl driving spindle-legged swine into the woods, to grub for acorns, toads and worms. The companions followed the valley toward Torksey coming to where the road passed through woodland on either side.

      “It's here we separate,” Aethelbald said, “stick to our plan!”

      “Our plan, is it?” Guthlac muttered so his leader did not hear him.

      He urged his horse among the trees and Aethelbald did likewise on the opposite side of the thoroughfare. The ealdorman unslung his shield from his back, drew his sword and waited. A short while later, at the thud of approaching hooves, he kicked with his heels and his mount plunged out of the woodland. At the same time, Guthlac and his horse burst from the forest. The startled beast of the unsuspecting rider reared and all but threw him. Reining in with difficulty he glared in rage at his assailants, laid his hand on the hilt of his seax, but what use was it against two swordsmen? He released his grip.

      Drawing close to the fellow, Aethelbald scrutinised the face of the spy from the inn, “Why are you following us?”

      “I am not. The road leads to Newerche where I have family.”

      “You lie!” Guthlac said, “You paid the innkeeper for news of us.”

      The eyes of the man, a poor ceorl judging by his close-cropped yellow hair, darted from Aethelbald to Guthlac and back again when the latter spoke anew.

      “A fine mount for a fellow without coin! If you value your life, you will tell us who set you on our trail.”

      The breathing of the villain came faster and beads of sweat appeared on his brow, “It's more than it's worth, I cannot!”

      Quick as an adder, Aethelbald struck the side of the man's head with the boss of his shield knocking him from his horse and leaving him stunned. The animal bolted.

      “Catch the beast and bring it back!” the ealdorman shouted as he dismounted, throwing down his weapons. Obedient, Guthlac galloped his mount after the frightened steed.

      Kneeling on the man's arms, Aethelbald drew the ceorl's seax and, remorseless, drove the point through his palm pinning the hand to the ground. Drawing his own seax, he did the same to the other hand so the screaming man lay spread-eagled before him.

      Riderless horse in tow, Guthlac rode up and stared dispassionately at their victim.

      “It ill behoves you to withhold what we seek,” he said, dismounting and tethering the two horses to nearby trees.

      The agonised man rolled his head from side to side in refusal, “Kill me and be done!” he groaned.

      “Give me your seax!” Aethelbald ordered his comrade, who in growing realisation, looked on in dismay. Drawing the blade across the flesh of the forearm, in a trail of crimson beads, he etched a rectangle, pitiless, flaying the skin, indifferent to the screams of his victim.

      “The name,” he said, “and I'll stop.”

      Sickened, Guthlac turned away and wandered over to the horses, consoling himself by comforting the beasts. True, his and Aethelbald's lives were in danger, but he had no stomach for this. He loved him as a brother, but this side to his character tested his affection.

      In spite of his suffering, the man did not utter a word. Aethelbald proceeded until Guthlac raced across and pushed his friend to the ground, “For pity's sake, stop!

      To free the bleeding man, he pulled out the seaxes. The wretch sat up and rocked backwards and forwards clutching his wounds in agony.

      “We'll find out who our foe is sooner or later. There's no need for this!” Guthlac said.

      “There's every need. By Thunor, our lives are threatened and you behave like a faint-hearted maid!”

      Aethelbald picked up his sword and shield and with one swift lunge ran the weapon through the ceorl's throat.

      “And don't tell me there was no necessity for that!” He wiped the blood off the blade on the grass. “Help me drag the body out of sight before wayfarers chance upon us.”

      Another hour and they rode through the village of Torksey close to the Trente, stopping to buy fresh-baked bread and water the horses. To rest his animal, Aethelbald mounted the bay mare they had taken from the ceorl.

      “This is a fine beast,” he said, a few hundred yards down the road, “no more than a four-year-old. No ceorl owns one of these. Whoever set that wretch to stalk us, I swear the steed is but the smallest forfeit the cur-dog will pay when I unmask him.”

      For all his bluster, Aethelbald was worried. Their nameless adversary, to challenge for power, must be formidable, potent, a danger not only to them but also to their King. The unexpected behaviour of Guthlac concerned him too. What caused one of the deadliest warriors he had ever had the pleasure of fighting beside to change into a weakling overnight? Determined to find the source of this disquiet, once he had, he would destroy it before the day was out and it harmed them again.

      They pressed on down the Roman road to Newerche, ate on the riverbank, swapped horses so Guthlac rode Aethelbald's and reached Snotingham by early evening. After their meal and two hours of drinking, they retired to their room. In Aethelbald's experience, ale had little effect on Guthlac's mood but tonight it made him querulous. To the ealdorman's annoyance, Guthlac grumbled, “It is but four leagues to my father's hall. The decision to go to Gegnesburh means we are stuck here, not there. Nobody travels at night. What a waste–”

      Aethelbald kept a tight rein on his temper but interrupted, “As well we went there! Thanks to the goodwill of Goda, the stalker lies dead and no-one knows where we are. By midmorning on the morrow, you will embrace your family.”

      The sullen expression of his friend as he tossed himself down on his pallet made him shake his head. Better not tax him about his change of spirit until his mood improved, which was sure to happen when he reunited with his family. Opting to bide his time, Aethelbald knew a few days at his homestead might restore to him the comrade he cherished.

      The sun would have shone directly overhead the next day, had it not been cloaked by cloud when the bear of a man hauled Guthlac into a formidable hug. Fearing for his companion's backbone, Aethelbald supposed whatever brightness the day lacked, the expressions of father and son made up for it. To be sure, he had not bothered to ask himself what appearance Penwalh might have. The iron-coloured locks were no surprise in a man of two score and ten springs but the knotted muscles of arms and calves bespoke huge strength. A warrior to be feared in spite of his years.

