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“I bring, thy favor to attain,

King Alfred and his glorious reign.

No nobler hero could I bring

Than Britain’s pure and gentle king.

Brighter than all, his spotless name

Shines on his country’s scroll of fame.

A thousand years his bones are dust,

Yet men still name him as the Just.

A hundred kings have ruled his state,

Yet him alone she names—The Great.

To him, her noblest praise she sings,

As mightiest of her mighty kings.”
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A Maid at King Alfred’s Court








CHAPTER I—THE MEETING IN THE FOREST

Beautiful was the month of October in
the year of our Lord 877. That part of
merrie England called Wessex was covered,
in this ancient time with a vast and extensive
wood.

Only where the broad estuary of Southampton
Water divided the tangled woodland, and along
the river Itchen, was there any break in the
forest. Formidable were the wastes of Andred’s
weald, and fortunate the traveler whose path
lay not apart from the public roads.

Hundreds of wide-spreading, broad-headed
oak trees covered the hills and valleys, and
flung their gnarled branches over the rich grassy
sward beneath. Intermingled with these, sometimes
so closely as to hide the rays of the sun,
were beeches, hollies, and copsewood of various
descriptions.

The great trees were girt round about with
mosses or wreaths of ivy that betokened their
age, and their foliage was bright with the hues
of autumn.

The leaves were falling, but through the
openings thus made wider vistas of beauty were
revealed. The rich burnished bronze of the
oak mingled with the blazing orange of the
beech. The gray branches of the graceful ash
contrasted with the fir—stately daughter of
autumn.

The sunshine streaming through the trees
caught and intensified the vivid colorings. Red
of many degrees, up to the gaudiest scarlet;
every tint of yellow, from the wan gold of the
primrose to the deep orange of the tiger lily;
purple from lightest lilac to the darkest shade
of the pansy, mingled and intermingled, until
the whole forest seemed one mass of glowing,
riotous color. Ever and anon the antlers of a
deer might have been seen as he moved restlessly
through the wold, and in the nearer glades
the hares and conies came stealing forth to sport
or to feed.

In the distance the mellow blasts of a horn
could be heard, which grew nearer and more
near until presently on the high road which
wound through the wastes of forest land from
Silchester to Winchester (or Winteceaster, as it
was then called) appeared the forms of two
people, an old man and a girl.

They moved slowly, the maiden accommodating
her steps to those of her companion.
Though not really old, for he was not much
more than sixty, both the man’s countenance
and carriage indicated age. His complexion
was fair and his cheeks ruddy; but his visage
was deeply furrowed, and his long hair, which
escaped from under his bonnet, was white as
snow, as was also his large and forked beard.
His dark blue woolen mantle was clasped on
the shoulder by a broad ouche, or brooch;
his leggins were also of blue woolen, cross-gartered
by strips of leather. Blue, too, was
the under tunic. His right arm encircled a
harp.

The girl who accompanied him was somewhere
about the age of fourteen. Her form was
enveloped in a mantle of scarlet wool, to which
was attached a hood of the same material. The
face under the hood was wondrously lovely, and
had already gained her the appellation of “The
Fair.”

“Grandfather, dearest,” she cried as she
beheld a log which lay under the overhanging
branches of a large oak, “see! here is
rest for thy weariness. I wot that thou art
tired.”

“Yes, child. The limbs of the old tire
quickly, and alack! I am not so young as
I was of yore. The way hath seemed long
to-day, and we are yet far from Winchester.
Prithee, wind the horn no longer, for
I weary of its sound; and truly if there be
any within hearing, they must know of our
coming.”

He sat down as he spake, resting his harp on
his knee. The maiden let fall the horn that
proclaimed their coming, according to the law
of the forest, threw back her hood, unfastened
the fibula that closed the mantle, and
tossed the garment on the log beside the old
man. Thus revealed, she stood forth in all her
beauty.

