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A Cast of Characters
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A list of the characters peopling The Coming of the Wolf.


Actual historical characters are marked with an asterisk.


The English


Christen – Lady of Ashdyke, wife of Lyulph, an English thegn


Lyulph, son of Wilfrid – Christen’s husband


Osric – Christen’s rebel brother


Hrothgar – Osric’s friend and second in command of his warband


Wulfhild – Christen’s maid


Leofwin – An English soldier in the pay of the Normans


Father Aelnoth – the village priest


Caelwin – a cloth merchant


Edward – constable of the castle of Milnham-on-Wye


Mildrith – Edward’s wife


Golding and Freda – two villagers of Oxley


Wulfric – lord of Oxley, Christen’s grandfather


Bonde and Gythe – husband and wife, villagers of Oxley


Eric – a village boy at Oxley


Wenfled – A refugee taken in by Christen


Eadric Cild – An important English rebel, who has a deep impact on what happens in the story, but does not make a personal appearance


The Normans


Miles le Gallois – half-Norman half-Welsh scout and soldier for King William, Lord of Milnham on Wye


Odo FitzWilliam – Norman mercenary in the pay of the Earl of Hereford


Guyon le Corbeis – Marshal and protector to Miles le Gallois


*William FitzOsbern Earl of Hereford, related to King William


Aude – sister in law to Miles le Gallois


Emma – Miles’s illegitimate daughter


Hodierna – nurse and aunt to Miles’s daughter Emma


Etienne FitzAllen – a knight in the entourage of Miles le Gallois


Gerard FitzRenard – Half-brother to Miles


*King William – also known as William the Conqueror and William the Bastard


Alicia FitzOsbern – daughter of William FitzOsbern


The Welsh


Dewi - a serjeant in Miles le Gallois’ employ


Cynan ap Owain – a young well-connected Welsh lordling


Siorl ap Gruffydd – uncle to Miles


Olwen – a Welsh midwife









Author’s Note


[image: image]


I was fifteen years old when I wrote my first historical novel. I had been telling myself stories about all manner of things since infancy – usually verbally, talking the tales aloud to myself. In my teens, though, I fell for a medieval hero in a children’s TV series titled Desert Crusader and started writing what I suppose today would be called ‘fan fiction’. That phase swiftly evolved into something else as I travelled further into my own imagination and began researching the historical background. My writing took off in new directions with fresh ideas, although with medieval settings.


By the time I had completed that first novel – over the course of a year – I realised that what I wanted to do for a living was write historical fiction. It took me more than fifteen years and eight full-length novels to achieve that goal, but I got there in the end when a leading London literary agent read that eighth novel, The Wild Hunt, and offered to represent me. Several publishing companies ended up in a bidding war for it and the rest, as they say, is history. The Wild Hunt went on to win an award and is still in print today, thirty years after its first publication. I had the career I wanted.


However, before The Wild Hunt, there was its prequel – The Coming of the Wolf. It had been rejected on its first and only outing. In my innocence, I managed to send it out to a publisher dealing in erotic fiction, because I took the terminology of ‘adult’ fiction to mean something more mainstream than it actually was! When I received a rejection letter, I shelved The Coming of the Wolf and got on instead with The Wild Hunt. My new agent asked if I had written anything else. I diffidently mentioned The Coming of the Wolf and she asked to see it. She loved it, and passed it on to my editor. The latter also thoroughly enjoyed it, but felt that The Wild Hunt ought to be the start-off novel for my career and that a prequel at this stage in the game did not quite fit the agenda. Fair enough, I thought, and shelved it again.


I had written The Coming of the Wolf before the days of software programmes such as Word. I had used an Amstrad Green-Screen to write the novel and that system and software gradually died a technological death. As my career progressed, I sometimes thought about The Coming of the Wolf and its near-miss, and eventually decided to type it into Word so that at least I would have an up-to-date electronic copy of the work. I embarked on the project in spare moments, and as I transcribed, I edited the novel at the same time. It was a labour of several years, widely spread out. Finally finished, I put the first couple of chapters on my website as an extra for the readers. It still needed more editing I felt, but was at least presentable. The response was immediate and requests for more of the story came piling in.


I edited the novel again in my spare time and showed it to my current agent Isobel Dixon, and my editor at Little, Brown, Viola Hayden. They both felt that the time was now right to publish the work to accompany The Wild Hunt. A couple more edits followed and now, here it is – not only the prequel to The Wild Hunt but its catalyst.









1


Manor of Ashdyke, Welsh Marches, August 1069
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Lying in bed, Christen listened to the birdsong. The rippling sequence of a thrush, two blackbirds in competitive harmony, the bold chirping of sparrows, and the raucous cawing from the rook colony in the ash trees beyond the stockade.


Grey daylight poked through the gaps in the shutters and stole across the skins on the bed to touch the bare shoulder of the sleeping man at her side. She turned her head to look at him. The muted light was kind to his years, gentling the lighter wrinkles and smoothing the crêpey skin on his throat and arms. Since the arrival of the Normans, three years ago, Lyulph had lost his prime and become an old man lacking the spark and vigour that had kept him vital and strong even though he was well past his fiftieth winter.