      “Come, I must greet your comrade!” roared the ealdorman as a middle-aged woman came out of the hall wearing a splendorous gold necklace and at her waist, an amber and amethyst girdle.

      “Mother!” Guthlac hastened toward her, leaving his fellow traveller and Penwalh to clasp forearms in greeting.

      Pleasantries over, the lord of the estate led his two guests into the building. A youth scampered off with instructions to fetch…Aethelbald paid no heed to the names…two thegns, and the lady head of the household gave orders to slave girls to bring refreshments.

      They drank beer made sweet with honey and ate oatcakes also prepared with honey and a precious spice Aethelbald had never tasted. It pleased him so much, he asked Guthlac's mother about it.

      “These cakes are delicious, Lady. But what is this strange taste?”

      The sweetness of her smile reminded him at once of her son, who shared her delicate features,

      “It is a spice hard to come by and known as cinnamon,” she said. “In a distant land to the east giant cinnamon birds collect the sticks and use them to build their nests.”

      At that moment, two men entered the hall speaking in hushed tones. An almost imperceptible eye movement from the lady was sufficient for a slave girl to whisk away the cakes and for another to replace them with a bowl of sweet curd cheese and hunks of bread. The lady, appreciated Aethelbald, did not reserve her spiced treats for thegns. Two more drinking horns appeared. Hospitality in Suthanhymbra, as throughout Mierce, was never wanting in an ealdorman's hall. The newcomers bowed to their Lord and upon a gesture took their place at table.

      “Welcome, Lord Guthlac,” said the older of the two, “more than a year away, is it not?”

      “Ay, Allwald, fretting on the confines of Powys of late, waiting in vain for Wealisc to show–”

      Penwalh cut in, “Tell them what happened yesterday.” The lord lent back resting an elbow on the back of his seat better to face and explain to Aethelbald, “Allwald has a village a league hence to the southeast…” he waved a hand, “tell them!”

      An apologetic glance at Guthlac and the thegn shifted his attention to the other guest, in recognition of his rank. “Lord, my ceorls were toiling in the South Field, before noon, when a band of armed men rode up to press them for the whereabouts of two – er – lawbreakers. On pain of death…they fair scared them witless…they made them swear that Lord Guthlac and another – we know now is you, Lord Aethelbald – had not set foot in or around Northworthig…”

      Aethelbald frowned and exchanged looks with his comrade, “Yesterday, before noon?”

      “Ay.”

      The Lord of Northworthig, slammed down a fist, “Lawbreakers! The cravens minded to come nowhere near my sword arm with their false accusations.”

      Gratitude and love shone in Guthlac's eyes at his father's words. The ealdorman knew not of what they stood accused, nor did he care, sure of his son's innocence. He addressed the other thegn, “Tell them, Wulfric!”

      The thegn placed his elbows on the table and cupped one hand over the other, leaning forward. “The same thing, Lord,” he said to Aethelbald, “my ceorls were driving sheep from the ofer – the flat-topped ridge above our village – a while before dusk–”

      “Where is your holding?” Aethelbald interrupted.

      “A mile more than a league to the west, Lord…” he waited for reassurance to continue, “…they asked the same questions as of Allwald's men and when they were satisfied you had not ventured thereabouts, they left. But not before one of my men heard them say…” unease showed in his lowered head, “…forgive me Lord, their word…the criminals must have gone to the village of the iron mines. My shepherds knew not of the place but of course, it is Woercs-worth. They were sure they would find you there at your father's hall.”

      Nobody spoke as they reflected on these words. Through the open door came the high-pitched whining of a demanding puppy over the constant chitter of nestlings from the eaves. Supping a draught of mead then setting down his drinking horn, Aethelbald recounted the tale of the mischance that led to their arrest by King Aldfrith in Lindcolne.

      The broad brow of Penwalh furrowed, “I knew naught of the murder of Osthryth. And you say the messenger insisted you kept her ring?” He drummed the tips of his fingers on the table, “Proof of your contact with the Lady. A deft ploy, but Aldfrith is no fool and has no reason to throw in his lot with a plot to overthrow Aethelred. The Miercian yoke over Lindissi is made of light wood.” The drumming grew more insistent, “What's more, the Lindisfarona smart at the memory of the Northanhymbrian invasions. Mierce keeps the northern wolves at bay.” A pause for a drink, and refreshed, he resumed, “Ay, Northanhymbra. The heart of the problem. There are those who would use the ambition of the men from north of the Hymbre to their own ends–”

      “Who, father? And to what gain?”

      “As to who, there are many pretenders to the throne. How are we to know who among them sullied your reputations? The reason is much clearer. Urge the underkings to break free from Mierce, encourage the Northanhymbrians to invade. Show Aethelred is unfit to rule and seize the kingship.”

      Aethelbald followed Penwalh's reasoning with close interest. In an unconscious movement his hand slipped into his tunic and closed over Osthryth's ring.

      “But if we don't know who blighted us, how can we clear our names?” Guthlac frowned.

      At last, the rhythmic beating ceased and with it vanished the wrinkled brow as though all the ealdorman's cares, of a sudden, had flown out the door.

      “Well,” Penwalh smiled, “you cannot stay here. The king's men will soon realise you are not in Woercs-worth and like baying hounds they will not cease their hunting. You must confound their plans.”

      “But how?” Aethelbald asked.

      The ealdorman raised his drinking horn but held it in mid-air as he spoke, “By showing the world you are no friends of Northanhymbra.” A smile, impenetrable, curled his lip before he drank.

      “Lord, you speak in riddles,” Aethelbald shrugged, staring at the other men and noting in their faces bafflement to match his own.

      Penwalh gazed at the puzzled faces and chortled, “Ride north steer clear of Woercs-worth and make for Dore.”

