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For my two daughters, who have been channeling Judith since they were teenagers.

Also, for my new granddaughter, who will not be far behind them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Author’s Notes
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This novel is based on the true story of a remarkable woman named Judith who lived 1,100 years in the past. As was the practice at the time, she was married off to an older man when she was only fourteen years old. This novel does not condone that ancient practice. In fact, personally, I believe my 28-year-old daughter was still too young to get married, but I was outvoted. I could have bumped Judith’s age up a bit to make it more palatable, but that would take away from the accomplishments of this amazing woman at such a young age. So, please no hate mail. I don’t agree with that custom any more than you.

The names of many of the Anglo-Saxon characters begin with the Old English word “æthel,” which means noble. It starts with the gliding vowel “æ.” This unique character is only one of the many differences between Old English and what we speak today, and is a rather interesting trek through the Internet if you have the time. However, for our purposes, “æ” should be pronounced like the “a” in cat.
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Major Players
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Judith - daughter of King Charles II of West Francia, great-granddaughter of Charlemagne

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

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



Ermentrude - Queen of West Francia, wife of Charles II

Louis - brother of Judith, son of King Charles II


Lothair II - King of Lotharingia (the middle third of Charlemagne’s former kingdom, comprising bits of present-day France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany), great-grandson of Charlemagne, cousin of Judith, nephew and rival of Charles II

Gaëlle – (pronounced guy-el’) Judith’s Frankish lady-in-waiting and surrogate mother, emotionally speaking

Maelle – (pronounced mile) daughter of Gaëlle, constant companion of Judith in her youth

Æthelwulf – King of Wessex, a large swath of land at the southern end of the British Isles, which becomes a precursor of England

Osburga - second and current wife of Æthelwulf, chronically ill after having her last child, Alfred

Æthelstan - oldest son of Æthelwulf from his first wife, Wynflead



Æthelbald – second son of Æthelwulf, Osburga’s firstborn

Æthelberht – third son of Æthelwulf

Æthelred – fourth son of Æthelwulf


Alfred – youngest son of Æthelwulf, someday to be known by the sobriquet “Alfred the Great,” but that is another story

Leofwine – captain of King Æthelwulf’s personal soldiers

Eahlstan – Bishop of Sherborne, a region in western Wessex, close ally of Æthelwulf

Eanwulf – Ealdorman of Somerset, a region in western Wessex, close ally of Æthelwulf
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The Stage
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This novel takes place in medieval Europe in the 850s, also known as the Early Middle Ages. Britain has not yet coalesced into England, still consisting of multiple kingdoms of powerful Germanic tribes and pockets of indigenous native Britons. Oppressed and subjugated twice in the prior 800 years, these Britons occupy only the northern and western edges of the great island. First, the Romans controlled the south and east for 400 years until the Roman government abandoned it due to bigger problems at home. Next, Scandinavian clans called Angles and Jutes from what is now Denmark’s Jutland peninsula took over, along with Saxons from modern-day northern Germany (origin of the term Anglo-Saxon). The Saxons flourished and ultimately came to control much of the southern side of the island under the collective name of Wessex, a loose precursor to what we know today as England.

Across the English Channel, lands currently known as France, Belgium, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and parts of Germany, Spain, and Italy became united under Charlemagne (Charles the Great) by the late 700s, collectively known as Francia. However, his warlike and greedy grandsons, Charles II, Lothair I, and Louis, chopped the great empire into pieces, resulting in the three unique kingdoms of West Francia, Lotharingia, and East Francia.

Thanks to centuries of Roman rule, the inhabitants of these lands spoke a slowly evolving form of Latin, among other languages, so communication between people of different nations was still possible, although it took some work. Christianity had spread to all these countries, and it was typically uncommon to find “pagans” in these lands who still worshiped any other god (except the native Britons). The people were divided by social classes, and while the lower classes generally suffered, life was good for the nobles and the ruling class. That is, until the Northmen started arriving around 825, popularly known today as Vikings. These raiders were also Scandinavian but hailed from Norway, Sweden, and the islands in eastern Denmark. Having mastered the art of ocean sailing, they began raiding and plundering anywhere they could find treasure. They began by attacking undefended monasteries along the coasts of Francia and Britain, but soon targeted small villages and larger towns. The scourge of the Northman predations on the Anglo-Saxons continued until they too stole the land from the natives and moved in for good.

However, these events occurred mostly after our story. For now, they are merely raiding the countries of the Franks and the Saxons, and the only effective responses were to either pay them to leave or to kill them.

Judith

by

Kyle R. Fisher
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Part I: Two Warriors
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Battle of Harlebec

––––––––
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Harlebec, Flanders, Kingdom of West Francia

May 13, 851

––––––––
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The bloodied hand axe arced gracefully around a path that would embed it directly into the side of Baldwin’s sweat-soaked skull. The Northman wielding it was no stranger to battle. A long, gray scar framed his face over the left eye, and numerous emblems of freshly sprayed blood dotted his face and ragged beard. With his eyes wide and nostrils splayed like a warhorse rushing to the enemy, he grunted as he swung. The sound blended into the dozens of grunts and yells surrounding Baldwin that conveyed the poetry of war. This murky art surrounded him. It was in the bloodied corpses of Northmen and fellow countrymen that littered the battlefield and in the unmistakable dank smell of blood and entrails, like the butcher house on a hot summer day.

Despite the long battle, Baldwin easily raised his shield to intercept the axe in a glancing blow, carrying the Northman’s arm upward. Rather than dropping his shield, Baldwin pressed it up and into the Northman’s shoulder, turning the man slightly and opening a vulnerable section of abdomen. With a quick jab of his long seax—the smaller blade better suited to close quarter battles than a broadsword—Baldwin opened a small hole between the man’s ribs.

The Northman dropped back, feeling the stab, no doubt, but unaware he was already dead. Surging forward again, wary this time, he swung the axe in front of him, perhaps hoping to knock Baldwin off balance with its force. Baldwin easily leaned out of reach then pushed forward. He jabbed again, knowing the Northman would easily block it. It was no longer about striking him; it was about weakening him through blood loss. The growing red spot on the man’s filthy linen tunic pleased Baldwin.

The Northman stepped back again and coughed, a trickle of blood on his lips. It would not be long now. Baldwin gave a rapid glance around to make sure none of this man’s pagan colleagues were within striking distance, and reengaged. He drove the small blade multiple times in different points of attack, making the Northman move his shield, each time a little slower. On what would be the final jab, too slowly. Baldwin buried the blade a full hand’s depth into the man’s chest and twisted as he pulled it out. The Northman dropped to the ground, and Baldwin looked for his next opponent.

The well-disciplined defensive shield wall first employed when these raiders breached Harlebec’s shores was gone, replaced by an open field melee. Pockets of men, two or three in number, faced off with each other, taking turns swinging heavy, sharp-edged weapons into leather-covered wooden shields. Now too close together to be effective, the initial efforts of the archers were instrumental in thinning the ranks of heathens as they raced ashore.

Perspiration ran freely down faces, especially those wearing metal or leather helmets or the thick leather padding over their tunics. Unlike the first few fervent minutes of the battle, exhaustion was beginning to affect both sides. There was a slight hesitation before the next axe swing, a small delay in the block, a gathering of energy before the return strike. This was the point of the battle where Baldwin excelled.

Nearby, he saw a Frankish city garrison soldier, a man he recognized as one of the city’s lesser nobles, meet his end by one of the ruses these Northmen were fond of employing. As the two exchanged blows, he watched the Northman fall back out of sword range. As the garrison soldier rushed to attack, the Northman over-swung his long-handled axe. The soldier easily ducked the wide blade, but before Baldwin could move to assist the soldier, the Northman yanked the axe back. The bottom of the blade dug deeply into the soldier's back. He continued pulling forward, easily sliding the short blade in his other hand into the injured soldier’s chest. The man screamed in anguish as the Northman continued to bear the blade into the man’s chest, gaining pleasure in the sight of the Frankish soldier’s painful death.