Her long yellow hair, bound only by a golden
band, was parted smoothly and hung in ringlets
on her shoulders. Her complexion was dazzling
in its fairness; her cheeks rosy; her eyes
sparkling, and blue as periwinkles. She wore
a tunic of blue woolen, falling to her ankles,
and bordered by a band of needlework, for
which the Anglo-Saxon women were famous.
Over this was worn a short gonna of scarlet, the
sleeves of which, reaching in long, loose folds
to the wrists, were confined there by bracelets.
The slenderness of her waist was disclosed by a
girdle, and over her shoulders hung a chain,
from which was suspended a pair of cymbals
and the horn. A picturesque figure she made
as she stood there, and one fair to look upon.
The old man’s eyes rested upon her fondly, and
then he spake:

“Art thou not cold, Egwina? The Wyn
(October) month hath bright sunshine, but his
breezes carry also the chill that foretokens the
coming of winter. Heaven forfend that thou
shouldst become ill.”

The girl laughed merrily.

“Be not irked, grandfather. The mantle
was wearisome, and I did but cast it aside for a
time. See! Lest thou shouldst needlessly fret
thy mind, I will put on the garment again, and
thou shalt tell me whither we go after Winchester.”

Donning the mantle she sat down beside
him. The grandfather looked at her tenderly.

“Egwina The Fair art thou called,” said he,
“but Egwina The Good art thou also. From
Winchester, dear child, and its market, we will
wend our way to the royal vill at Chippenham,
where the king is to winter.”

“Why to Chippenham?” asked the girl.
“It is not often, grandfather, that thou carest
to follow the king.”

“True, child; for Alfred hath scops of his
own in his court, and needeth not the glee of
Wulfhere, the harper. But even as yon oak
hath gathered the moss of years, so have sorrows
come to me, and fain am I to lay down
their burthen. Of bards there are many; but
few glee maidens there be who sing as thou dost.
For thy sake do I hope that the king will take
us under his hand.”

“But if he will not, then whither?” asked the
maiden.

“He will,” answered Wulfhere positively.
“The meanest wayfarer hath the right to bed
and board for a day and a night in any house.
Thinkest, then, that Alfred will not give shelter
and food to a gleeman and maiden? I trow
that he will.”

“Will not the court be hindrance to thee?”
questioned the girl gently. “Dear grandfather,
thou hast been so free always, I fear me much
that thou wilt mislike to be housed with one
lord.”

“Were he younger, child, Wulfhere would
have nought of it. I, and my father, and his
father’s father have always thus lived, wandering
from shire to shire; from burgh to burgh;
from mead hall to mead hall, with harp and
song and story; and none were so welcome as
they. Many lords have bestowed gifts upon
them, and fain would have kept them to sing of
their bold deeds. But all of us, from father to
son, liked better to tell of the daring of many
than the prowess of one. The song of a harp
of one string becometh in time irksome both to
hearer and singer. In sooth, ’tis a merry life
and a free. Alack and a day that ’tis past!
The Dane is abroad in the land. For a short
time hath he left us in quiet, and now winter
will still further stay his hand. Guthrum the
old is bold, and I fear that the Northmen await
only the bringing home of the summer ere falling
upon Wessex.”

“The saints forfend!” ejaculated the girl devoutly.

“So it is for thy weal, Egwina, that we seek
the king. I would not have thee die as did thy
brother, Siegbert. God wots how they could
kill the pretty lad.”

“Tell me of it,” coaxed the maiden well
knowing the tale, but thus did the old man
ease his sorrow.