      Aethelbald scratched his head as his perplexity deepened, “North? Into the land of the Britons?”

      “Elmet Saetna, where Miercians seeking new land strive to repel the Northanhymbrians and Elmetians. The leader of the settlers is an old friend, Ealdorman Wigstan. What better way to prove you are not scheming with them than to fight them? Two snipes with one stone! You will be out of the reach of Aethelred and at the same time disproving those who wish to besmirch you.”

      “There! I told you father would know what to do!” Guthlac cried and raised his mead to Aethelbald.

      “Lord, it is a fine plan,” Aethelbald acknowledged, “with the merit that we are tired of idleness on the western borders. Our sinews grow weak with inactivity!”

      “The scheme offers further prospects,” their host cast a fond glance at his son, “Wigstan is a widower and boasts a daughter of rare beauty, Faryn. Beware, they say he's a wrathful and jealous guardian. Now alas, away! It saddens me you must leave my hearth. Know you are ever welcome but make haste lest the hounds of Aethelred pick up your scent and come snapping at your heels!”
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      “Gone! Gone? Impossible!”

      The son of the underking of Elmet, awake now, threw aside his sheepskin bedcovering. Unconvinced, he pulled open the flap of his tent and stared uphill. The moorland, streaked with long shadows, stretched bleak and empty to the prominent ridge forming the not too distant skyline.

      “We caught them like a grouse in a trap. How can this be? Sound the horn! Rouse the men!”

      Dressed and armed, the fretful young lord, forced to wait for the readiness of his warriors, incredulous, stared once more up the steep approach to the head of the valley. Turning to the Northanhymbrian ealdorman who served in name as his war counsellor or, he suspected, as his overseer, he could not contain his frustration.

      “By God's blood! How can a host vanish in the night?”

      “I close-questioned the lookouts, Lord. They swear they stayed alert and saw no lights, heard no sound of–”

      “Then Satan sent his demons pluck them away.”

      The ealdorman made the sign of the cross, spat on the coarse grass at his feet and grumbled, “They were trapped. Enclosed on three sides. And we, twice their number…the onset of night saved them…” he hesitated, stared into the distance, “…now there's a thing…

      “What? Out with it, speak!”

      The Northanhymbrian gazed up the slope and shook his head, “When night cast its shroud, they lit no fires or torches as though they wished to disappear into the blackness. Our camp was alive with bustle, shouting, and leaping flames.” He pointed uphill, “They slithered away over the ridge on their bellies like vipers. Pah! Even snakes keep to their burrows in the darkness.”

      “They will not escape us. Make haste! Order the thegns to harry the men.”

      The oxen, they decided to leave at the foot of the incline owing to the unsuitable terrain for baggage carts. Gruelling enough for warriors carrying packs and spears, the ascent became more arduous as their commanders urged them on to greater pace. Neither did the coarse grasses and bracken underfoot aid progress up the limestone outcrop. The hardier ones pushed ahead and the host strung out. But this did not perturb their leaders in this wilderness devoid of life. What risk of attack was there? Once surmounted the ridge, they would halt for stragglers while gaining the first sighting of the fleeing enemy below.

      The war cries and the hail of javelins that rent the air stated otherwise. Caught unawares and hampered by their burdens, the Elmetians and their Northanhymbrian mercenaries succumbed to the full onslaught of the foe. Splitting into three bands, the Miercians made light of their fewer numbers. In the face of relentless slaughter, their adversaries sought to free themselves of any encumbrance to make use of their spears.

      At the head of the leading band of Miercians, Guthlac reached the cluster of warriors around the commanders shouting orders – those he wished above all to slay. Nimble and seasoned in battle, he sidestepped the first iron tip levelled at him and clove the arm bearing it. These weapons were no longer a threat once past the outer rank, the poles too awkward to wield in the confined space. Instead, three warriors brandishing swords rushed at him. One, eyes fixed on the advancing Miercian, tripped over a pack dropped in haste and clutching the man next to him to break his fall, pulled him off balance. Linden shields offered insufficient resistance to the might of Guthlac's battleaxe and neither strength nor courage could prevail against his skill in the face of such mishap. Hard behind him, Aethelbald hewed and hacked towards Guthlac fearing the numbers ranged against his implacable comrade would overwhelm him. His misgivings proved ill-founded.

      At last, the remorseless blood-spattered Miercian stood, chest heaving with exertion, facing the commanders of the enemy force. To his astonishment, a rough grasp from behind checked his advance to finish the foe. His commander took charge.

      “Look about you!” Aethelbald roared at their adversaries, “See, the day is lost! Lay down your arms! As our hostages, you will be treated with respect until negotiations are concluded.”

      Guthlac relaxed, understanding at once the good sense behind Aethelbald's decision. These two beaten enemies would be more use to them alive than dead.

      The wiser head of the ealdorman overcame the rashness of youth. Seizing the raised sword arm of the underking's son to prevent further foolhardiness, he murmured close urgent words and gestured to the bodies scattered over the moor. The few men left standing were disarmed and captive destined to slavery.

      Defeated, the young Briton planted the point of his weapon into the earth and his shoulders sagged, the Northanhymbrian did likewise.

      

      
        
        (Three months later).

      

      

      The sun rose due east, marking the end of summer when a warrior rode into Dore with four companions. The delicate weave of his cloak and the refinement of his features indicated the newcomer as one of noble birth. Servants hastened to stable the horses and others to lead them into the hall of Ealdorman Wigstan, the leader of the Miercian settlers in the south of Elmet. The ealdorman, discussing an offer for the hostages with his counsellors, broke off to greet the newcomers. A cry of recognition from Aethelbald thwarted him.

      “Coelwald! Well met! What wyrd leads you to cross our path?”