Baldwin moved forward to intercept before the Northman had a chance to disengage. He could not save the soldier’s life, but he could ensure the Northman would not again employ that trick. Scanning the battlefield around him, he stepped over the corpse of the man he felled and moved in to attack. The glee in the Northman’s eyes disappeared, but it was not fear that took its place, for these Northmen were not afraid of death. Through the eye-guards of the man’s steel helmet, Baldwin saw the same look as the rabid animals that sometimes appeared on the fringes of camp.

Baldwin was too late to gain advantage from the Northman’s entanglement with the dying Frank. The blond-bearded man easily ripped the small sword from the man’s chest and turned to face Baldwin. Blood ran in rivulets from the Frank’s mouth as his body thudded to the ground. This Northman was large and strong enough to wield a long-handled axe with one hand. His blood-spattered beard was knotted and tied off in multiple strands, looking like a great red hand with gnarled fingers hanging under his chin.

With his surprise attack thwarted, Baldwin slowed his advance and shifted to a more defensive posture. These Northmen were clever fighters, and this man, surely someone important from the metal helmet and chain mail tunic, was no exception. Instead of attempting the over-swing feint again, he swung the long axe in a fierce blow aimed directly at Baldwin’s shield. This man did not appear as weary as the others on the field of battle. Did he hope to cleave the shield in two and make a hole for his sword? Was his goal to embed the axe blade in Baldwin’s shield? Baldwin did not wait to find out. He had a clever plan of his own.

He parried back a step and deflected the axe harmlessly to the side, but this Northman displayed great strength. Baldwin felt the vibration move from shield to fingers to arm. Another few blows like this, and his grip on the shield would be in question. As always, he scanned for other opponents as he circled just out of range of the long axe. Always be aware of your surroundings, his father had drilled into him since he could lift a weapon, and this counsel had saved his life more than once.

The Northman’s next attack intensified, perhaps sensing fear in his opponent from the parry. He swung the axe, but Baldwin’s movements kept him out of range. Baldwin circled, ever wary of his surroundings. Soon, the Northman was positioned correctly. At the next swing of the heavy axe, Baldwin pressed in, blocking with his shield and moving the Northman backward. As the large man struck out with his seax, Baldwin blocked with his own and pressed harder. That is when the Northman’s heel collided with the body of the dead Frankish soldier. He tried to stay righted, but his momentum carried him backward, and his other foot quickly met the corpse.

Baldwin finally saw the rabid look fade from his eyes, replaced more with puzzlement than with fear. As his body fell backward, Baldwin rushed past, slicing into the man’s neck with the sharp edge of his seax. He felt the slight resistance of flesh and the bump of neck bone as he dragged the blade across. The dying Frank had received his vengeance and aided Baldwin in the process.

Appearing in front of him was a lone Northman, wielding a short sword and a shield, this man nearly as large as the last. As he rushed to meet the enemy, Baldwin thought, what do they feed these pagans? The man slowed and waited for Baldwin to approach. When in range, the man swung his seax in a long, slashing cut, which Baldwin easily blocked, perhaps too easily. The seax was ineffective for slashing cuts and better suited to jabs. Those who fought with these tactics did not live long enough to boast of them. Baldwin suspected another ruse.

Following the slashing cut, the Northman swung the edge of his shield toward Baldwin’s head. He could see the bloody strip of steel attached to the shield honed to a razor-sharp edge slice past his face. Baldwin’s suspicion had kept him a half step further away from the Northman than was his custom, allowing him to dodge the shield blade. This had worked for the Northman before, but Baldwin would make certain this heathen would fool no more Franks. With the Northman’s shield out of position, it was an easy matter to step forward and jab a hole in the Northman’s side. The man stumbled back, and Baldwin jabbed the blade into his neck. He dropped to the ground in a spurt of red blood, and Baldwin moved on.

Four steps later, he met another Northman, this one swinging a hand axe and carrying a shield. The red-haired man was young, still in his teens, and was visibly slow with his sword thrust. Another ruse? Baldwin thought, or is he as tired as he appears? With a cautious eye for tricks, Baldwin traded blows with the man. His increasing lag time betrayed the truth, and Baldwin dispatched him with a fatal jab to the center of his chest.

With another glance around to find an enemy, he spotted an older man exchanging heavy sword blows with a leather-helmeted Northman. He moved toward the pair to lend a hand, but could only watch in admiration as the older man not only kept pace with the young Northman but outmatched him. Soon the Northman’s parries were unsteady, and his swings were noticeably slower; this raider, too, grew tired. As Baldwin reached them, the older man parried a late thrust and backhanded the double-edged blade across the man’s midsection. A light shove sent the injured man to the ground, where he would no longer be a threat.

“Do you require aid, old man?” he yelled to the victorious Frank standing nearby with nearly identical steel gray eyes and square jaw. The man brushed perspiration from his graying hair and cast a quick glance at Baldwin.

“Surely not from a lickspigot like you,” he replied, all the while surveying the battlefield for combatants. His tone was sharp, but the half smile on his face revealed his true meaning. He tipped his head toward the bank of the River Lys, less than half a league to their north. “The battle turns in our favor. Look for them to break for the longboats.”

Baldwin nodded to his father, Audacer, Count of Harlebec, as both men moved toward the many skirmishes occurring before them. Since Audacer had pointed it out, Baldwin could see the heathens were fewer, and his fellow Franks had fared well. Many townspeople from the garrison lay on the ground with mortal wounds, men he knew. A few of the unfortunate souls still lived, but not for long. Somehow, the subdued groans and cries for help from the dying were always disturbingly audible over the din of clashing weapons and grunts of exertion.

“Fresh reserves,” his father said, pointing his sword toward the longboats. Baldwin looked to see a dozen Northmen splashing toward them at a heavy pace. Audacer was right: the battle was turning in their favor, but these Northmen were not going to flee. Baldwin could see their tactic immediately. These fresh troops planned to make easy work of the tired Franks defending their lands.

“Form up!” Audacer yelled to anyone nearby and available. Two other men appeared carrying shields and spears. Baldwin knew this limited number of soldiers would not last long against twelve fresh Northmen. He went with the first plan that came to mind.

“Approach from the rear while I keep them occupied,” he said. Sheathing his sword, Baldwin stooped to retrieve a spear one of his unfortunate countrymen no longer needed. As he hoped, it was a heavy battle spear, and not the light throwing spear. He rushed toward the Northmen with his new weapon extended. They reacted as he had hoped by raising shields and longswords. The group fanned out and began to circle Baldwin, their smirks betraying the easy work they planned to make of him.

Rather than engage, Baldwin used the spear to keep the pagans at a distance. Back and forth, he whipped the spear, always threatening the man who dared to step closest. Even a spear-length away, he smelled the odor of nerves and effort on them. They were perhaps the less experienced raiders, left behind to guard their plundered loot from Ghent and the boats that contained it. Baldwin could not help but smile. These Northmen were fond of ruses but a true warrior learns from his opponents and the men of West Francia had learned a few ruses of their own.

To a man, the smirks dropped from their faces as Baldwin’s dodges and parries began to annoy them. Green they may be, they were still well-trained soldiers and Baldwin could see he was only seconds from losing blood. A concerted attack from multiple directions would overwhelm his sole weapon and he could feel the Northmen had no more patience with him. But it was too late.

A Northman to Baldwin’s right dropped his shield and arched his back before releasing a wet scream. The pointed end of a sword sprouted from the front of his chest, followed by a spurt of blood as it disappeared. Audacer’s face appeared behind the falling man with a grim smile of satisfaction. As the heathens reacted in brief shock to their comrade’s sudden death, Baldwin thrust the spear into the first Northman whose gaze did not meet his. To his left, two more heathens fell from the rearward spear thrusts of the garrison soldiers.