In the days before the Normans, in the time of King Edward, Lyulph would have been busy husbanding these estates from the first streak of dawn until the last quench of sunset. In his moments of leisure he would have been out hunting, or exercising his weapon skills. In the evening he would have presided over the household in the great hall, dispensing food and drink to the dependants at their board, making toasts with his silver-chased drinking horn, while taking shrewd note of everyone and everything. As strong as an ox, but never bovine. And kind, she thought, swallowing grief at what he had become.


It was so difficult for Lyulph now. He had travelled north with King Harold Godwinson to face the invasion forces of Hardrada of Norway and had been badly wounded in the great battle at Stamford. He had been unable to march back down the country with Harold to face the new threat from William of Normandy. Instead, he had spent the day of the second great battle for England’s throne burning with fever from an infected gash in his thigh. The wound, a stab from a Norse spear, had saved his lands and his family. Christen often thought that for Lyulph it would have been a mercy had he died in Harold’s shield wall at Hastings, rather than surviving to swear his allegiance to King William and live each day ravaged by guilt and bitterness.


The birdsong was growing more insistent and the grey light brightening with gold. Lyulph slept on, his breath fluttering through his thick silver moustaches. Christen slipped from his side, drew the bed covers back over him and silently donned her gown and chemise. She combed and braided her heavy flaxen hair and with deft fingers pinned it up and donned her wimple, covering her head as a decent married woman should. Sitting down on a low stool to put on her shoes, she glanced again at her sleeping husband with a mingling of worry and sadness.


They had been married for five years and she had recently entered her twentieth summer. Lyulph was thirty years her senior. Her land and her marriage had been in King Edward’s gift – she had become the King’s ward when her father died and Edward had bestowed her on Lyulph who had been a fit and powerful warrior, capable of defending her lands on the troublesome border between England and Wales. She had never thought of Lyulph as an old man in the early days, but rather as a solid bulwark and protector. A man of gravitas, strong and dependable, with a ready laugh, who treated her with kindness and a little indulgence. Her situation in an arranged marriage could have been so much worse and she was grateful.


She had conceived twice. The first pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage before the baby had quickened; the other had resulted in a still-born daughter in the year the Normans came and the week before Lyulph set out to war. They had not lain together as man and wife since. He said he would not bring a child into a land suffering under the yoke of rapacious wolves, chief among them their close neighbour William FitzOsbern, Earl of Hereford, a powerful Norman warlord and the scourge of the area. He was William the Bastard’s kin and one of his chief advisers.


Christen tip-toed from their bedchamber and entered the adjoining hall. A yawning maidservant was poking the fire to life under the cauldron at the central hearth and the hall’s other occupants, roused from slumber, were rolling up their sleeping pallets and preparing to face the day. Christen went out into the yard. Two women were drawing water at the well and a third was washing her face and hands in a bucket of water. A mouthwatering smell of baking loaves wafted from the bread oven next to the hall, making her stomach clench with hunger. In the dairy, the women were churning butter and making curd cheese to serve at the breaking of fast. She paused to supervise, saw that all was as it should be, and continued on her way.


It was pleasantly cool now, but bid fair to be a hot end-of-summer day once the sun had gained height – ideal for dyeing the skeins of wool spun from the manor’s flock of sheep at shearing time and now awaiting her attention. The yarn would set and dry swiftly in the warm air. She entered the storage hut where the dye vats were kept. On two rows of shelves stood neatly arranged jars and bags of mordants and dyes – madder root for red, weld for yellow, and balls of dried woad for blue. Less of the woad, because it was expensive and she kept a shrewd, housewife’s eye on the purse strings. There was less to go round since the Normans had come.


A movement in the shadows touched the corner of her eye, but before she could turn, a hard arm clamped around her waist, and she was lifted from the ground and spun into a lung-constricting bear-hug. Crying out with what breath had not been squeezed from her body, she strove to break free.


‘Christen, it’s all right, it’s me!’ A whiskery face loomed over hers and planted a rough kiss on her cheek.


‘Osric!’ She stared in shock and not a little dismay at the brother she had not seen since the rebels had raided Hereford last year. ‘Dear God, what are you doing here?’ The rings of his mail shirt imprinted the flesh of her cheek, and the hard edge of a sword pommel jutted against her ribs. Recovering, she pushed herself out of his arms, and glared at him, knowing of old that his great, solid body was the only dependable thing about Osric.


‘Don’t look at me like that.’ He gave a tense laugh and dug one hand through his thick, fair hair.


‘How should I look at you?’ she snapped. ‘A year passes without news, and then you leap on me out of nowhere, squash me half to death, and expect me to be overjoyed. Are you still with the rebels?’ Even as she asked the question she knew the answer. He had fought on Hastings field but had survived by fleeing from the final slaughter. The fight was not over for him, and would never be. He dropped his hand. ‘The free English,’ he said stiffly.


Unimpressed, she folded her arms.


Osric opened his mouth to remonstrate, but changed his mind and gave her an imploring look from wide hazel eyes. ‘I need your help,’ he said.


Christen wanted to throttle him. Wherever Osric went, mayhem invariably followed, and his schemes were always detrimental to anyone foolish enough to become caught up in them. It had been that way ever since childhood. She made a brusque gesture, devoid of welcome. ‘You had better come to the hall and break your fast. Lyulph is still abed. I … who are they?’ Her gaze shot to six men gathered furtively near the stable enclosure.