      The countenance of the Miercian nobleman shone with unfeigned pleasure, “Lord Wigstan, Aethelbald, Guthlac!” The slightest tilt of the head conceded, “Why, to lend my arm to your cause…but more of that ere long. The dust from the road torments our throats!”

      At these words, the demure, slender young woman standing to one side, her beauty hidden by her bowed head under a thin head-dress of cream-hued silk, clapped her hands. A servant dashed to provide beakers and flagons of ale. Her eyes the colour of springtime mint, met with those of Coelwald but she flushed and lowered her head.

      “Welcome to my hall. What is mine is yours, but for my daughter,” the grey-haired ealdorman said, with more than a hint of menace in his tone.

      The hour of affable companionship that followed belied this unpromising start. In that time, Coelwald learnt about the situation in Elmet but those at table were no clearer as to the reason for his arrival. Aethelbald decided to be direct, “What brings you here? We, to clear our names. But you have no such problem.”

      Taking the nearest ewer, Coelwald sighed and gained time for reflection by refilling each vessel within reach. At last, he said, “The King is at war with Powys, a dispute over Hwiccan lands–”

      “The Wealisc rouse themselves too late for us,” Guthlac cut in, “Had the wildlings moved sooner, we were never lured to Lindissi.” He raised a hand in apology, “Go on!”

      “My words will be plain. The same person who drove you here seeks my death. In the confusion of warfare, he made three attempts on my life.” The handsome features of the Miercian aetheling took on a troubled faraway expression.

      “We hoisted the shieldwall to fend off the hail of weapons from the invaders of Powys. The man at my flank…fell…pierced by a dart…slain.”

      A moment's silence followed.

      “It happens in battle,” Aethelbald voiced the thoughts of the others.

      Coelwald shook his head, “Not in such a way. My thegn perished not at the hands of the Wealisc. True, he parried one of their javelins with his shield. The force of the weapon forced him backwards to keep his footing and that is when the iron spike impaled him…” he paused and stared at Aethelbald, “…from behind!”

      “Behind?” Guthlac frowned.

      “Ay, it was meant for me. If he hadn't stepped back–”

      “The fiend!” Wigstan exclaimed, “With all eyes on the foe, whoever launched it knew he'd be seen by those conniving with him and no other.”

      Looks of consternation exchanged, they waited in vain for the nobleman to continue.

      “By Thunor's bolt, thrice, you said? Three attempts?” Aethelbald urged him on and stroking his beard, with the other hand reached for his ale.

      “The battle won, we set up camp for the night near the Saefern.” Reliving events, Coelwald stared into his cup as though the amber liquid might reveal some hidden truth. “More often than not, yon valley blows windy and a good breeze fans the campfires. In the darkest hour, I lie awake full of rancour, thinking about yon javelin and grieving for my friend slain by his own. Of a sudden, a red and yellow light flickers and the smell smoke fills my nostrils. My tent flares like a torch. The flames leap with such ardour – I'll never make it out! I slash at the canvas with my seax like a man possessed by a demon and all the time the stench of oil–”

      “Yet, you live to tell the tale!” Guthlac said, his voice awed.

      “What you should know is…” Coelwald tapped the table with his forefinger, “…someone doused the linen in oil beforehand to feed the fire.”

      “Did no-one else suspect it?” Wigstan asked.

      The distant gaze returned to his face, “There's a clamour of half awake men, one voice rises above all others, 'the wind carried a spark to the cloth,' shouts he. Men beat out and quench the blaze and the matter ends in confusion.”

      “And might it have been so?” Aethelbald said.

      “But for the javelin, the smell of oil and the third bid to end my life. Poison! I'd quaffed it too if it hadn't been for the King's lolloping gellgi–”

      “The King's what?” Guthlac laughed.

      “Gellgi! Great wolfhounds the Wealisc use in battle. After the fight, we netted several and bought their trust with raw flesh for them to devour. Curious to see them close by, King Aethelred ordered two of them brought to his tent.”

      The young nobleman closed his eyes, to visualise better the scene.

      “These are strange red-gold beasts, wild, savage…my…how their eyes bulge and roll white. Those fangs bared, dripping slaver from the corner of their mouths. Look at this one, why does its nose twitch? The ham shank in the ealdorman's hand! Oh my God! It flashes like an arrow. My mead, dashed to the floor! It's nigh taken the poor man's hand along with the meat…see how he recoils in fear. What's this? The other brute laps up my drink. Oh, how it staggers! Drunk? But, nay, it shudders, whines, foams at the mouth. Dead? Can this be? Poison! Meant for me…”

      “What did King Aethelred do?” Guthlac asked.

      Narrowing his eyes, Coelwald's spoke in a calmer more measured tone. “The King commanded all the fare be tested on slaves for a few days. None of it poisoned of course. The one who passed me the horn, denied any blame. But let me tell you: a thegn of Coelred gave that vessel to me. Again, another of his closest thegns suggested a spark set my tent afire and the javelin meant for me came from the direction of his men.”

      “Coelred?” Aethelbald asked, “Why would he wish you dead?”

      “Why wouldn't he?” came the sharp reply. “Aethelred is not a young man and since childhood, Coelred has watched his uncle reign in his stead. There are obstacles to him being chosen by the witan as the next King of Mierce, above all his own weak nature. There are others more worthy.”

      Aethelbald and Guthlac exchanged glances.