The raiders’ shock was momentary, and they wasted no time in defending themselves. As quickly as he had thrust it, Baldwin abandoned the spear and drew his sword. He engaged the nearest Northman with a furious attack, hearing Audacer’s blade meet the steel of an opponent. The two spearmen maintained a strong defense against several of the fresh Northmen, but the odds were against them. The Northmen could easily fight two men to one Frank for a deadly advantage.

Baldwin pressed hard, but the Northman had skill. They traded blows to the shield with neither party gaining ground. He glanced around as the battle allowed, but to his amazement, no other heathens joined the fight. Curiosity burned within him, but he had no time to verify. The Northman grunted and released a heavy backhanded cut. Baldwin blocked it easily and returned with one of his own. The Northman’s shield intercepted it. Baldwin made no headway, but if the pagan hoped to take his advantage on tired Franks, he would find no reward with Baldwin.

Known for their ability to remain strong long into the battle, both Baldwin and Audacer traded harmless blows with these two raiders. Baldwin spotted a soldier approaching on horseback, but he did not wear the ragtag apparel of a Northern raiders or the marginally identical leather armor of the town’s garrison. The soldier wore a chain mail tunic and metal helmet. With his shield strapped to his back, his sword shined brightly in the hot afternoon sun. This was one of the elite personal guards of their king.

The Northman spotted the new threat and reacted by breaking off his engagement with Baldwin and running toward the shore. Baldwin looked around to see another group of the king’s soldiers approaching on horseback. In one swift movement, they each pulled their horses to a halt and slid to the ground. As they landed, their shields rolled around the carrying strap to alight in their hands, ready for use. A dozen more were already beating back the pagan scourge who had not yet retreated.

The guard who approached Baldwin’s battle halfheartedly gave chase to his combatant, but the Northman had reached the water. As Baldwin watched, the invaders all began abandoning their combatants and dashing toward the boats. Those further south had to run the gauntlet of Franks between them and the boats, and many did not make it. With no more Northmen to fight, the battle was over. The Northmen left alive were in their shallow-bottomed boats in the river’s middle. Without the sound of battle cries and metal striking metal, all Baldwin could hear were the groans of the dying and his own labored breathing. 

“St Salvator remains safe for another day,” Audacer said to his son, clapping a hand to his back. They were glad words, but Audacer’s lined face did not smile.

“Thanks to the riders dispatched from Ghent,” Baldwin said. “I am afraid St Bavo’s Abbey did not fare so well.”

Baldwin watched his father’s eyes roam the field of battle. Bodies littered the ground in patches of drying blood and the buzz of flies began to grow already. Most were Northmen, but too many were fellow Franks. These were friends and neighbors, people he knew. “At what cost?” Baldwin heard Audacer utter below his breath.

“Indeed, father,” Baldwin said. “See to your commanders, I will see to the wounded.” Baldwin nodded toward the pocket of Franks converging on their position. His father was the count, the leader of these men. They would be seeking orders. Audacer nodded with the glint of a smile. “You will make a fine count someday, Baldwin.”

Baldwin moved toward the wounded, wiping the blood from his sword on the clothing of the first downed Northman he came to. He sheathed it and began looking for wounded countrymen who needed aid. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Count of Ghent

––––––––
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Harlebec, Flanders, Kingdom of West Francia

May 13, 851

––––––––
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King Charles II of West Francia sat in a gold-inlaid chair under a hastily erected tent and listened as his military commanders stood around him talking in tones too low for Baldwin to hear. With three sides of the tent raised, the king could take advantage of the slight breeze off the water. He wore no crown, but his long, russet hair lay plaited in numerous bands, much like the beard of one of the heathens Baldwin had dispatched that day. Unlike the heathen, King Charles wore precious stones ornamented into the braids. Rumor also held that he sprinkled gold dust in his hair.

At least a hundred of the king’s guard, in Baldwin’s rough estimation, either stood watch around the tent or near the baggage train that labored under the weight of the king’s traveling court.

“This king takes few chances,” Baldwin whispered to his father after a guard finished tying the peace straps over their sword cross-guards, securing them to their scabbards.

“This is the grandson of Charlemagne, who is unquestionably one of the mightiest kings in the known world. If you can live long enough to keep a still tongue in your head, you will find that this king takes no chances.” Audacer fixed a pointed glare at his son, a look not unfamiliar to Baldwin. 

“Of course, Father.”

“Baldwin,” Audacer continued, shaking his head slightly, “there is no one I would rather have at my back during a battle, but I have taught you nothing if you cannot learn to control that impulsiveness.”

Baldwin nodded, absently moving his right hand to stroke the beard over his chin as he contemplated. He vowed silently to remember what his father had advised him: think of the consequences before acting.

Another hundred men and women worked near the water’s edge with the wounded or under several tents preparing the meal they would take on this unscheduled stop. The king did not travel lightly. His retinue included nobles needed to run the court, their families, servants, slaves, prostitutes, and animals intended for the table at some point in the future.

Baldwin and Audacer stood in the hot sun out of earshot, waiting to talk to the king, who had sought an audience. The great, rending cries of anguish from the field of battle had quieted. Instead came the healthy gasps of men glad to be alive and reminded of it by the sting of strong wine poured over their wounds. These battle injuries were likely minor. If infection did not set in, these men would live to fight the Northmen another day. The background sounds of the camp cooks preparing a meal caused a loud growling in Baldwin’s stomach that threatened to exceed the gurgle of the river passing by them on its unending journey.

The small cleanup crew of soldiers too young to fight had already ensured the fate of the wounded Northmen and rid them of valuables they would no longer need. Lower-ranked garrison soldiers dragged the stripped Northmen corpses to a pile near the water’s edge for burning.

“The king will see you now,” said a voice close by. Baldwin turned his attention from the post-battle activities to see one of the king’s guard in his shiny, metal helmet and expensive war armor addressing them.

Baldwin and Audacer walked toward the open tent as King Charles fixed them with an unreadable stare. The military commanders remained but stood behind the king, eyeing them warily. As Baldwin and Audacer reached the prescribed distance, both men bowed at the waist and waited.

“Rise, warriors,” King Charles said, with a quick flick of his index finger.

Baldwin slowly rose and studied his king, whom he had only glimpsed from afar until now. His tunic and robes flowed from the finest silk. The stitching glinted yellow in the light as if sewn from thread of actual gold. Rings adorned most of his fingers, and he had not seen hands so clean outside mass. Baldwin looked closely at his long hair, but could see no gold mixed among the precious stones.

“God smiled upon the men of Flanders this day,” the king said.

“Yes, your highness,” Audacer said, “with welcomed aid from your soldiers.”

“That is not exactly how I heard the story. Tell me your names.”

“I am Count Audacer of Harlebec, son of Enguerrand.”

King Charles nodded, a thin smile forming. “I have seen you in my court several times. My father, King Louis, gave you this countship, no?”

“He did, Sire. I was a soldier for King Louis, as was my father.”

The king turned his gaze to Baldwin.

“I am Baldwin, son of Audacer.”

“I see the likeness.” The king nodded while he gazed at the two haggard soldiers standing in front of him. Both had the same steel gray eyes and square jawline. Both men appeared well-muscled under their tunics and stood with the easy confidence of soldiers. Both kept shorter beards and hair than many of their colleagues, but at this point, the likeness stopped. Audacer’s hair was thin and gray, beginning high on his forehead. He wore the lines and scars of experience on his weathered face. Baldwin, although not a young man, retained a look of youth. Even at seventeen years, his face remained round and radiant, with an eager stare in his gray eyes.

Audacer said, “How can we be of service to you, King Charles?”

“As I said, God has smiled upon the men of Flanders this day, but sadly not upon the men of Ghent. St Bavo’s was plundered of its treasures by this heathen plague. There were many deaths, including the Count of Ghent.”

“That is most unfortunate, Sire,” Audacer said.

“That part is not so unfortunate. He was not a great count, not like Audacer, son of Enguerrand. That is why I sought your audience. My generals tell me your great leadership is to thank for repulsing the Northmen.”