Osric shrugged and affected nonchalance. ‘My warband. We are on our way to rejoin Eadric Cild west of here.’


Eadric Cild, as Christen well knew, was an English rebel, determined to oppose Norman rule to the last, bitter drop of blood. After an unsuccessful attempt to take Hereford from the Normans, he had retreated over the border into Wales, and no one was ever certain where he would strike next. Neither he nor William FitzOsbern cared what they destroyed if it stood in their way.


‘Well, keep them away from our horses,’ she snapped. ‘God knows, Lyulph has had trouble enough keeping them out of FitzOsbern’s grasp without you seeking to “borrow” them from us.’


‘Christen!’ Osric gave her a look drenched in reproach.


‘I have grown up,’ she said wearily, ‘and Lyulph has grown old before his time. We are beyond riding on the back of glory into death. You may bring them into the hall for food and drink, but you cannot stay here or use us for your refuge. I will go and rouse my husband.’


Lips pursed, Christen served her menfolk with bread, curd cheese and new ale.


‘So you go into Wales to rejoin Eadric Cild?’ Lyulph studied his brother-in-law from faded blue eyes.


Osric broke a crust of bread, pushed it into his mouth, and spoke around it. ‘If we can break through the Norman net, yes. It should not be difficult; we have already shaken off one band who were on our tail.’


‘Then you are hunted?’ Lyulph raised his brows.


Osric hunched his shoulders defensively. ‘We lost them in the forest last night. You know I would not bring danger down on your heads.’


‘I know no such thing,’ Lyulph said. ‘Your very presence here puts us in peril.’


Osric swilled down the bread with a gulp of ale. ‘They weren’t a large troop. We would have turned and fought, but they had horses and we were on foot. It was easier to use the dark to slip away. We won’t stay here long, I promise.’


Christen glanced apprehensively at Lyulph. He met her gaze steadily, but his mouth was down-turned and grim. Osric’s pursuers could not be far away unless they had given up the chase and turned back.


‘I am glad to hear it,’ Lyulph said, and gestured Christen to leave them to talk.


She went outside to supervise the dye tub and to tell the kitchen servants to prepare extra food for the midday meal. She knew exactly how it would go between Lyulph and her brother. Osric would ask for spears, axes and horses to take them into Wales and Lyulph would agree in order to have them gone from Ashdyke. Exacting tribute, she thought with tight lips. Why couldn’t Osric leave them alone? They had enough to contend with already.


She was stooping over a vat of stewing madder root, skeins of wool at the ready, when Lyulph emerged from the hall to speak to her, his gait heavily favouring the wounded leg. As a sop to his pride in the presence of her brother, he was not using his stick but she could see he was struggling. ‘Set seven more places at our table,’ he said gruffly, ‘and serve dinner early. Osric will ride out afterwards.’


‘Ride?’ She stepped aside to let a woman empty another pail of water into the bubbling cauldron. ‘We cannot spare the horses, you know we cannot.’


Lyulph’s mouth hardened. ‘He is kin. We are obliged.’


‘Precisely the reason he is here. He knows we are obliged.’


‘They cannot win,’ he said heavily. ‘There is no one left of King Harold’s mettle lest it be William of Normandy, and him we already have whether we like it or not.’ He rubbed his palm across his face. ‘Your brother will not listen, but then at his age I would have been the same. Indeed, far more recently than my youth I would have joined him and gone to the rebels because he is weaving his fate and not sitting with empty hands and a broken body at the loom of his life.’


Impulsively she reached up to stroke his silver beard and smiled at him with concerned, sad affection. ‘I am not sure Osric’s weaving will ever prove fruitful,’ she said. ‘I would not have you follow my brother’s road.’


‘And at his age I would have been of more use to a pretty young wife,’ Lyulph said with a rueful grimace, and his eyes clouded with pain.


Swiftly she covered his lips with her palm. ‘I will not hear you say such words. I am content, my lord.’


He took her hand and lowered it from his mouth. ‘Are you?’ He searched her face.


‘Yes.’ Christen’s throat tightened. She would give him the part that was truth and avoid the other. ‘You are a good and considerate husband. Had King Edward bestowed me on one of his young warriors, there is no certainty that my life would have been any more fulfilled. He would not have had your wisdom and patience.’


He sighed and shook his head. ‘Those are not always the traits that a young woman would put above others.’


‘This one does!’ Christen said stoutly. ‘I thank God every day that King Edward did not give me in marriage to such a one as my brother.’


‘I see your point,’ he said with pained amusement and leaned forward to kiss her cheek before limping away to the stables to order the release of the horses they could ill afford to lose. Christen watched his laboured progress, a cold hand squeezing her heart. His step held a heavy finality – not of defeat, but of weary endurance.


Her eyes became dry with staring and began to smart. Abruptly she returned her attention to the dye tub. The sooner Osric left, the better. He had been reckless before the slaughter at Hastings, but since the battle, the recklessness had changed and become a dark and dangerous bitterness within him.


They were seated at the long table in the hall, Osric waving a chicken leg around on the point of his knife and regaling them with an exaggerated tale of his deeds among the ‘free English’, when the Normans hit them in the summer noon like a bolt of lightning. One moment Christen was directing a servant to refill Lyulph’s cup, the next there was a golden splash of ale across the trestle and down her skirt as the men leaped up in answer to a terrified shriek of warning. Lyulph rose and made an awkward turn to grab his battleaxe off the wall behind his chair and stepped in front of Christen to defend her, shouting orders to his startled retainers.