“Thou wert too young to mind thee now that
it was seven years this harvest when Ubbo and
Oskitul with the tearful Danes fell upon
the abbey of Croyland. To the monks had I
sent Siegbert, for the abbot had heard his singing
and was pleased with his beauty. ‘He
shall be a second Cynewulf,’ said he, ‘when he
shall have become learned.’ I wotted not that
I was sending the boy to his death. But even
while the abbot and the priests, together with
the choir, performed the mass and were singing
the Psalter, the pagans swooped down upon them,
and none were there left to tell the tale. So
little do these heathen care for our holy religion.
In sooth, meseems that it glads their
hearts to destroy our minsters and abbeys. They
cared neither for the helplessness of the old nor
the harmlessness of childhood. Bright and
beautiful as that Baldur whom they worship,
methinks they would have spared him. But
hearken! was not that a call?”

Both listened intently, and through the clear,
crisp air there came a cry for help.

“Some mishap hath befallen a wayfarer!” exclaimed
Wulfhere rising quickly to his feet, his
weariness vanishing instantly. “Come, Egwina,
wind thy horn that he may know that help is
near.”

The maiden blew a long, loud blast and then
they hastened in the direction whence the cry
had come. Soon a turn of the road brought
them in sight of the figures of a youth and a
maiden. The girl was lying prone upon the
sward. The youth bent over her anxiously
stroking her hands. Both were clothed in the
bright-colored garments of which the Saxons
were so fond. The embroidery and richness
of adornment of their dress proclaimed them
to be of noble rank. A falcon hovered disconsolately
near them, and a spear lay on the
ground.

As soon as the lad caught sight of Wulfhere
and Egwina, he uttered an exclamation of joy.

“Be of good heart, Ethelfleda,” he cried;
“here comes a gleeman and his daughter. I
wot that they will help us.”

“Son, wherefore thy call?” queried the bard,
approaching.

“My sister hath wrenched her foot against a
stone,” replied the youth. “We stole away to
try my new falcon with the lure, and all would
have been well had not this befallen us. Wilt
thou not, good harper, hasten into Winchester
and bespeak for us a palfrey?”

“Edward,” spoke the maiden quickly, “seest
thou not that the gleeman is old? Do thou go,
my brother, and leave me with them.”

“Truly hast thou spoken, Ethelfleda,” returned
the youth, rising. “I crave forgiveness, bard,
that I saw not thy years. Quickly will I go
and as quickly come again. Irk not thyself
while I am gone, my sister.” With a bow to
Wulfhere and Egwina, and a salute for his sister
the youth hurried away.

“I hear the ripling of a rill,” remarked Egwina.
“Cooling will its waters feel to thy foot.”

“But how canst thou bring the water?” asked
the maiden, curiously. “Thou hast no bowl
either of horn or wood.”

“Nay; but I have these,” and Egwina
touched her cymbals. “Though they be shallow,
yet enough will they hold for thy ankle.”

She unloosened the shoe of the maiden as she
spoke and removed the silken leggins, marveling
much at their richness as she did so.

“There!” she said, after she had laved the foot
in the cold water. “Doth it not feel better!”

“It doth,” answered the maiden; “so well
that methinks I can stand upon it. How Edward
will wonder!”

“Do not so!” ejaculated Wulfhere, but the
girl was up before he had spoken. Only for a
moment, however. She reeled, and would have
fallen had not the gleeman caught her.

“Thou wert o’er rash,” he chided, gently
stroking her brow while Egwina fetched more
water and again bathed the ankle. The maiden
was white from the pain, but she bravely repressed
the moans that rose to her lips.

“Witless was I,” she murmured. “Now will
I lie still until help comes. O’er rashness is as
bad, I ween, as not enough boldness.”

“True,” said Wulfhere. “Thou art young,
maiden, and fearless is thy spirit. Thou hast
yet to learn that valor is not all in the doing of
brave deeds. To bear well is also valorous.”

“Methinks that thou dost speak truly,” she
returned. “Thou needst bathe the foot no
longer, maiden, for now doth it feel better.
Wilt thou not, ministrel, out of thy good
pleasure beguile the time by story?”

“What likest thou best to hear?” asked he,
well pleased, for the scop delighted in his art.