“Thank you, Sire, but I alone cannot accept all of your kind praise. Riders from Ghent forewarned us to their attack, and we made rapid preparations to keep the city safe. Also, our city garrison is the best in all West Francia, and that is no idle boast. I would wager a year’s food rent against any other city garrison in your vast kingdom.”

The king stared thoughtfully at Audacer, perhaps considering which of his great cities he would use to win this wager, but then smiled. “Yes, I am told the finest garrisons are in Flanders and the Lombard region. Some advice, however. When your king offers praise, it is best to accept it.”

Audacer looked to the king’s feet and bowed slightly. “Begging the king’s pardon, I meant no disrespect.”

“No need for apologies from a warrior who can send the Northmen running like frightened roebuck. I need more counts like you.” Audacer straightened as the king’s gaze turned to Baldwin. “And you, Baldwin. I am told you are an especially skilled fighter.”

“I fight for the city and for your great honor, Sire.”

“Apparently, you have earned a nickname among the soldiers.”

“A nickname, Sire?”

He nodded and smiled. “They call you Baldwin Iron Arm.”

A sheepish grin lit Baldwin’s face that he immediately regretted. “Yes, Sire. I have always been able to swing a sword far past when the others fall short of strength.”

“Are you certain it is for that reason you earned this nickname? Could it be the camp prostitutes call you that?”

The king burst into laughter, displaying a full set of bright, white teeth. The mirth spread rapidly to his commanders and those soldiers within hearing distance. All eyes turned to Baldwin.

“An even more admirable reason for a nickname,” Baldwin said, and joined in the laughter.

The king’s men laughed until he stopped, and the sound of flowing water and food preparation resumed its previous influence.

“How old are you, Baldwin of Harlebec?”

“I am seventeen, Sire.”

“By all accounts, a man. Step forward.”

Baldwin hesitated only briefly before taking the three steps to stand before his king. Only ten or so years older than Baldwin, it appeared he paid a price for the burden of kingship. Thick brow lines and crow’s-feet hinted at a life of worries and decisions. Heavy jowls under his pointed chin and thin beard lengthened his facial features in a manner not befitting Baldwin’s mental image of a king. At this close distance, Baldwin could see pinpoints of light reflected in his hair where the midday sun winked off the tiny gold flakes.

An unnatural, but not unpleasant scent rose from the king that Baldwin could not identify. It reminded him of flowers, violets, perhaps. Not having met a king, Baldwin guessed that instead of perspiration and the healthy outside scent of most men he knew, this was how the ruling class smelled.

“You have served your king well on this day.”

“Thank you, Sire.”

“St Salvator was saved, and many heathens were sent to their ancestors by the blessing of your iron arm. I am king of these lands by the grace of God. That God has seen fit to bend your fighting skills to my service is a sign of great reward to come for you. For that service, you shall have this.”

King Charles worked a large, gold ring from his index finger and held it out to Baldwin. Eyes wide, Baldwin slowly reached to grab the ring, expecting at any second for the king to pull it from his grasp, but he did not. It was solid gold and felt heavy in his hand. It bore an engraving of a crown and the words, “King Charles II” in tiny script. Baldwin could only stare at the ring, still entranced by the uniqueness of it.

“Put it on,” the king said.

Baldwin fit it to his index finger. He clenched and re-clenched his fist while pivoting his hand around to see it from all angles. He knew the import of this gift-giving.

“Thank you, Sire.”

With a satisfied smile on his face, the king looked past Baldwin. “Audacer, step forward.”

The older man did as the king asked and stood next to his son. Baldwin glanced at Audacer. Even standing before a king, Baldwin could not tear his eyes from his father. Audacer rarely showed emotion, but his smile was so wide that Baldwin could see the gap where a back tooth was missing.

King Charles fixed his gaze on Audacer. “You are a valued count of these lands, and I believe your son will make a valued count as well. The Countship of Ghent has recently opened.” He turned to look at Baldwin. “Baldwin, son of Audacer, will you accept the Countship of Ghent, and with it, the duties of this office?”

This was happening too rapidly for Baldwin’s mind to grasp, but he knew this was an opportunity offered to few men. “I do, Sire.”

King Charles looked to a nearby aide. “Bring the scribe to record a charter.”

The man scurried off. The king turned back to Baldwin. “You shall be needed in Ghent forthwith. My court travels there on the morrow, and you will be with me to take over your duties. We leave at first light.”

“Thank you, Sire. I shall not disappoint you,” Baldwin said, but the king had already turned his attention to one of his commanders.

With a stern nod from one of the guards, Baldwin and Audacer turned and walked from the tent. Baldwin felt another clap on the back, this time harder. “A count at seventeen. Well done, Baldwin!”

“Do you think I am ready for that, Father?” As they neared the cooking tent, Baldwin saw two little girls of about seven years old hiding under a sturdy table, watching them. The first wore a splash of freckles across her face with hair as red as some of his combatants that day. The other wore her dark hair braided into two long tails that hung over her shoulders. They giggled as the two men walked by.

“No one is ever ready. In moments like this, we can only hope life has prepared us for the battles to come. If you can remember to think before you speak, you will make a fine count.”

Baldwin caught the brown-haired girl’s eyes and smiled at her. Her giggling faded, and she offered an impish smile in return.

“Who were those young girls, Father?”

Audacer glanced around and returned a laugh. “I know not of the fiery-haired one, but the other is Judith, eldest child of the king. Count or no count, I can tell you this: do not waste time on highborn women, especially the daughters of kings.”

“Why, Father?”

“That poor girl will be brokered off to some other country’s king to enact a great political deal or, if she is fortunate, sent to the convent.”

Baldwin lost sight of the girls as he and Audacer passed the food tent. “Fear not, Father. What use would I have for a king’s daughter?”
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The Battle of Ockley

––––––––
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Ockley, Surrey, Kingdom of Wessex, Britain

June 10, 851

––––––––
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All was quiet in the forest save the subtle nicker of horses two-hundred paces behind them and the gallop of a single horse and rider approaching at a rapid pace in front of them. King Æthelwulf of Wessex sat mounted on his bay courser, studying the line of soldiers in formation. The men, five deep and over four-hundred wide, spoke not. They waited for the news from this lone rider.

The midday sun beat fiercely upon them atop the peak of the treeless hill, but was slowly settling itself behind the Saxon soldiers in the most strategic position possible. The rider drove his horse in a line several feet to the side of the ancient Roman road running parallel to his path. He slowed as he approached King Æthelwulf and bowed slightly as he reined his horse to stillness.

“What of the Northmen, Leofwine?” King Æthelwulf asked.

The man straightened in his saddle and ran a hand through his mane of sweat-soaked hair. His large bulk looked comical on the small horse, but none save the king would dare laugh. His thick brow line and round face suggested a slow-witted mind, but it disguised one of the keenest military intellects in all Wessex, and with it, one of the fiercest warriors. “They come, my king. A vast army of Northmen. More than two thousand.”

“How long?”

Leofwine looked at the sun’s position and back at Æthelwulf. “Soon, Sire.”

Æthelwulf nodded and said, “Fine work. Take your place in the ranks.”

Leofwine wheeled off, and Æthelwulf reined his horse around to face his own vast army. With the sunlight coming from directly above, the king appeared youthful again to the thousands of upturned eyes. The light washed out the gray from his long, dark hair and pointed beard and smoothed the lines and wrinkles on his weathered face. Reaching all ears at the same time would be a hopeless task, but he would speak to as many as possible. The rest would hear it secondhand as those close to the front repeated it.

Æthelwulf’s voice rose to a shout. “The invaders approach. We shall make our stand here, with the advantage of the sun to our backs and the enemy looking up at us.” He guided his horse to move forward slowly. “They have sacked Canterbury in Kent, killed innocent women and children, and those are the lucky souls not taken as slaves. They have made off with treasures and sacred relics from the church that rightfully belong to God. They are heathens, put here to test our strength and resolve.