There seemed to be hundreds of attackers, although Christen later learned there were no more than twenty, but enough to overcome a small English community that had lost its best fighting men in the north against Hardrada. Osric was neither a martyr nor, for all his boasting, the stuff of which great leaders and heroes were made. As the Normans poured into the hall, he leaped over the trestle, seized a burning brand from the hearth and set light to the rushes carpeting the floor. As smoke and stench arose amid small soft teeth of flame, he ran to the window at the side of the dais and scrambled through the aperture, his so-called warband deserting in his wake.


Coughing, Christen drew her veil across her nose and mouth.


‘Go, get out!’ Lyulph shouted at her. ‘Run to the woods and hide until I come for you!’


‘I’ll not leave you!’ she answered fiercely, then coughed so hard into the linen that she retched and could only see him through a stinging blur.


‘There is no time to argue, do as I say!’ He gave her a vigorous shove.


Christen stumbled on her gown, righted herself, stared down the hall with smoke-torn eyes at the mail-clad figures striding through Osric’s flimsy barrier of smoke and fire, then fled.


In their bedchamber, she grabbed her cloak, stuffed her jewellery into a cloth bag and ran to the window, then recoiled with a scream as a Norman soldier straddled the sill. The man leaped down into the room and advanced on her, his sword raised, light gleaming along the blade. Outside someone screamed in English and was answered by an exultant bellow in Norman French. Christen backed away from the man, in terror, her knees almost buckling.


The Norman advanced on her, lips parted in anticipation. Christen hurled the cloth bag at him and he caught it with a laugh, and then whirled as Lyulph staggered into the room, his axe blade dyed crimson, dark trickles running down the haft and staining his hands. Roaring with rage, Lyulph launched himself on the Norman and, in the heat and desperation of the moment, fought as he had fought at Stamford. Christen felt wet heat spray her face before her attacker fell at her feet, his jawbone shorn from his body.


She screamed and ran to Lyulph. He held her hard for the space of a heartbeat before spinning her round and bundling her towards the window, pausing only to snatch her jewels from his victim’s still-twitching hand and tie the string through her belt. ‘We were betrayed,’ he panted. ‘Gyrth the blacksmith sought the Normans and told them we were harbouring rebels, and opened the gates for them. Can you reach? Quickly now.’


He lifted her, fingers digging painfully into her hips, finding the strength out of desperation. Christen did not need to ask why Gyrth had gone to the invaders. They were the ones with the good horses and the custom these days, and they paid hard silver for information. Gyrth had been sullen ever since Lyulph had dealt him a fine for drunken brawling last month.


‘Meet me at the Hundred oak,’ Lyulph said as she gained the sill. ‘If I do not come, make for the nunnery at—’


Christen screamed a warning and Lyulph whirled, the axe already swinging through its bright arc. The Norman howled as the blade sheared through his shield as though it were made of butter, and opened his leg to the bone. Lyulph tried to balance himself to strike again, but his leg gave way and a second Norman following on the heels of the first took advantage and struck Lyulph in the side, the sword biting deeply into his flesh.


Still grasping his axe, Lyulph stared incredulously at the blood saturating his tunic. He twisted towards the window, to Christen, but no words came from his mouth, only an eruption of blood, and the Norman struck him again as he fell.


The first soldier threshed about on the floor, screaming in terror and agony as his life bled away. As his companion turned to help him him, Christen swung her other leg over the sill and dropped to the ground. The landing winded her and sent pain jolting through her ankles and knees, but she was not injured. Dry-sobbing with fear and shock, she stared round, her fingers tightly gripping the drawstring cord of the jewel bag.


The hall was ablaze, the timbers having dried out in the long summer days, and the Normans were doing nothing to douse the flames. She saw the sprawled bodies of Lyulph’s men and the male servants, cut down as they fled, and others, running for their lives, but being caught and slaughtered. Her people, and she could do nothing for them, and there was no escape. Everything was fire and blood and harsh, triumphant voices exulting in French. And Lyulph … Lyulph was dead.


A troop of horsemen entered through the open gates and thundered across the compound, straight towards her. The lead stallion was upon her so quickly that she was flung from its broad, dappled shoulder like a child’s straw doll. Sprawled face-down in the dirt several yards away, dazed and barely conscious, she was aware of the roar of flames and the vibration of hooves on the ground against her cheek. The screams and pleas, the butchery, the roars of triumph, and excited laughter.


She lay very still, not daring to move, praying to God and the Holy Virgin for mercy and succour against the minions of Hell.


Guards had secured the gateway and more Normans were riding into the compound on their stocky warhorses, disciplined now and purposeful. She watched them dismount and knew there was no way out, although for now the killing appeared to have ceased. She should do something, but she did not know what. In her mind’s eye she kept seeing images of Lyulph being struck down in front of her eyes. The thrust of the sword, the look on his face the moment before he died.


Nearby, two Normans were arguing. One she recognised as the man who had killed Lyulph. He was tall and thin with a prominent red-stubbled jaw and he was gesticulating furiously with a clenched fist, his voice a raw snarl. His opponent stood as still as a stone and his own voice never rose above the same level pitch, although it was obvious that he was equally determined to have his way. Christen understood a little French, for her father had traded with Norman and Angevin wine merchants in more peaceful times. Indeed, for a while he had even considered wedding her to one such, although it had never come to pass. Her father had died, and King Edward had given her to Lyulph.