      As if reading their thoughts, Coelwald went on, “Ay, now you see why Coelred arranged my mother's end at Beardan and tried to settle the blame on you. Thus, he rids himself of two renowned combatants of noble blood, possible contenders to the throne, and involves me in your so-called plot.” Wrinkles creased the smooth brow, “I decided not to trust in my luck lasting. We may aid our wyrd, so I chose to distance myself and throw in my lot with those who Coelred seeks to destroy. True, there is no proof against him to lay before you, but the circumstances hint as much.” A grim smile curled his lip, “You baulked him by fighting the Northanhymbrians. Had his scheme succeeded and we three been slain, my half-brother remained to contest him. But he, as the whole kingdom knows, is a weakling, the one person weaker than himself. The witan would never choose either of them in the stead of any of us–”

      “True!” Wigstan cried, “I, for one, would not raise my hand in favour of Coelred. Could he have slaughtered the host of Elmet as Aethelbald did? They outnumbered us two to one! What cunning and strength!”

      A broad grin lit up Coelwald's face and his deep blue eyes shone, “Come, fill the cups! This is a tale that bears the hearing. Aethelbald, tell me how you bested the foe.”

      “The situation looked grim for us. Their host, as Lord Wigstan said, far greater than ours and the valley rose to a head enclosed on three sides, with them sealing the fourth.”

      “Caught in a trap, then.”

      Guthlac laughed, “Ay, but they reckoned without the cunning of our leader!”

      Aethelbald raised his beaker to his friend in acknowledgement, “But it all served for naught were it not for chance. Darkness fell at the right moment, else all was lost.”

      “So, you attacked in the night, like wolves on the drove?” the aetheling enthused.

      The broad features of the warrior needed little incitement to take on an aspect of wolf-like ferocity, “We did not. The rough ground and the blackness made surprise a feat beyond our means. Still, the land around yon valley befriended us.”

      A frown furrowed the brow of Coelwald, “A riddle is it?”

      Wigstan, Guthlac and Aethelbald joined together in hearty laughter.

      “The rock is limestone and riddled with caves,” Aethelbald said, “at the head of the vale to one side is a huge cavern called the Devil's Arse–”

      “Why so named?”

      “Deep inside, water drains away and makes a noise like a giant's fart! Once within, for the space is vast, it took all our men with room for more, I threatened death to anyone who roared in merriment at the sound.” The ealdorman smiled at the memory, “The oafs grew red in the face with the effort not to bellow their mirth at the farting. We slept in silence and at dawn, like a bear roused from its slumber, we prepared for battle.”

      “Were you not a-feared to be trapped in yon dank hole?”

      “Lost for lost, we risked all. At worst, an attack on a narrower shieldwall, at best – as it turned out – they gave no thought to the hillside but stared ahead, intent on pursuit–”

      Guthlac cut in, unable to contain his glee, “They stretched out like a herd of deer and we hit them from the side–”

      “Ay, and we seized the lead stag as hostage!” Wigstan's leathery features creased in a huge smile. “We were discussing that when you arrived, Lord Coelwald.” He clapped his hands once more and ordered food and more drink.

      He set about explaining how Miercian settlers, respecting the land of the local Britons and clearing new acreage from the forest, managed to trade with their neighbours. In this, Guthlac helped, with his gift for understanding the Brittonic tongue. “How these people of South Elmet hate their King, naught but an underking, a Northanhymbrian puppet. One who places them under the heel of the foreign invader. Even so, this wretch still has dreams of driving the Miercians out of his territory,” he concluded.

      All this, Coelwald followed with interest, “Hence the Battle of the Devil's Arse,” he said with relish. He raised an eyebrow and looked confused, “so why then, do the Britons not turn to their overlords for help? They pay tribute in cattle, corn and gold, do they not?”

      “True,” Wigstan said, “it would concern us. Were the Northanhymbrians to raise a host, they could drive us out of Elmet since our own King is occupied in war with Powys, but fate has it that the Northanhymbrians are also thus engaged to the north. In fact, they are hard pressed. News came of their defeat to the Picts less than two moons past.”

      “We hold the son of the underking of Elmet,” Guthlac intervened, “their messenger awaits our reply to their offer.”

      “Which is?”

      “An exchange. The firstborn for younger twin brothers who are but children and a promise of peace for settlers in the south as far as the River Scheth but not beyond.”

      Resting his chin on his fist, Coelwald said, “Reasonable enough, on the face of it, but can you trust them?”

      “Lord Guthlac suggested meeting at the crossing of the Scheth. From the near bank, there will be clear sight of their party with no chance of betrayal. What say you?”

      “The plan is sound,” the aetheling nodded toward Guthlac, “I shall ride with you for the exchange of hostages.”

      “By Thunor's anvil, I do not trust the Britons,” Aethelbald growled, “here is what we will do…”
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      From the steep wooded hillside of the Limb valley, the Miercians gazed down beyond where the stream merged with the River Scheth to the designated meeting place. For the moment, out of sight to any observer, they surveyed the forest behind the approaching group for the slightest glint of metal. Nothing untoward caught the eye and the party below of six horsemen, escorting the two children on ponies, appeared in accord with the agreement struck. The lead rider nudged his mount into the river, shallow where the Scheth flowed over impervious shale and grit.

      Cautious, for each man feared betrayal, Ealdorman Wigstan leant toward Guthlac and said, “On the face of it, we can proceed.”

      “What say you, Coelwald?” Guthlac asked.

      “The ford is our friend. Once they are across and in the open, there is no chance of a treacherous attack. Hidden in the forest, Aethelbald and his men by now will be sure no foe lurks. I say we go down to meet them.”

      The sneer on the face of their British hostage at their wariness annoyed Guthlac, “your people,” he patted the haft of his axe, “are known for perfidy. At the slightest hint of deceit, you will be the first to pay!”

      Under a domed canopy of ash trees, they urged their reluctant horses down the slope until they came to level ground where they veered toward the crossing point. A rough voice, with a heavy accent, hailed them in their own tongue. “We have the hostages to exchange! Let's get it over so we can be on our way!”