“They approach from London, where they have turned King Berhtwulf and the Mercians to flight and sacked the city. Now they head for Wessex, with only us between them and our beloved families. They kill our countrymen, steal our gifts from God, and despoil our land. Generations of our ancestors fought and died for these lands. We are not Mercians. We will not abandon Wessex to the heathen scourge. Our sacred honor and duty will never allow that.” He reached the end of the line of men, faces upturned to him, focusing on each word, and wheeled his horse around to slowly work his way back.

“We will not shame our ancestors!”

Great shouts of agreement and fervor exploded from the men nearest him, repeated in steps the length of the formation. Æthelwulf waited for it to diminish before continuing. “Some of you fight this day with weapons carried by these very ancestors, weapons passed from father to son to son. We will baptize these honored swords and spears in the blood of these pagans and end this plague here and now.”

Another cheer arose, echoing along the line of men. “We have gathered the combined warbands of Kent and Wessex. Never before in our history has such a great fighting force faced an opponent. Our children will write poems about the ferocity and courage of the men who fight here this day.”

Æthelwulf reached the opposite end of the troops and wheeled back around. “We stand this day for our families! We stand this day for our land! We stand this day for Wessex!” He paused, and another great shout rose, this one lasting longer than the others. His horse closed the distance to the middle of the troops where Leofwine stood. Gone was his horse, and he wore the mail and armor of the king’s personal guard.

Æthelwulf dismounted, and a waiting squire led his horse away. Surrounding Leofwine were the rest of the king’s heorthwerod. In a sea of leather helmets and thinly padded coats, these men wore the strongest armor and carried the finest swords the smiths could produce.

“Archers ready?” Æthelwulf asked.

“Yes, Sire.” As head of his personal guard, Leofwine was his most trusted soldier. While thirty years his junior, Æthelwulf still trusted his leadership as much as his own sons. “Flanking both ends of the column, on slightly higher ground.”

“We are almost ready,” the king said, searching the line of men for his son, Æthelstan. He spotted him talking to his Kentish commanders a dozen paces to the north and, as always, appeared much younger than his thirty-two years would suggest. His dark, wavy hair and green eyes so closely matched his deceased mother that seeing him anew each time triggered a cascade of bittersweet memories. The realization soon followed that he had never fully shed the sadness of her loss.

“He looks more like Wynflead every day, Leofwine.”

“Indeed, Sire,” Leofwine said, nodding. “I never had the honor, but I am sure she would be proud of him.”

Both men knew well that Wynflead died before Leofwine’s birth, but it did not stop Leofwine from consoling the king when the discussion turned to his first wife. Æthelwulf clapped a hand on Leofwine’s shoulder. “You are indeed a good friend.” He strode rapidly to his son. Seeing the king approach, Æthelstan’s commanders halted their conversation in quiet respect.

“Your troops are ready?” the king asked.

“Aye, Father,” Æthelstan said. Æthelwulf had no doubt of this. His son was a great leader. He had been subking of Kent since the king’s father, Egbert, had died. But the troops were not Æthelwulf’s main concern in obtaining his counsel.

“What of Æthelbald?”

“He is in the rear with the archers and signalmen. He will enter the battle as reserve, if needed. Do not worry, Father, he is a skilled fighter.”

“He is but twelve years old. These Northmen fight without honor. Osburga would be heartbroken if—”

“Father,” Æthelstan interrupted, a discourtesy few in Wessex dared attempt, “he is the largest twelve-year-old on the island and matches the skill of any man here, myself excluded, of course.”

“Of course,” Æthelwulf said with a wry smile curling his lips despite his concern. “Yes, he is large like his grandfather, Egbert. I fear he will be even more ruthless.”

“I am more concerned with you, Father. Your years have earned you the right to lead the battle from the side.”

Æthelwulf absently rubbed a tender spot on his right elbow where it met the forearm. It was true: he was in his mid-fifties, and the war games and practice battles fatigued him more than ever. But that would not stop him on this day.

“The kings of Wessex fight with their soldiers. When I cannot fight, you will be king.” Another smile formed on his lips, this one displaying less amusement.

Æthelstan nodded. “We will all make our ancestors proud. Victory will be ours this day.”

Æthelwulf’s smile faded. “Fight well, my son.” He turned and walked back to Leofwine. There they waited as the sun crawled behind them ever closer to the horizon. Soon, the sound of marching feet met their ears. A mass of moving shapes appeared where the old Roman road vanished into a tiny pinpoint in the greenery. As it approached, it coalesced into the army of Northmen that Leofwine foretold.

As the pagans grew close, Æthelwulf could see that Leofwine was correct: their numbers were equal or larger. This fact did not escape the soldiers of Wessex, judging from the increase in murmuring behind him.

“I have never seen so many Northmen in one gathering,” Leofwine said.

“Do you have concerns, Leofwine?”

“No more than usual, Sire,” he said, glancing over his shoulders at their flanks and back to the force of men gathering slightly past arrow range. “We have the high ground, we have the sun at our backs, and they are weary from sacking two cities followed by a lengthy march. The forces appear roughly equal in number so I would gauge we have the advantage, however slight it may be.”

“The rest is in God’s hands,” Æthelwulf said.

⁂

Æthelbald watched from the high ground behind the left flank of archers as the mass of Northmen formed into a wall of shields. He stood with the dozens of other soldiers too young for the front lines but too old not to fight for their king. The archers were on his right with the two-weapon fighters used for flank harassment to his left. A duplicate of this formation watched and waited from the right flank.

His view of this battle—his first—was exceptional. Despite his disappointment about not being on the front line, his eager eyes took it all in. He especially watched the Northmen. They could be neighbors or countrymen except for the surplus of fair and red hair. They wore similar tunics and armor to the Saxons and carried similar weapons, although the hand axe was the favored weapon of war among these raiders. Like the Saxons, their shields were on their left arms, protecting themselves and their comrades on their right. It was here the likeness stopped. Their shields bore all manner of pagan symbols, and they chanted foreign words in an eerie cadence that stirred the blood.

Æthelbald pulled off the leather helmet, his curly, dark hair exploding in disarray. He cocked his ear toward the heathens. “What are they saying?” he asked the young soldier standing next to him, busy wiping the sweat from his brow with a dirty sleeve. 

“Prayers to their false gods, perhaps,” said Nerian, a boy of three more summers than Æthelbald but two less inches in height. “They mean it to frighten us.”

It was not having the intended effect on Æthelbald. Standing here behind the combined warbands of his father, Æthelwulf, King of Wessex, and his half brother, Æthelstan, King of Kent, he was more curious than afraid. His role in the battle, should it become necessary, would be to kill any stragglers who happen to make it through after the melee battle had begun. If the Northmen should defeat the Saxons, he was to get to the horses in the rear and ride to Winchester to warn the population. He could, and would, do that, but this did not please him.

Even now, with the heathen horde facing them and the certainty of coming deaths and horrendous injuries, he wanted to be at the front fighting. He knew his mother’s protests were the reason his father denied him this honor. His skills were an easy match for many of the men currently facing the enemy. He vowed to not soon forget this.

“It does not frighten me,” Æthelbald said, his eyes not leaving the approaching combatants. “It only makes me want to kill them all the more.”

“It scares hell out of me,” Nerian said. “I know not why you hurry to risk your life.”

These words warranted a look into Nerian’s eyes, and Æthelbald reluctantly turned his head from the coming Northmen. “Because it is humiliating to watch the fight from the rear next to the archers and flag-bearers.”

Nerian was not disheartened. “For a king’s son, yes, but I am happy to serve as secondary as long as they will allow it.”

With a mental surrender borne of apathy for this boy, Æthelbald turned back to the coming battle. When I am king, he thought, my soldiers will be hungry for battle, not afraid of it.