‘Yes, you got here first,’ said the quiet one, distaste evident in his voice. ‘There was no need for this.’


‘They were harbouring rebels as you well know. The old man killed Sir Everard with a battleaxe, and you say there was no need?’


‘Hah, knowing Everard de Nantes, I would say the English lord was more than justified.’


The belligerent Norman reached to his sword, and the quiet one made his first move, his hand streaking out to clamp on the hilt of the half-drawn blade. ‘That would be unwise. My men would not delay in the least to kill you, and I am more certain of them than you will ever be of yours. I am assuming command here.’


The man’s eyes flickered. ‘I’ll take this up with the Earl of Hereford,’ he threatened, snatching his wrist free. ‘He gave the order to take this place and deal with it. You have not heard the last of this, le Gallois.’


‘Take it up with the Pope himself, only get out of here now while you still have the wherewithal to walk and beget sons.’


‘If Sir Everard were not dead …’ The mercenary turned to his horse and set his foot in the stirrup.


‘I would kill him myself, that is a promise.’


Christen watched one group of Normans ride out, taking with them a couple of pack horses laden with the corpses of five of Osric’s companions, slung like dead deer across their saddles – presumably as proof in order to claim a reward from the Earl of Hereford. The remaining Norman leader studied their retreat with narrowed eyes, hands on his hips, and she saw him mutter something under his breath.


‘What’s to be done with these two, sire?’ A soldier kicked a pair of bound captives to their knees in front of the Norman, and Christen saw with horror that it was Osric and his close companion Hrothgar.


‘Hang them,’ the knight replied with contempt. ‘It is all they deserve.’


‘No!’ Christen cried, leaping to her feet, all thoughts of self-preservation forgotten. She ran out to put herself in front of the bound men, arms outspread. Her ankle, sore from her leap out of the window, gave way and she fell at the Norman’s feet. ‘In the name of our saviour, have mercy, I beg you!’


He considered her. It was hard to read his expression because the nasal bar of his helm concealed the nuances. ‘Why should I do that?’ he demanded.


‘Osric is my brother.’ Christen swallowed and tried to steady her voice. ‘He is the only family I have left. You have killed my husband who was lord here, and my home is burning. I have lost too much already.’


‘Do you know what he and his “warband” did to one of my villages yesterday?’ he said contemptuously.


‘They learn by Norman example,’ Christen retorted, gesturing around the devastated compound. The hall was still on fire but his soldiers had formed a bucket chain leading from the well to the hall, and the remaining people of Ashdyke were part of that link also.


‘Perhaps they do, but sometimes I doubt they need prompting.’ He nodded acknowledgement to a soldier demanding his attention, and began to turn away.


‘I beg you … if you have any mercy in your soul, spare him.’


He gave her a hard look. ‘I am not sure that I do.’


‘But I heard you tell that other man there was no need for all of this … and I thought you might have more Christian decency. He … he was the one who killed my husband. Please – I …’ She bit her lip. ‘I will make it worth your while.’


His lip twisted in what might have been distaste. ‘I do not think that your brother is worth your while,’ he said, ‘but I will think on what you have said and advise you not to make assumptions about me in any way, be it of Christian decency, or how much I am open to offers. You would likely be wrong.’ He stooped and drew her to her feet, gave her a brusque nod, and walked away to his men, his step lithe and agile.


Christen gazed at her brother’s smoke-grimed face and swollen black eye, and felt a mingling of pity and disgust. ‘Why did you raid his lands?’ she demanded.


Osric’s hazel eyes widened in astonishment. ‘He’s a Norman! What other reason do I need?’


She looked over her shoulder at the burning hall, still on fire despite the best efforts of the bucket chain, and thought of the gleeful hatred taken in the plundering. They were two sides of the same coin. ‘You had better think of a better one quickly, or you will hang. You brought this down on us. Think on that.’ Without giving him a chance to reply, she went to assist in laying out the dead and helping the wounded.


Osric and his companion were taken to the bucket chain and, under the watchful eye of a dour guard, put to work.


The onslaught had been swift and brutal. Most of Ashdyke’s remaining warriors had died with Lyulph. Goddard, who had fought beside his lord at Stamford and helped him from the battle when Lyulph took the spear in the thigh. Edwin his cousin, with the merry laugh and his over-fondness for dice games. Now he would never sit at a gaming board again, or tease the maids, or carve little wooden figures for the children. Asmund the cook was dead, and the two youths who worked with him. Nesta, the Welsh goose girl, fourteen years old, had been struck a crushing blow to the back of her skull and had died instantly, beside her scattered bowl of poultry scraps.


Christen washed Nesta’s body with a wrung-out cloth, wiping away the blood and grime. She folded her arms on her breast and covered the girl with the cheerful red cloak she had always worn about her duties and of which she had been so fond.


When the fire in the hall and adjoining chamber had finally been controlled, the bodies were brought out, some of them blackened and contorted but most still recognisable, and dead of wounds long before the smoke and fire got to them. Lyulph was borne out on a table in the mellowing mid-afternoon sun.