      A curt nod from Wigstan to the others and he ordered the two captives to dismount.

      “What, why!” the Elmetian lordling cried.

      Gratified to pay back the Briton's smirk with mockery, Guthlac said, “Don't imagine we'd waste a good horse on you! Whelps like you are more suited to a pony.”

      The hate-laden glare directed at him pleased Guthlac. An unwise retort from the hostage might have been punished. As it was, he revelled in taunting him with laughter as he walked towards his own people. Passing the two children, the King of Elmet's son did not deign them with so much as a glance. Guthlac frowned and edged his horse on a few paces. Strange a brother should not look at, never mind comfort, his younger siblings on consigning them to the enemy! The skinny, pinched faces of the children lacked nobility contrasting with their fine clothing. Unwary and knowing not the foe spoke their language, Guthlac heard one of the escorts snigger, “The fools will believe anything!”

      In a rush of blood, he kicked his horse to a gallop. “Betrayal!” he yelled as he bore down on the two men drawing nigh unto the awaiting group. A sword flew through the air and the Northanhymbrian seized it in time to turn and parry a shuddering blow from the axe of the enraged Miercian. The other hostage dragged a rider from his horse and mounted it while his five warriors drew their weapons. Over the shock of these events, Wigstan, Coelwald and the other three men charged forward to prevent their brave comrade from being overwhelmed.

      Out from the trees, on the far side of the Scheth, emerged the enemy host bristling with spears and javelins. In response, a war cry echoed across the valley as Aethelbald and his warriors poured out from the undergrowth. The sight of their swollen numbers halted the men of Elmet in their tracks. But by the river, the skirmish raged. The Northanhymbrian, clutching a gaping wound at his throat fell dying, his blood soaking into the earth. At the same time, Wigstan crashed to the ground in the throes of death. In turn, Coelwald's sword impaled the warrior who had dealt the ealdorman the mortal blow.

      To the fore of his running men, Aethelbald seized Wigstan's frightened horse, calmed and mounted it, grabbed a javelin from one of his men and headed for the fray. At the same moment, the son of the King of Elmet wheeled his steed and galloped for the ford. Leaving his comrades to finish off the two remaining warriors, Aethelbald sped past in pursuit of the Briton, heedless of the enemy horde on the opposite bank. The fleeing man's beast had entered the river in a cascade of silver sunlit spray. The rider rose and fell four steps with the motion of the jolting animal as Aethelbald, slowed his own mount. Entering the water, he gripped the creature with his knees, steadied his aim and hurled the weapon. The spiteful iron tip pierced the Briton between the shoulder blades and the howl of fury from the onlooking Elmetians bade their toppled Lord farewell to this world. A hail of javelins darkened the sky above the river in swift retribution as Aethelbald struggled to turn his horse and scramble up the bank. Three of the darts found their mark, two in the flesh of the bucking, squealing, animal and one in the shoulder of the Miercian, sending him crashing to the turf.

      Unmolested, the Elmetians retrieved the body of their King's son while the Miercians tended to Aethelbald. In the time needed to ease the spike out of the wound, the men of Elmet vanished into the forest. The ealdorman refused to have a litter made for him, “By Thunor's hairy forearm, it's naught but a scratch,” he muttered, clutching a cloth to the gash to staunch the flow of blood. “Give me a horse and make the stretcher instead for the body of our brave comrade.”

      “Ay,” said Coelwald, his expression grave, “we must console his daughter and consider her prospects. She is without protection.”

      “Poor Faryn,” Guthlac said, “she will be heart-broken. We must do what we can for her.”

      “Whatever is needed,” said Aethelbald, masking the curl of his lip with a groan.

      The two horsemen who had accompanied the four ealdormen each hoisted a child hostage on his mount. On the ride back, the comrades discussed the implications of the skirmish at the river.

      “I told you, Britons are not to be trusted,” Aethelbald said.

      “Pity I didn't realise the deceit sooner…” Guthlac said, in idle recrimination. Gone, the safeguard for their settlements. The implacable enmity of the King of Elmet would be stoked further by a desire for retribution for the loss of his firstborn.

      “Nobody plays us for fools,” Aethelbald said, teeth gritted against the pain, “I slew him and I'd do it a thousand times over.”

      They agreed there would be no immediate consequences following the slaying. Elmet reeled from defeat high on the moors and Northanhymbra struggled with graver problems of her own.

      Behind Guthlac's horse, the birch poles of the litter carrying the corpse of Wigstan bounced over the rough ground and stirred up a plume of dust. Thus did the bedraggled group enter the stronghold of Dore.

      At the sight of Lord Wigstan's body, women wailed and small children buried their heads into the folds of their mother's dress. Faryn knelt, pale and drawn, in dignified silence beside the stretcher, where she brushed the dust from the brow of her sire.

      “Come, let us take him to the church,” Guthlac said, “the priest will pray for his soul.”

      Graceful and slow, the daughter rose, clasped her hands in front of her lap and walked head bowed next to the horse. Still no tear ran down her face.

      Speaking with urgency among themselves, a group of thegns watched as Coelwald helped Aethelbald down from his steed.

      “We must find a healer–” he began but broke off as the first of the thegns addressed the wounded ealdorman.

      “Heed me, Lord, if you will.”

      Aethelbald winced and nodded, “What is it?”

      The remaining five men hastened over to stand at the other's back.

      “We are of one mind, Lord. With the sad passing of our leader, there is but one man fit to take his place,” the weather-beaten scarred face dared to express hope, “I pledge my service, Lord.”

      “Ay, me too!” gruff voices echoed each other.

      Settlers not occupied in the fields set down their tools and gathered to witness the scene. A cheer burst from them at these words.

      Coelwald grinned into his comrade's face, thought better of clapping him on the back, given the gash on his shoulder, and said, “What say you, Lord Aethelbald?”