“Of the deeds of our forefathers,” she replied,
quickly. “Well do I love to hear of
them.”

“Then will I tell thee of how Hengist gained
the land for his castle. Hast heard it?”

“Nay; say on.”

“After Hengist had driven the Picts back to
the marches,” began Wulfhere, “he came to
Vortigern the king, and asked for a city or
town that he might be held in the same honor
that he was held among his own countrymen;
but Vortigern answered that he could not, as it
would be displeasing to his people. ‘Then,’
said Hengist, ‘give me only so much ground as
I can encircle by a leather thong.’ To this
Vortigern readily yielded, disdaining that which
could be enclosed within a thong. Hengist,
taking a bull’s hide, made one thong of the
whole, with which he did encircle much ground,
so that he built a fortress upon it, to which he
could go should need require. Vortigern was
wroth at being so outwitted, but Hengist called
the strong place Thancastre,” which is to say
“Thong Castle.”

Ethelfleda laughed.

“Of merry humor was Hengist,” she said.
“It is pleasing to hear such things! Wittest
thou aught else of him?”

“Wottest thou, maiden, how Vortigern was
taken captive by Rowena?”

“Yea; but even as wine groweth better by
standing, so do old tales gather wit in oft telling.
Say on.”

“When Hengist had made an end of building
his strong place he bade Vortigern come to
see it. The king was disquieted at the strength
of the castle, and, unknown to Hengist, sought
to list the men to himself. When they had
feasted and the mead glowed in the bowl,
Rowena, daughter of Hengist, came forth from
her bower bearing a golden cup full of wine
which, kneeling, she presented to the king.
‘Lord king,’ she cried, ‘wacht heil!’ ‘What doth
she mean?’ asked the king of Hengist. ‘She
but offers to drink thy health,’ was the answer.
‘Thou shouldst say, ‘Drink heil!’’ The king
did as he was told, and when the maiden drank
kissed her, and then drank also. Then so
stirred was he by her beauty that he gave to
Hengist all of Kent for her hand. Thus through
a maiden did the Saxons first get a share of
Britain for their own.”

“Quotha! that is good!” exclaimed Ethelfleda.
“I thought not of that before, and full
oft have I heard the tale. Pleasing are thy
stories! I would hear more of them. Tell on,
harper.”

Thus entreated, Wulfhere told his choicest
tales of folklore and legends, and so well was
the maiden entertained that the time did not
seem long until Edward returned with attendants
and a palfrey for her use.

“Kind have ye been to me,” said the noble
damsel, “and much do I thank ye for it.
Prithee take this ring, maiden. It is not only
a ward against the wiles of the wicca (witch),
but betokeneth purity also. Take it to keep
thee in mind of Ethelfleda.”

When she had thus spoken, her brother lifted
her before him on the palfrey, and with many
thanks for their courtesy, rode off with their
servitors.

“Sawest thou, granther, how rich were their
garments?” asked Egwina when the turn in
the road hid them from their sight.

“Yea; they are gentlefolk,” answered Wulfhere.
“Of good blood comes the maiden for
she moaned not but bore well the pain of the
wrench, though she was white from the hurt of
it.”

“And the youth! How proud in bearing he
was!”

“Yea; noble was his port. Yet methinks it
would have been more seemly to have given us
the name of their father. Now we wot not who
or what they be save that they be gentle.
Marry! I misdoubt not that the father is a
thegn. Mayhap, one of the king’s.”

“But how kind of heart the maiden was!”
mused Egwina. “How beautiful the ring
which she gave me!” She looked at it admiringly.

“It is a sapphire, and of great worth,”
said the gleeman examining it. “Now, child,
let us hasten to Winchester there to find
some mead hall; for where there is wassail,
there is welcome for the gleeman. Hasten,
Egwina.”

The two started off at a brisk walk, and were
soon lost to view in the forest.