Christen fetched fresh water and washed him as best she could. She had her antler comb in her jewellery bag and she groomed his hair and beard, smoothing their gold and silver wiriness. She kissed Lyulph’s cold cheek and folded his hands upon his breast across one of the terrible wounds he had taken while protecting her. Strong hands, beginning to knot with their years of use. Firm on the grip of an axe, but gentle at her waist. Hail and farewell, Lyulph son of Wilfred, King’s huscarl. Her eyes grew dry gazing upon his body, but no tears came. For the moment she was beyond tears. Her grief was too deep. The dead were dead and no amount of wailing would bring them back, even though she knew she must eventually mourn. It was the living that must concern her now, and their survival.


‘I have brought you a blanket for him,’ said the Norman leader, and handed her a woollen cover. It was a good-quality Welsh plaid with a braided edge.


‘Lyulph,’ she said. ‘His name is Lyulph.’ Not ‘was’ but ‘is’. ‘He should be covered with his own cloak.’


‘Yes, but that is not possible.’


Christen took the blanket from him in silence and draped it over her husband’s body. It was not fitting, but it would have to do. And at least the Norman had given it to her rather than performing the deed himself. She could not have borne that.


‘The priest will come in the morning,’ he said.


She nodded to show that she had heard and prayed that he would leave. Eventually he did, but she did not hear him go. She lifted a corner of the plaid and held its softness to her cheek, gazing upon Lyulph’s closed eyelids that a few short hours ago had still been open on the world.
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In his dream, Miles checked his mount on the hilltop and watched a blood-red sunrise lift out of the October morning mist and sweep colours across the slope below him. Bodies sprawled as far as the eye could see, caught in the swift indecency of violent death. The fighting elite of King Harold’s English – the mighty axe-wielding huscarls – with a high toll of their Norman enemies scattered among them. A breeze wafted the pennons upon abandoned lances and stirred the feathers of the carrion birds that hopped among the dead and perched on stiff shoulders and unmoving breasts to feast.


In the distance, a group of dark-garbed women searched among the slain – King Harold’s mistress and mother, seeking on Duke William’s orders for their lord’s war-butchered body.


Miles’s stallion swung its head, the bridle accoutrements jingling. He was so overwhelmed by the terrible sight below him and so drunk with exhaustion that he did not see the bloody shreds of something once human rise up behind him and swing an axe at his spine until it was too late.


His eyes jerked open and he awoke sweat-drenched and rigid to the liquid note of a thrush and the distant nickering of a horse, the battle cry of the wounded huscarl a fading illusion. He lay gasping, disorientated, terrified. A cloak-wrapped figure beside him grunted and turned over, shifting to a more comfortable position, and moments later started to snore. Miles drew a long, shuddering breath and exhaled slowly. Hastings was three years over and still, occasionally, the dreams seized him. It was not the first battle in which he had fought – he was experienced – but never had he come so close to dying as in the seconds before he had spurred Cloud out of range of the axe, and the English warrior had fallen dead on the blood-soiled turf.


He took another breath and grimaced as he tasted smoke. Such stupid, wanton waste. The punishment meted out so gratuitously by FitzOsbern’s men was half the reason the English were so difficult to tame. Rape and pillage were hardly the tools with which to come a-wooing, but then the Earl of Hereford knew no other manner or courtship. Although in this particular instance, from what he had been able to glean, the near-disastrous blaze had been started by the two English prisoners currently tied to the post in the compound.


Miles threw aside his blanket, stood up and stretched. The sky was paler in the east and would soon bear the pink flush of dawn. A guard was stirring a fire to life under a small cauldron. Miles nodded to him, yawned and, rubbing his shield arm to ease a lingering stiffness, strolled to the midden pit to relieve himself before climbing to the walkway on top of the palisade.


The strengthening light afforded him a view of the immediate settlement and lands. Below the natural escarpment on which the manor was built, the River Wye glinted like a new-scaled snake. Beyond its convolutions, the Roman road drove east towards Hereford and west towards Wales. Between road and river fertile fields, some ruched by the plough, filled his view. Cattle grazed the water meadows and sheep the higher, craggier ground between village and manor.


Miles looked over his shoulder at the fire-damaged hall and beyond it the rear palisade, fringed in the near distance by deciduous forest, and his eyes narrowed in concentrated thought. Several times over the next half hour as the sky changed from bruised pink to tawny-gold his gaze flicked between river, road and fields, before coming to rest again on the palisade and the charred building it defended. Finally, as the sun spilled a line of burned gold over the rim of the horizon, he left the wall walk and made his way back down into the compound.


Christen was so stiff and bruised when she awoke from her most recent bout of fitful slumber that she could scarcely move. With an effort, stifling a groan, she struggled upright and took the cup of ale that Wulfhild, one of the surviving maids, was holding out to her. The light had not yet reached the bloom of full dawn, but she could see enough to tell that Wulfhild appeared to be inordinately interested in the men at the Norman campfire.


‘Something pleases you about them?’ Christen massaged her stiff neck with her free hand.


The girl tore her gaze from the soldiers. ‘These are good men, my lady. They mean us no harm. I know they do not.’ Her cheeks were flushed and her blue eyes sparkling. Wulfhild had always been nothing if not resilient.


‘I suppose one of them told you,’ Christen said, taking a sip of ale.