      “I declare ten days' mourning for Lord Wigstan. Everyone to attend Mass each one to pray for his soul. At the end of that time, I will give my reply…if I don't bleed to death first.”

      The clamour of voices, the din of shouted advice, the bustling away to a healer, all served to conceal the ealdorman's true feelings.

      When he lay on his pallet alone, his wound cleansed and treated with salve, he allowed himself a grim smile. Reaching across to his tunic, he pulled out the beauteous ring and contemplated its exquisite craftsmanship. If the jewel could speak, he fancied, would it not relate that his wyrd bore the guise of a setback? At the end of the allotted period, with some feigned reluctance, he would accept the settlers' offer. Unbeknown to them, they would be the first stone paving his way to his ultimate end: 'Britain-ruler' – 'Bretwaldas, by Thunor!'

      Three days after her father's death, Faryn knelt alone before the mound of fresh compacted earth of his grave. The tears she had held back from the scrutiny of others coursed down her cheeks. Head bowed, she felt his presence beside her and murmured her despair to his spirit.

      “Father, what is to become of me without you? Wherever you are, gaze down upon your daughter, bereft and unshielded. I pray protect and guide me, as ever you did.” She offered up a Pater Noster, as he had taught her, for his soul before wiping her face with her sleeve. Then she stood and with determined step made her way to the healer's hut.

      The unmarried woman with a squint from birth, well-loved in the burh for her gentle nature, opened the door to Faryn's knock. Surprised to see the daughter of her Lord, her mouth dropped open, giving her the ill-deserved expression of a simpleton.

      “Lady,” she said, “what brings you to my poor home?”

      Unsettled by the spinster's cross-eye, used as she was to meeting the gaze of other women and not knowing where to look, she covered her confusion by blurting, “May I come in?”

      Inside, she revealed the reason for her visit: to relieve the woman of her duty to tend Aethelbald.

      She left the cluttered cavern of herbs, petals and vials of garish liquids with her head full of instructions and a woven basket on her arm. The trug contained a salve and a solution of crushed plantain to bathe the wound to keep it free of infection. She hurried away with a spring in her step for the first time since losing her father.

      “Well met! Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      Startled then flustered, caught dwelling amid her thoughts, Faryn stared into the beaming face of Coelwald. Regaining her composure, she greeted him and replied, “On my way to treat Lord Aethelbald's wound.”

      The young nobleman, elegant in utterance as in garb, said, “Let me carry your basket, Lady, for I crave your forbearance.”

      In spite of herself, her deep green eyes widened and her cheeks flamed but she surrendered the trug, asking, “Lord Coelwald, what is it you wish to tell me?”

      They strolled past the low thatched eave of the forge, whence a blast of hot air accompanied a youth bearing tongs outside, a red-hot horseshoe in their jaws. He plunged the ardent metal, hissing steam, into a barrel of water standing by the door.

      Not sparing the ceorl a glance, the aetheling sought the right words. In truth, he had practised this in his head countless times, but his sincere admiration for the maid, to his own surprise, stilted his tongue. His speech seemed clumsy to his own ears, “Lady, the – er – unfortunate circumstances you find yourself in…I mean without a protector…fill me with dismay…” he paused with a sideways glance to gauge her reaction. Apart from a tightening of the lips, it was impossible to tell. Heartbeat quickening, he struggled on, “…you are a woman of ten and seven years and most comely. Were your father with us, I am sure he would agree the time is ripe for you to wed.”

      The colour rose in the young woman's cheeks but she said nothing. Taking her silence as consent, Coelwald strove to make his case. Turning to stand in front of her, staring submerged in the depths of her eyes, conviction in the rightness of his decision grew.

      “We are what our parents made us,” pride in his forebears evident, “wed with me Faryn and you will lack for naught. Who knows, one day you may be Queen of Mierce. What say you, will you take me for your husband?”

      Where before she stood with heightened colour, now her visage was pale and she no longer met his eyes. The torment of her silence ended at last, “Lord Coelwald, you do me great honour beyond the wildest hopes of any maid. I cannot give you the answer you seek. Three days separate me from my father's loving embrace and my heart overflows with sorrow–”

      “Dear Lady, forgive me. Driven by love and concern, I meant no thoughtlessness–”

      “Why do we not each take time? I should not wish to be wed out of pity and, at present, grief veils all thoughts in a grey mist.”

      Aware impetuousness had clouded his judgment, Coelwald sought to remedy the error, “Give no consideration to the former, Lady, you shall be betrothed for your beauty and charm. As for the rest, I am content to wait for the pain to ease.”

      They came upon two small girls sitting in the shade of an oak growing but a score and ten paces from the house where Aethelbald lay. They broke off their activity to greet Lady Faryn who, with great seriousness, inspected their handiwork. Twigs dressed in a rag formed the body and a turnip top, the head of a doll.

      “What a lovely creature you have made!” the noblewoman exclaimed. “Now you must collect daisies to make a chain to go round her pretty neck.”

      Bursting with excitement, the infants dashed off to begin the adventure of picking the flowers.

      Coelwald laughed, “You have a way with little ones, Lady,” he handed the basket to her. “here you are arrived.”

      He took his leave, elegant as ever, and she watched his back as he strode with purpose past her father's…her home. Fighting back a tear, she reflected that she had lied to the ealdorman. If there was but sadness in her heart, why then did it skip and flutter at the thought of treating Aethelbald's wound? She hurried to his door, knocked and entered at his call.

      The patient crossed himself in mock horror, “Swear by all the saints you will not change back into the cross-eyed witch who seeks to frighten my shoulder back to health.”

      Setting her basket down by the bed, the young woman laughed, “Let me raise you to sit against yon bolster. It will be easier to unbind and see the cut.”