CHAPTER II—WINCHESTER

Under Æthelwulf, Alfred’s father, Winchester
had become the chief city of England; for
while the other kingdoms went down before the
Northern pirates, Wessex still stood its ground.
It was farther off from the main points of
attack, and had the incalculable advantage
of a succession of capable kings: Egbert, Æthelwulf,
and—at the time of our story—Alfred.

As the Danish invasion pressed more and
more, Wessex grew to be the champion of all
the other kingdoms of England. For the ruin
of the north made it the sole remaining home
of the civilized life of the land. Happily for
Wessex and for England, the greatest of English
kings succeeded to the throne at the most
critical moment.

The six years that Alfred had sat upon the
throne had been troubled and restless. During
the first year, nine pitched battles were fought
with the Danes. Then Alfred was forced to
pay to the Northmen money for peace, for the
invaders occupied all of Northumbria, Mercia,
and East Anglia, and the West Saxons, deeming
the struggle hopeless, and fearful of being
brought under their rule, responded no longer
to the call to battle.

For a short time Wessex was left undisturbed.
During this interval the indefatigable Alfred
builded ships and met the pirates upon the sea,
defeating them on their own element. In 876
the peace was broken with that facility which
characterized the breaking of Danish oaths, and
it was not until the beginning of the year 877,
the time of our story, that peace was again
restored.

In that forest, before spoken of, just beyond a
circular chalk down later called St. Catherine’s
hill—where the valley was at the narrowest and
the downs sloped gently to the little river of
Ichen, stood Winchester. In the time of the
Roman, a main thoroughfare, still the High
Street of the city, bisected it from East Gate to
West Gate. At right angles with that street
ran a main intersecting road from South Gate
to North Gate. The West Saxon kings did but
follow the lead of the Roman in retaining this
division of the town, and, up the rising ground
towards the west on either side of the ancient
Roman road from the eastward gate, the houses
of the citizens were clustered into a street; with
here and there a stone-built dwelling, and the
rest of “wattle and dab” construction. In the
southeastern part of the town stood the minster
of St. Swithen strongly inclosed, and protected
on the north by the river and marsh lands.
Near this convent stood the royal vill, from
which place emanated all those plans against the
encroachments of the Danes, the school of
justice and learning, and the bulwark of
England’s defense. Near the palace were the
dwellings of the bishop and his clergy; the
residence of the wicgerefa, which was near the
site of the courts of justice, and in the centre of
the town was the market with its cross.

The day after the one on which the events
narrated in the last chapter had taken place, a
busy scene was presented in the market. Merchandise
of all sorts was exposed for sale. Stalwart
Saxons, called reeves, with the badge of
the king’s authority upon them, had charge of
the steelyards, yard measures, and bushels, and
were kept busy weighing and measuring that
each might receive his just due, and the sale be
legal according to the doom of the land. It
was the endeavor on the part of the authorities
to confine all bargaining as much as possible to
towns and walled places, so that the people
might be assured of fair dealing, and a warranty
of what the Saxon laws called unlying witnesses.

Yet not all the citizens were occupied in
trade, nor was all the market given up to traffic.
On one side, quite away from the stalls, two circular
spaces were set apart; one for bear, the
other for bull baiting. Closer to the stalls, yet
not so near as to detract from the business of the
mart, some gleemen were exercising their art.
One dexterous juggler threw three knives and
three balls alternately in the air, catching them
one by one as they fell.

Another, a short distance from the juggler,
was gravely leading a great bear to dance on its
hind legs, while his coadjutor kept time on the
flageolet. Around each of these amusements
was gathered the crowd that in every clime or
age such things attract.

The merriment was at its height when from
the upper end of the market appeared two figures
that quietly stationed themselves near one of
the stalls. It was Egwina and her grandfather.
During a momentary lull the old gleeman struck
his harp, and together he and his grandchild
lifted up their voices in song.