The sarcasm sailed over the top of Wulfhild’s head. ‘Yes, my lady. He’s an Englishman called Leofwin, born and bred near Wigmore, and his lord is Miles le Gallois, lord of Milnham-on-Wye. He’s native-born too.’


‘He certainly spoke like a Norman yesterday,’ Christen said sharply, but her interest was kindled by the difference between her assumption and Wulfhild’s information.


‘There’s no English in him, my lady,’ Wulfhild said, eager to tell what she knew. ‘His father was one of those Normans that settled here in old King Edward’s time to protect the border against raids from Wales and his mother’s of Welsh noble blood.’


Hence ‘le Gallois’, Christen thought, which was Norman for ‘the Welshman’. Glancing towards the soldiers, she saw a stalwart young man with shoulder-length light-brown hair grinning at Wulfhild and could immediately guess the source of her information.


‘That’s him,’ said the maid. ‘That’s Leofwin.’


‘You wasted no time.’


Wulfhild looked hurt. ‘Not all stories are the same – my lady,’ she said. ‘These men are not like the other group.’


‘They have swords and spears and shields,’ Christen answered bleakly. ‘They have not ridden away, but do not tell me that they are here for our own good. They are not staying to protect us, but because it suits their plans to be here.’


Wulfhild shrugged. ‘They saved our lives,’ she said simply. ‘Without them, all the men would have been killed and we would have been raped and probably murdered afterwards, or sold. Look at what happened before they arrived and saw the others off. And they helped to put out the fire.’


Christen looked over at the row of shrouded corpses she had helped to lay out the day before, Lyulph’s among them, marked out by the plaid blanket. She looked at the huddled survivors, many bearing injuries, and acknowledged to herself that Wulfhild was right. If she took it back further, then the root cause was sitting tied to a post near the dung heap. It was difficult and painful to think in that direction. She knew what Osric was, and yet he was her brother and her kin. There were moments in the past when he had been amusing and loveable. Wild and irresponsible it was true, but that spontaneous element had been endearing. She still felt a sense of duty towards him, and responsibility. She had to, because he had none himself.


She watched Miles le Gallois arrive at the Normans’ fire and, crouching on his heels, accept a cup from the one called Leofwin. He wore no helm or arming cap now, and Christen saw that he had short coal-black curls and an olive complexion. His features were fine and set in a habitual expression of composure, for his manner was no different now than it had been when confronting the enraged mercenary yesterday. He said something briefly to Leofwin and received a reply that made him arch his brows and smile in the women’s direction, particularly at Wulfhild. He finished his drink, stood up, and came across to them.


‘Lady, if you please, will you walk with me?’ He extended his hand.


His voice was pleasant but it was still a command spoken as a request. After a moment’s hesitation Christen placed her hand in his and allowed him to draw her to her feet. His fingers were fine like the rest of him, but strong and hard, and as he closed them on hers she had to resist the urge to pull away. She brushed down her rumpled gown with her free hand, and seeing with sharp awareness the brown bloodstains and the smears of soot, felt sick. These clothes were all she had. The chest holding her spare gowns, chemise and shoes had not survived the fire.


In silence he led her across the compound towards the palisade. His grip was light, but she received the impression that it could tighten in an instant if necessary to hold her fast.


‘Some of my men have gone into Ashdyke village to bring the priest to attend the dead and bear them to the church,’ he said. ‘They shall be given a full funeral mass and be buried decently.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, finding that she could manage the words this morning when she could not yesterday. ‘And thank you for Lyulph’s covering.’


‘It was the honourable thing to do,’ he said. ‘I have asked my men to bring the villagers as well as the priest.’


‘The villagers?’ She stared at him. The early morning light was full in his face and his eyes were a vivid, blue-flecked green. ‘Why the villagers? What are you going to do to them?’


‘Nothing to their detriment,’ he replied. ‘They need to be told the full story of what happened last night, and what the consequences are to themselves.’


‘What do you mean “consequences”?’ she asked with sharp and fearful suspicion.


‘Nothing untoward, I promise you. I have lands of my own with English and Welsh settlers – since before the great battle.’


She gave a cautious nod. ‘I have heard that it was so.’


‘They will also be witnesses to the other morning’s business,’ he said.


‘What business?’ She felt as if a stone had lodged in her stomach.


‘That depends on you.’


They had reached the stairway to the palisade, and he removed his hand from hers and ushered her up on to the wall walk. Then he swung his arm wide to encompass the land spread to their view. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Look around.’


Mystified, Christen did so, and saw only the usual vista. ‘Since Stamford and Hastings some of the plough lands have reverted to waste for want of men,’ she said, and her expression grew bleak. ‘Still, there are not the mouths to feed that there were.’


He gave a questioning look.


‘Lyulph did not care,’ she said softly. ‘His body was maimed at Stamford, and his soul at Hastings, even though he did not fight in the great battle. What was left after that was little more than a shadow. Why should he work the land when to him there was no longer a purpose and when so many of the husbandmen he knew were gone?’ Her throat closed. She looked down at her hands.


‘Even so, the neglect is superficial. These lands are rich.’ When she did not respond, he continued, ‘You are a young widow with assets and I am not the only man with a soldier’s eye. This is a perfect place to build a keep to command the approaches to Hereford and the Welsh border, and as long as it is controlled by a strong hand, the King and the Earl of Hereford will not much care who it is.’