The chant grew louder and devolved into war cries that echoed off the surrounding trees and vegetation. As the sound reached a crescendo, the mass of Northmen began moving toward the Saxons as one. Their shields remained edge to edge, forming a standard Roman shield wall, a strategy the heathens learned from fighting the Saxons. They moved slowly so as not to break formation and allow gaps in the wall. It was important at this point of the battle. Soon it would become crucial.

As the wall of men moved closer, a horn blew from behind Æthelbald. He estimated the Northmen’s distance at 500 feet when a hail of arrows passed with a hiss over the heads of the Saxons, let loose by Æthelwulf’s archers. With a sound like hundreds of swords striking the practice pole in unison, the arrows found their marks on the approaching army. Many embedded harmlessly into the shields. Some penetrated, but not deeply. The balance struck the flesh of unlucky Northmen who soundlessly dropped from the line. There was no way to tell how many fell, but each successful arrow strike was one less Northman swinging an axe or sword.

Replacements immediately stepped from behind for any man injured or killed on the front ranks, so the wall of shields remained broken for only an instant. At four hundred feet, another hail of arrows flew overhead. Again, the thunk sounded, followed by multiple Northmen dropping from sight. As quickly as replacements moved in, the archers let fly another volley. Those felled were replaced by a seemingly unlimited supply.

At a hundred feet, Æthelbald could discern the faces of these heathens. He could almost smell the stink of their sweat reach him in a cloud moving ahead of the ranks. At this close range, the spear-throwers released their missiles. Less accurate, but deadlier, spears could pass through shields to penetrate flesh. Æthelbald knew the inaccuracy of the spear meant fewer Northmen killed or wounded, but this was more injury to the minds of the living. Rendering a man’s only protection moot was a close second to killing him. Æthelwulf had told him this many times.

With a sudden realization, Æthelbald looked to the front of the shield wall to check his father’s position. He and his heorthwerod still stood in front of the men, facing the approaching mob.

“Will the king fight from outside the shield wall?” he asked Nerian, the first hint of fear creeping into his voice. Angry or not, this was still his father.

“No,” Nerian said with a shake of his head. “Watch.” He pointed to the king as the ranks of Saxons behind Æthelwulf opened, and he moved back into the gap, followed by Leofwine and the rest of his heorthwerod. Æthelbald breathed a silent sigh as the shield wall closed back around them. The king would fight with his men, but he would fight surrounded by the best-trained and equipped warriors on the field of battle.

With that troubling detail banished from his mind, Æthelbald could return to his fascination with the clash in front of him. He studied the Saxon battle lines. The largest soldiers took the front row, bearing shields and seaxes. Behind them alternated shield men with spear men. Replacements filled in the line behind them, and while he could not spot them, he knew specially trained groups fought throughout the formation. Æthelwulf would employ them as needed, dictated by the ever-changing battle.

As the opposing force covered the last few feet, another horn sounded, and the Saxons moved forward as one to intercept. The shields met in a resounding clap that echoed into the forest. The men of Wessex pushed forward, trying to move the Northmen back, always wary of a seax reaching between the shields to inflict an annoyance wound or a lucky, lethal jab.

Long swords were too bulky to be of use at the front, but the Saxon spears, reaching over the front row of shield men, could pick off opponents focused on the shoving match. Those in the rear could only provide support to hold the line and move forward to replace a fallen comrade. 

The sound of grunts and straining mixed with shouts from mid-column leaders relaying commands to the front. Death screams and howls of pain issued from all directions with no way to tell from which side of the shield wall they came. Both sides pushed and fought, gaining a momentary advantage before fortunes reversed, and the advantage was on the other side. Injured and dying men dropped to the ground, becoming entrapped in the crush of men.

For an unknown time, Æthelbald marveled at the ebb and flow of the battle. He watched men from both sides die or fall back exhausted, and others rush to take their place. At a verbal command uttered only once, a specific section of the Saxon line slowly gave the Northmen ground.

“Watch closely,” Nerian said, “it is about to happen.”

“What is about to happen?”

The only response he received was a nod toward the battle unfolding in front of them. Æthelbald watched where the line was flexing. This was not normal. His own training in shield wall tactics stressed the wall never gives back ground. The goal was to smash through and attack from within, not give away hard-fought distance.

As the men of Wessex moved backward, they encountered a fresh depression in the earth. Uneven ground could be deadly for a shield wall, easily separating the shields and leaving a gap. Through intensive training alone did the Saxons manage to preserve their line, shields still holding back the heathen army. However, the Northmen were not so well-trained. As the heathen raiders met the shallow pit, gaps between the shields opened.

Without warning, the shield men at the front of the Saxon line dropped back from the depression. In an instant, a boar’s snout formation charged forward. A dozen of Winchester’s finest soldiers, still fresh from the rear, formed into a wedge pattern and hurtled at a rapid pace into the cracks of the Northman wall. The force of this attack was too much for the separated and off-balance Northmen, and the wedge broke through.

The soldiers of the wedge began hacking at the unsuspecting second-line Northmen from their open sides. A line of Saxon soldiers poured through the opening before the Northmen could close it. Each thrust of the seax or hack of a broadsword lessened the Northman’s count by one. With the enemy inside their shield wall, all discipline dissolved. Beginning at the breach, their line disintegrated like a dry leaf on the hearth fire.

Melee fighting erupted on the field of battle from the breach, spreading outward. Past the breach, neither side had clear advantage; the skill of the Northmen being roughly equal to that of the men of Wessex, but within the breach was a different story. Northmen with shields and eyes to the front could mount no defense against an unexpected seax shoved between their ribs. Trailing the fast-moving surge of Saxons into their line, piles of dead or injured opponents spread past the breach in growing numbers. 

Æthelbald gripped the hilt of his broadsword tightly, praying for the opportunity to fight. The archers behind him were dropping their bows for nearby shields. If they moved forward, he would go with them. At this point in the battle, his father could not stop him.

With a mental jolt, he forgot about entering the battle and scanned the chaos in front of him for his father. The king of Wessex was in the middle of this battle with hundreds of Northmen vying for an opportunity to kill him. Æthelbald swallowed the guilt of his first thought: a small hope a lucky seax thrust would kill the king. The notion was there and gone in an instant, and concern again took over.

His eyes scanned the scene before him until he found the king and his guards. They were through the breach, beyond the former battle line, meeting little resistance. He could not help feeling pride while watching his father fight. Æthelwulf grew older by the day, but his skill remained eminent, with only a handful of Saxon fighters who could best him. Leofwine was at his side. The two fought together as one, so practiced were their tactics.

Æthelbald watched his father and realized he did not need to worry. Those Northmen still able to fight back did not last long against Æthelwulf and the well-trained guards at his side. With a mix of joy and disappointment, Æthelbald realized the tide of the battle was favoring the Saxons. Turning back the raiders and protecting Winchester was always the goal, but this meant he would not get his chance to prove his worth on the battlefield this day.

Nerian, watching the battle at Æthelbald’s side, realized this fact at nearly the same instant. “They are routing the Northmen!” As they watched, pockets of the enemy throughout the battlefront were retreating to the east, whence they came. True to their training, the men of Wessex did not follow. The Northmen were fond of a trick involving false retreat, only to turn back with a surprise attack. 

Instead, the Saxons continued to fight those Northmen remaining, their ratio to the enemy ever increasing from the slow attrition. Not even the best heathen fighters could prevail with blades coming from two sides, and so the numbers of fallen Northmen grew rapidly. Before Æthelbald could think to run forward to join in the slaughter, it was over.

As a group, the remaining Northmen turned and ran. A great cheer rose among the Saxons as they realized the battle was over and victory was theirs. From his high vantage point, Æthelbald could see a vast ocean of bodies on the ground, with no way to tell from his position on which side the fallen combatant fought. Some still moved in weak, flailing motions, but most lie still, skin and ground around them stained red.

“Why do we not give chase?” Æthelbald asked Nerian, concern in his wide eyes. “They will gather and regroup.”