      When she placed her hands under his arms, he made to kiss her on the lips, in an instant she turned her face away and took it on her cheek. She hauled him up with excessive force, marvelling at his solid weight. For his part, he winced and complained, “Ah, vixen, I meant no harm!”

      “Behave in a seemly manner,” she warned, hiding her true emotions, “else I shall send straight back the poor healer it pleases you to scoff at.”

      She removed his shirt and her pulse pounded at the sight of his broad shoulders and muscled chest. Their eyes met and the roguish glint she found there did nothing to calm her. Ruffled, she leant him forward, relieved not to see his face and took off the binding. The ragged gash, bright red and grainy startled her but she unstopped the vial and rinsed the raw flesh. The liquid must have stung but he did not flinch nor utter a word as she applied the salve. Bandage tied and shirt laced, he seized her by the wrist, but let her go at once.

      “Pray Lady, sit here with me a while,” he patted the bedcover, “the hag says I must stay abed for two more days that the cut may heal the better. But I am bored and lonesome.”

      “I will. But see your hands do not stray and recount what happened by the river,” his brow furrowed as her voice caught, “I-I must learn how my father died.”

      Gentle in the telling, he embellished her father's role in saving the brave Guthlac and played down his own role in the skirmish.

      The next two days, she came and sat with him, part nurse, part companion. In particular, she questioned him about life in the King's hall at Tame Weorth and listened to his descriptions with rapt attention. The quirks of his expressions, the creases in his face, the ready smile and the dangerous glister in those eyes that reminded her of the blue of harebells grew familiar and irresistible. At night, before she fell asleep, by day as she went about her household tasks, she thought of naught else.

      On the third visit, as Faryn bound his gashed shoulder, he let his head loll close to hers. A wily hunter too experienced to startle the doe, he made no move other than to gaze into her eyes. The longing dwelling there told him she was his for the taking, but shrewd and guileful, he made the drawing of his lips toward hers imperceptible. They met. Shy, she pulled away and he let her. Scrutinising his face, she saw what she believed to be love and gentleness. It brought her back and their kisses became long and sensuous.

      When his strength returned, Aethelbald began to walk outdoors and, to Coelwald's vexation, Faryn accompanied him. Harvest time nigh, the wheat swayed in the breeze and coated the land in a golden mantle stretching out before the burh. The stalks stood as tall as Faryn as they approached the edge of the field.

      “Give me your hand,” he took it and led the virgin in among the corn.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, but she knew full well.

      They lay down together out of sight and their kisses became more passionate. After their coupling, he took a cloth from within his tunic and used it to wipe the blood from the inside of her thighs.

      “We cannot have you staining your dress for all to see, my love,” he whispered and helped her to lower the garment back down to her ankles.

      She gazed wide-eyed with a mixture of love and shock into his face before burying her head in shame against his chest. Knowledgeable in these matters, Aethelbald stroked her hair and murmured the sweet lies he knew she wished to hear. When she lifted her head, as he expected, her visage was radiant with adoration.

      The days passed in delight as they entwined until Faryn knew every feature of his body from the smallest scar to the curious crescent-shaped mole at his hip. Under his deft touch, instead, the folds and crannies of her entrancing form revealed their secrets.

      The first morn of reaping arrived and Aethelbald vanished. Faryn sought him throughout the burh but did not find him. In the evening, she sat under the spreading branches of the oak. When he appeared, an inane question escaped her, “Where have you been?” while he stood with a hooded falcon on a wrist and six quail dangling from a cane.

      “What does it look like?” he said, passing her the game birds, “Find a woman able to pluck them without tearing the skin. They will make a decent supper. Now I must rest until dinner.”

      Dismayed at his coldness, she watched him turn his back on her and disappear indoors. Blinking back tears, she shook her head as if to shake away her doubts. Tiredness might account for his manner toward her after being out so long in the fresh air. Convinced of this now, she went off to attend to the quail.

      Early the next morning, no reply came to her knock at his door. On asking one of her father's thegns, she discovered the three ealdormen had ridden into the forest to stalk deer. Indeed, they returned blithe but weary with a hind slung across Aethelbald's horse. Pleased to see him this cheerful, she told herself there was no harm in his going hunting with Guthlac and Coelwald. But why hadn't he told her beforehand?

      Courteous as ever, Coelwald begged her to arrange a dinner in the hall that they might enjoy their prize together. Having obliged them in this, at last, she found Aethelbald alone resting on his bed.

      “Why did you not tell me you would be away to the forest?” She tried to keep her voice light and carefree.

      “Must I account for my every movement?”

      “Indeed not. Rest. I will see you at dinner.”

      A dignified exit might undo the mischief of her question, she hoped but she had no need of instinct to tell her all was not well. Had she done something to upset him? Was she suffocating him with her presence? Hadn't he said he loved her? She loved him, what then was the problem? At dinner, as of custom, she sat with the other noblewomen at the far end of the hall and her gaze kept straying to Aethelbald. Not once did she catch him looking her way. Instead, the banter and mirth of his comrades held his attention. And where was the harm in that? She had little appetite and excused herself with the ladies. If he saw her leave, might he not come to her out of concern? When she awoke after a restless night, she had the answer to this fancy.

      The pattern of evasion and coldness continued for days with Aethelbald supplying one plausible excuse after another until she was forced to face the truth: he had cast her aside. First, her father's death, now this – she gave in to her tears. Guthlac came upon her sobbing on a bench near her house, in the shade of damsons vying with nearby greengages to boast the heaviest laden tree.

      “Lady, what ails you?”

      He sat next to her and took her hand and though he squeezed it, she remained in silence, head hunched over her knees. The ealdorman waited but she was not forthcoming.
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