The excellence of the music, for Wulfhere
was a skillful harper, the sweetness of the song,
and above all the wonderful beauty of the
maiden, drew all eyes in that direction. There
was a murmur of approval, and the crowd
surged toward them, and gathered round the
two, leaving the coarser attractions of baiting
and juggling for the more refined ones of melody
and beauty.

“Marry!” ejaculated the juggler in disgust
as he found himself forsaken. “’Twere unmannerly
thus to make one forego his craft.”

“Be not disheartened, friend,” said he with
the dancing bear as he chained the animal, and
quietly stretched himself out on some straw.
“Fickle is the mind of man. Make use of thy
leisure while thou mayst. ’Twill be but a short
time ere they will come again.”

“Quotha! but the gifts will be showered upon
the maiden. And, fair though she be, Ælfric
would gather them to his own hoard.” And he
gazed moodily at the crowd which surrounded
the harper and the maiden.

Song followed song in quick succession, for
the Saxons loved to hear of the brave deeds of
the heroes of old, until at last Wulfhere declared
himself unable to sing longer, and, laden
with gifts, the two slowly wended their way from
the city. Vainly did the juggler await the
return of an audience. The balls and knives
seemed to have lost their charm for the people,
and, muttering anathemas upon the ministrel
and his daughter, he, too, left Winchester, but
in disgust.

“Well have we done, Egwina,” said Wulfhere,
pausing when they were some little distance
from the town, to conceal the gold and
other gifts about his person. “Truly, Winchester
is worthily called the first city of the
Saxons. Kingly hath it proven itself to be.
Were it not that I fear the Dane, beshrew me
if I would ask aught better than to dwell
therein.”

“But why could we not, grandfather? Then
might it be that we could behold again the youth
and the maiden whom we met in the forest.
Didst thou see aught of them?”

“No, child; and let not thy heart dwell upon
them. Not long are nobles mindful of their
words. Whilst thou may be in favor to-day,
the morrow doth full oft bring unkindness.”

“But the maiden, Ethelfleda, her brother
called her, seemed not like one to forget,” and
Egwina twirled the sapphire ring upon her
finger. “She spake as though there were truth
and well-meaning in her words.”

“And so there were for the time,” answered
Wulfhere; “but well-a-day! she is young,
and the young learn easily the lesson of forgetfulness.”

“Why could we not live in Winchester?”
asked the girl after a moment’s silence. “Methinks
that we could find some thegn to take us
under his mund. Why, grandfather, is not that
the city where the king abideth?”

She stopped short, and half turned as though
to return to the town. Wulfhere smiled.

“The king hath already sought the palace at
Chippenham,” he said. “Wottest thou not that
by the doom of the witan he cannot dwell all
the year in one burgh only? And I wish not
to seek the protection of any lord but him in
these troublesome times. Alfred hath shown
himself able to cope with the invader, and there
is surety nowhere else for life and limb. ’Tis
for thy weal, child, that I fear, and to none but
him will I commend thee. Besides, to whom
but the king doth the protection of the wanderer
belong?”

Egwina turned with a half sigh, for deep
down in her heart lurked the wish to see again
the noble maiden and the youth who had spoken
so kindly to them the day before, and in leaving
Winchester she felt that she left also the
probability of seeing them once more. But unquestioned
obedience from child to parent was
the rule in those days, and so without further
remark she trudged on, varying the monotony
of the journey by frequent blasts of the horn.
Presently the mellow notes of another horn
floated to their ears. Wulfhere glanced back
over his shoulder.

“Behold, another cometh,” he said. “Stop,
Egwina! If he choose to bear us company, the
way will not seem so long.”

They waited for him, and soon the juggler
came up with them.

“Whither away, my merry man?” cried
Wulfhere heartily, as the gleeman approached.
“Brothers we be of the same craft. Therefore,
if it seems good to thee, let us bear each other
company.”