Understanding widened Christen’s eyes. She would be forced into marriage with Ashdyke’s claimant to legalise his possession, and it would not matter who he was, save that he served the interests of his Norman masters. ‘I would rather die!’


He shook his head. ‘I hope there is no need for that. I have the custody for now, and no intention of giving it up. I have the King’s ear, and my family is well known to the Earl of Hereford. There might be some harsh words spoken and some hard bargaining involved, but I believe I have enough credit with both men to be given permanent command of this place. If you will agree to wed me, then it will make my tenure secure on all sides and safeguard your future.’


She stared at him in shock. ‘Wed you?’


‘If I am to build up this place and enrich it, I need a mediator whom the people will trust.’


She shook her head and took a step away from him, appalled at the notion.


‘I intend having Ashdyke,’ he said doggedly. ‘It would be easier for me with your cooperation, but in the end, it comes down to the fastest sword, and the greatest cunning. If you accept me, you may live as you lived with your former husband. The domestic arrangements will be yours to command, the military ones mine.’ He flicked his gaze to a laden cart creaking into the compound through the main gateway. ‘If you refuse, then you and your people face an uncertain future, although I suppose you might find a nunnery to take you in.’


Christen stared queasily over the palisade. Marriage to a man of whose existence she had been unaware until last night, a man of whom she knew nothing except the scant information told to her by Wulfhild a few moments ago? She was watching this happen to someone else. In a moment she would wake up in bed with Lyulph still sleeping beside her and the birds chirruping their morning chorus. But the moment passed and she found herself still standing on the palisade next to this man. She tried to think, but it was like wading through fleece. Her choices were stark. Marriage to him, marriage to someone else, or taking a chance on the road. She had an estranged grandfather in Staffordshire who might take her in, but it was a slim chance, and she would have to make her way there first along dangerous, robber-infested roads. Perhaps this was the best of several unpalatable choices.


‘When would the wedding be?’


‘The quicker the better. Say, the day after tomorrow?’


‘So soon?’ She shot him a look filled with dismay and caught the eager glint in his expression.


‘It is necessary, unless you would rather see the likes of Odo FitzWilliam seize the tenancy.’


‘Who?’


‘That mercenary I faced down last night and sent away. One of the Earl of Hereford’s hirelings.’ His lip curled with distaste. ‘He did not take it well, and I have no doubt he will be reporting to his master as fast as he can ride.’


Christen swallowed, feeling sick. ‘You give me no time,’ she said. ‘It is indecent.’


‘Because there is no time,’ he said. ‘And yes, it is indecent, but no more so than the alternatives.’


She gazed at the fields and trees, the glint of the river, reflecting blue as the morning brightened. If she looked behind her, she would see the charred remains of the hall and the life she had led. She would see Lyulph’s corpse on a bier. Before her, however harsh the choice, was life and what she might make of it. If she chose the path he offered, she might be able to influence other lives and outcomes, whereas there was no gain from refusal.


‘Very well,’ she said stiffly, ‘I accept, but from necessity.’


A slight flush warmed his face and further brightened his eyes. He gave a brisk nod. ‘The priest from the village can draw up the contract this morning while he is here and have copies made.’


‘And what of my brother?’ Christen asked. ‘Does my consent buy his freedom?’


Miles rubbed the back of his neck and looked away. ‘It is not that simple. If I release him and his companion I know full well they will hasten to join the rebels over the border. From what I hear, it was your brother who started the fire in the hall and brought all this down upon you.’


‘The fire was a diversion,’ she said, defending Osric out of old habit and loyalty.


‘It may have been, but see what it has wrought, and before that he raided my lands without provocation. I have the right to hang him.’


‘I do not love my brother at the moment, but if you think that riding him on a gibbet is a fitting wedding gift that will buy my compliance, you are mistaken.’


He lowered his hand. ‘I said I had the right, but not that I would do it. As a sign of goodwill to you, I will release him and his companion, but they must know before they leave that all actions bear consequences.’


Christen swallowed, for his tone was ominous. ‘What will you do to them?’


‘Sire, the priest is here!’ Leofwin bellowed up at them through cupped hands. ‘He doesn’t speak French.’


Miles le Gallois waved in acknowledgement and turned back to Christen. ‘I promise I will not hang him, and that he shall go free. We are agreed in principle?’


Christen nodded, but still felt apprehensive. His reply, despite reassurances, had been ambiguous.


‘Good, then we shall talk later.’


He led her back down to the compound, then bowed and departed to his men. She watched his confident, lithe walk and clenched her hands, for the future, far from being settled by his offer, was an open door into God knew what.


Father Aelnoth was at first doubtful and extremely wary of the mail-clad Normans, particularly since yesterday’s departing troop had wantonly torched several dwellings in the village and killed a pig, but as he learned more about what had happened, and discovered that Miles spoke reasonable English, some of his trepidation dissipated. He was sufficiently pragmatic to realise there was nothing to be gained from raising objections to the proposed marriage between the lady and Miles le Gallois. Indeed, the Norman was something of a blessing in disguise. God help them all if either the lady’s wild brother or that rabble from Hereford had been left in possession. The village seniors were also prepared to accept Miles as their lord, because none of them wanted FitzOsbern’s mercenary captain building a castle here and taking command.
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