“These heathens are well known for trickery. Another group may be hiding in reserve beyond the tree line.” He tipped his head forward toward the fleeing Northmen. “Your father will have sent scouts ahead at the start of the battle to confirm and is no doubt waiting to hear back.”

As if purposely timed with Nerian’s explanation, a signal horn sounded behind them, and a large body of troops broke free to follow the fleeing Northmen. As they ran, they gave another great shout.

“I have witnessed multiple battles, and your father is a great strategist and leader. You should be most proud.”

Æthelbald slowly nodded. “I have much to learn,” he said, but he could not hide the disappointment on his face.
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Homecoming

––––––––
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Winchester, Kingdom of Wessex, Britain

June 11, 851

––––––––
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Æthelwulf entered his bedchamber to the smell of meadowsweet, hyssop, and lavender coming from freshly hung garlands that were not in place before he left. He realized the significance of this immediately.

“Finally, you return,” came a voice from his bed.

“What have you done to my bedchamber? I can barely draw a breath.”

A beautiful visage of long, dark hair, smooth skin, and pink cheeks watched him from atop his bracken-stuffed mattress. “It seems you drew a great many breaths in long, ragged gasps when you would visit my bedchamber, which presented this selfsame scent.”

He smiled as he walked to the bed, although thinly, as much to hide the missing tooth on his lower gum line as to maintain his royal bearing. The other missing tooth on his upper gum line was far enough back to remain unseen. “In those days, I would fight any man and endure all ordeals for the opportunity. The small matter of a womanish smell would surely not stop me.”

Osburga slid from the mattress and greeted him with a long hug. She wore a simple linen undertunic with a vee cut neckline that Æthelwulf favored. Her dark eyes, full lips, and beckoning half smile always took him back to those many nights of passion that youth had granted them as husband and wife. “Welcome home, my king.” Her smile was broad and uninhibited, in contrast to his, with no details like a royal bearing or missing teeth to diminish it.

“Were you worried, my queen?”

“I worried immeasurably until news of your great victory reached Winchester. Tell me you killed all the Northmen and they will never again darken our shores.”

They disengaged from the hug. “I am afraid as long as there are treasures here to plunder, the Northmen will come.”

She led him by the hand to a long bench near the window of the spacious room. Heavy tapestries covered the wooden walls, muting the echoes of their footfalls. They sat close on the bench amid coverings of animal skins and blankets.

“With each battle, the worry gets worse. Every time you run off to fight, I lie awake thinking you will drop your broadsword during battle and find yourself with a Northman’s axe in your head.”

Æthelwulf subconsciously flexed his right fist to feel the small needles of pain in his forearm where it joined the elbow. “You are younger than I. Someday you, too, will know the aches and pains of old age and will realize it is but a minor annoyance. I do not feel it in battle, only when it is time to scabbard my blade.”

“You are an old man in a young man’s game.”

“I may be—” Æthelwulf began to speak, but her voice rose above his.

“Yes, you are the king and must set an example for your men. You also have young children who need their father, the youngest being a two-year-old who will need you for many years to come.”

Æthelwulf laughed. “Yes, a son who will someday rule all the land, as you have divined. I believe his four older brothers may raise objections about that. No, I am afraid Alfred is destined for the clergy.”

“It is there you are wrong. He is destined for greatness. With your advanced age and my condition after Æthelred was born, Alfred was a special gift from God.”

“Well, you may be right, Lady Osburga. I do not need hand calculus to count the number of times we swyved after you bore Æthelred. Try as I might.”

Osburga smiled. “It was never the same after that one came out, and after Alfred, well, the midwife said she had not seen so much blood in her hundreds of births. I was lucky to come through it alive and have felt poorly since.”

Æthelwulf looked closely at Osburga’s face, his wife of fifteen years. As of late, her color appeared faded, and prominent circles formed under her beautiful brown eyes. “I beg your pardon for not asking immediately, but how are you feeling?”

“The same, dear husband, the same: always tired, always cold, and growing fat.”

“You are still as beautiful as the day we married, but, in this light, you look tired. Have you talked to the leech yet, as I asked?”

“He directed me to crush together beetroot and honey, smear the juice over my head, and lie on my back in the sun to let the juice run over my face. If that did not work, I should rub dried dog excrement mixed with honey on my face and neck.”

“Did you try it?” Æthelwulf asked.

“I would rather be tired.”

Æthelwulf laughed. “His cures sound dreadful, but so often his mixtures and potions produce good results. Surely you could try it once, my queen.”

“I am no queen, merely the wife of a king.” He detected the sharpened edge to her voice, but this was not a new jest. This was a timeworn discussion, and she knew his feelings.

“Yes, damn that Eadburh and her poison,” Æthelwulf said. “Would that I could change it, my love. For now, you must remain the queen of only my bedchamber.”

“Is Æthelbald still angry about his limited role in the battle?” she said, changing the subject.

Æthelwulf nodded. “He will fight with the other men soon enough. He only lacks a bit more training.”

“He wants to show his father that he is a man now,” said Osburga.

“A son going to war is a torment no mother likes to feel,” Æthelwulf said.

“As a mother, no, but with the Northmen on the shores and the savages to the west, I see the necessity of it. All I can ask as a mother is that you prepare them well, and so you have.”

“So I have, my queen,” Æthelwulf said quietly, almost to himself.

“Æthelstan has your fighting skill and has performed commendably as subking of Kent, you said so yourself.”

“Yes, nearly as well as the last subking of Kent.” Æthelwulf smiled as Osburga merely shook her head, knowing he referred to himself.

“It was a clever plan of your father’s. What better training to be king of the large lands than to first be king of the small lands?”

“A clever plan, yes, but not my father’s. He spent years in the court of Charlemagne in exile, and he may have usurped that idea, along with a few others.”

She turned in the bench and rested her head on his shoulder. “I wish I had known him better.”

“He was a great man and a wise king. I sometimes long to return to the days of ruling Kent. We were young and recently married. The Northmen had yet to darken our shores. They were simpler times. If God had not already blessed me with so much, I would wish for us to be back there again.”

“Yes, husband, it would be wonderful, but we would not have our dear children. I cannot imagine a life without them.” Her voice was tiny and quiet in the large room. “My wish is to remain alive long enough to see them become grown.”

“Admit it, wife, you only want to see me proven wrong about Alfred and his life in the clergy, do you not?”

She giggled and snuggled deeper into his shoulder. “You know me too well, dear husband.”
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Part II: Pilgrimage
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Departure

––––––––
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Winchester, Kingdom of Wessex, Britain

April 1, 855

––––––––
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Æthelwulf rubbed the lower knuckle of his right thumb with his left. “Curse this pain in my fingers. Will it never go away?”

“The leech says it will not, Father,” said a young boy of fourteen holding hands with another young boy of six. “You should not go.”

Æthelwulf laughed and returned to adding personal items to a leather bag. “I am afraid I must go, Æthelred. Since Osburga went to her reward in heaven, I must do everything I can to make sure we are there together.”

The boy of six pushed the mop of long hair from his eyes and said, “Will not Wynflead become jealous if you only consort with mother?”

Æthelwulf again stopped what he was doing and looked at the younger boy. Although still young, Alfred’s small stature, light-colored hair, and fair complexion made him look like an outsider, resembling no one in the family that Æthelwulf could remember.

“He raises an excellent point, Father,” Æthelred said. “I am keen to hear the answer myself.”

Æthelwulf said, “Ah, Alfred, you have always been too smart for your own good. I do not know the answer to that question. We shall ask the pope when we arrive in the city of St Peter.”

“Yes, Father,” Alfred said.

Æthelwulf’s bedchamber was still cool at this early hour, but would soon turn warm with the April sun climbing into the sky. Gone was the smell of meadowsweet, hyssop, and lavender. No fresh garlands to yield their perfumed scents had greeted him here for more than a year. Instead, the lifeless, melancholy scent of a wood fire and the damp, musty smell of living met him at each return.

“I do not understand what draws you to Rome, Father,” Æthelred said.

Æthelwulf motioned to the bench near the window. “Let us sit and talk,” he said.

They moved to the bench with a son seated on either side of Æthelwulf. He looked into the older son’s eyes. Æthelred more looked the part, with his dark hair, full face, and heavy build matching Æthelwulf’s own father, Egbert.

“I have been a king for many years and was a soldier for many years before that,” Æthelwulf said. “I have killed men, which is against the laws of our God. If I had not killed these men, they would have killed me or the ones I love, and laws or no laws, a man cannot allow that to happen.”

Alfred sat contentedly and listened, but Æthelwulf could see the faraway look of hostility and rebellion on Æthelred’s face. He went on.

“You are soon a man, Æthelred, and so I will speak plain. I fear I have angered God while performing my duties as king, and it has cursed our house and our lands. First, your brother Æthelstan dies at a too young age, then your dear mother Osburga dies, and all the while these Northman raids intensify. My only course of action is to offer gifts to God to atone for these unknown sins.”

“Can you not offer gifts from here in Wessex instead of taking the long journey to Rome?” Æthelred asked, not shifting his eyes from a spot on the opposite wall.

“Rome is the center of Christianity. There is no better place to seek forgiveness.”

“Why does Alfred accompany you? Surely he has not yet sinned enough to need forgiveness from the pope.”

Æthelwulf laughed despite his son’s obvious anger over the situation. “No, he has not, I would wager. Your younger brother travels with me for confirmation by the pope. His life in the clergy will be much enhanced by this.”

“Does Alfred want to join the clergy?”

Æthelwulf turned to look at Alfred, who watched this dispute between his father and next oldest brother with rapt attention.

“What say you, Alfred? Do you want to be in the clergy?” Æthelwulf asked.

His only answer was to shrug his shoulders and smile.

Æthelwulf turned back to Æthelred with a grin. “There you have your answer, Æthelred. He appears fairly excited about it.”

This provoked a half smile on Æthelred’s face, but it did not last.

“How long will you be gone?” he asked.

“It is a two-month journey by wagon train. We will reach the court of Charles of West Francia in a fortnight, and he will provide shelter and escorts through his kingdom and through the mountains. These are passable only a few months over the summer, so we will have to stay in Rome until the following year.”

Æthelred’s face fell at this statement. “An entire year? If you and Alfred must go to Rome for a year, why cannot I accompany you?”

“I would like nothing better, Æthelred, but your place is here. While I am gone, Æthelbald will become regent of Wessex. Your brother Æthelberht will maintain control of Kent and the surrounding lands. I need you to continue your battle training, witness charters, and of most import, keep an eye on your brothers.”

Æthelred did not say anything and continued to stare ahead toward the opposite wall.

“Do you fear we will not return?” Æthelwulf asked.

Æthelred still did not speak, but slowly nodded. Æthelwulf put his arm around the young boy’s shoulder and pulled him tight. “I promise you we will be back. The journey is long, but we take a hundred of my best men and enough supplies for twice that. Nothing shall stop me from returning to my lands and my sons.”

“Be sure that you do, Father,” Æthelred said.

“What am I missing, boy? What are you not telling me?”

“If you must know, Father, Æthelbald is a breedbait and will make life difficult for those of us remaining in Winchester, I fear.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth when the door to Æthelwulf’s chamber burst open, and Æthelbald entered at a brisk pace. His long, wavy hair and large stature made the room seem smaller. He saw the three of them sitting on the bench and stopped walking. His mouth gaped in soundless exclamation, and his eyes grew wide. “What are you doing?”

As one, Æthelwulf, Æthelred, and even Alfred, began laughing. Æthelbald watched until the outburst quieted.

“Father, you should be getting ready to depart. What nonsense has you three cackling like old women in here?”

“Remain calm, Æthelbald, I will be gone soon enough. The ship from Hamwic does not leave until the morrow, and the wagon train already assembles in Quentovic.”

“Yes, well, you still have much to do and no time to delay.”

With a heavy sigh and another tight squeeze of Æthelred’s shoulder, Æthelwulf stood and resumed packing.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Voyage

––––––––
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South Sea, aboard the Udele

April 3, 855

––––––––
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White sails disappearing above into the darkness fluttered casually in the breeze. As he neared, Æthelwulf saw Leofwine in the dim light of the partial moon, standing on the port side of the Udele leaning heavily into the railing. The unremitting creaking and groaning caused by hundreds of wooden beams and joints flexing throughout the ship masked his footsteps as he approached.

“Leofwine, old friend,” Æthelwulf called out, “what are you doing on deck?”

The large man did not turn, but as Æthelwulf stepped next to him, he saw Leofwine’s eyes jerk open in confusion.

“Are you sleeping?” Æthelwulf asked.

“Such as it is, Sire. I cannot sleep down there.” He pointed to the small living quarters below deck. 

“What about it troubles you?”

“What about this accursed ship does not trouble me? If compelled, I can tolerate the stifling heat below deck, the lingering stink of urine, and even the scraping and skittering of the rats while trying to sleep. However, while down below, the endless back and forth motions of this damned ship blights me to no end.”

“Do not be a fool. Out here, you will fall in the water and drown.”

Leofwine lifted his leg from the deck. Æthelwulf could see a heavy section of rope tied around Leofwine’s ankle with the other end fastened securely to the railing. “The captain recommended it. Plainly, I am not the only passenger who has suffered this same malady. If I look off into the horizon, the suffering lessens.”

Æthelwulf laughed and gazed into the blackness beyond their small ship. Only twenty feet across and sixty from stem to stern, the vessel pitched and bobbed mercilessly on the choppy water.

“It is too dark to see the horizon.”

“Aye, but it still helps.”

“Fear not. We reach Quentovic soon, yet before morning.”

“It will not be soon enough for my liking.”

“I am told the journey there can take less than half a day with a solid wind behind the sails.”

Leofwine turned his head only enough to see the king’s features in the dim light. “What of the return voyage to Hamwic?” he asked slowly.

“A few days or more. The winds, it seems, are not usually favorable in that direction.” Æthelwulf studied the younger man’s face. “You look at me like that was not the question you wanted to ask.”

“You read me correct, Sire. Do we indeed return to Wessex?”

“I say with all certainty, Leofwine, short of death, nothing will keep me from returning to my beloved Wessex.”

Leofwine nodded and returned to his view into the black sky and water. “That is welcome news, Sire. Rumors swirl in Hamwic that, like other Saxon kings, this trip represents an abdication: that you travel to Rome to join the clergy in your final years.”

When Leofwine heard no reply, he turned back to Æthelwulf. The king wore an odd smirk that, under Leofwine’s scrutiny, slowly shifted into a smile.

Æthelwulf said, “With the constant movement of goods and people in and out, port cities are invaluable information sources. However, as with any information, one must be careful about knowing how much is true and how much is false because it is never only one or the other.”

“Aye, Sire.”

“What other information did you gather from your sources at Hamwic?”

“Boding well for our continued journeys, King Charles, King Louis, and King Lothair I met in council at Attigny yet again to pledge their loyalty to one another and to their divided control of Charlemagne’s vast kingdom.”

“If true, that is indeed good news. That would give us easy travel all the way to Rome. Unfortunately, those three cannot turn their backs on one another without fear of finding a hilt hanging out.”

Leofwine laughed lightly at this comment and continued. “The other interesting news has the Northmen chieftain cousins Rorik and Godfrid Heraldsson returning to Denmark after the death of King Horik I. They attempt to wrest control of the crown from the king’s nephew, who was also his assassin.”

“So, these Northmen have their intrigue, too.”

“Indeed, Sire. It would be a blessing if they killed each other and stopped their accursed raiding.”

Æthelwulf shook his head slowly. “All has been quiet for a time, but in the end, I fear we will never be rid of the scourge. My hope is the gifts and atonement in Rome will set the balance right again.”

“Speaking of gifts, Sire, the news that we will indeed return to Wessex brings with it a new outlook on your recent decimation.”
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