The juggler hesitated a moment, and then answered:

“Willing am I for a short while at least; if
it so be that the girl will wind the horn while
thou and I talk by the way.”

“With right good-will will she do so,” answered
the harper. “’Tis as easily wound for
three as for two, and always doth she wind it to
save me the toil. Wulfhere is not what he once
was!”

“Wulfhere is thy name?” questioned the
other, fixing his glittering eyes upon the maiden
with such a look that she shrank from it, and
crept close to the side of her grandsire. “Ælfric
am I called in East Anglia, which is my
home; but the Danes have driven us from our
houses, or pressed into slavery our people, and I
fled into Wessex for safety.”

“Brothers we be in craft, and sibbe also in
the fact that we flee from the Dane,” remarked
Wulfhere. “Fearful is the pirate who hath so
ruthlessly destroyed the homes and laid waste
the land of our people.”

“Whither art thou going?” queried Ælfric.

“North into Berkshire and from thence into
Wiltshire,” answered the old man.

“Then together can we journey but a short
distance, for on the morrow our paths must be
sundered, as I go into Kent. But while our
roads are one tell me of the deeds which the
Northmen have done of which thou thyself
wottest, and I in turn will tell thee that which
hath happened to me.”

Then, with emotion, did Wulfhere tell of his
grief in the death of his grandson, Siegbert.

“And I,” said Ælfric, after he had expressed
his sympathy, “abode in Thetford of East
Anglia at the house of Eldred the thegn, and
was the chief of his gleemen. None was so
honored as I, and the heart of my lord clave
unto me with love. Alack! the Northman fell
upon us, and I wot not whether my lord be living
or dead. I fled from the foe. When I was
far distant, I looked back, and behold the manor
was in flames.”

“Didst thou not fight for thy lord?” queried
Wulfhere in amazement.

“Nay; why should I risk life in vain?
Naught would it have availed him. I myself
would have been slain, so I fled.”

“It was not the old custom,” remarked the
elder Saxon, “thus to abandon one’s lord.
’Twere shame to live were he slain.”

“Times are not as they once were,” returned
Ælfric hastily, avoiding the glance of the
harper. “Custom hath changed, and, I trow,
for the better. Beautiful is thy ring, maiden!
Where gottest thou it?”

“’Twas a gift,” returned Egwina, as she allowed
the man to examine the jewel, shrinking
from his touch as she did so, for she liked not
his appearance.

“A gift? I’ll warrant that thou and thy
grandfather have many such?” And there was
envy and avarice in the juggler’s look.

“There be many—” began Egwina, when
Wulfhere interrupted her:

“Wind thy horn, child, a little distance
from us that our talk be not disturbed by the
sound.”

Obediently the girl ran ahead a little, and
Wulfhere resumed the conversation with Ælfric
concerning the atrocities committed by the
Danes. The shades of evening were falling
when at last the ministrel called to the girl:

“Child, is not that a monastery that looms in
the distance?”

“Yes, granther,” and Egwina ran to his
side.

“Then there will we abide. Long have we
wayfared, and wearied am I by the journey.
Though the priests may not hearken to song, or
story, or glee-beam, yet will they shelter us for
the night.”

Quickening their steps they entered the courtyard
of the convent, which was a low building
of timber, fortified by a wall.

The dwellings of the Anglo-Saxons with the
exception of a few great nobles, were simple in the
extreme. Yet simple as were their abodes, the
monasteries were handsome, and great wealth
and possessions were held by the church. Despite
all this, learning was at the very lowest
ebb, so much so that when Alfred was atheling,
and desired to learn Latin, he could find no
one in all his father’s kingdom capable of teaching
him. There were no inns in England at this
time, and all travelers, whether on business or
pleasure, were entertained by the convents.

Wulfhere, Ælfric, and Egwina were welcomed
by the monks and refreshed by the bath, for
the Saxons were a cleanly people, and fond of
bathing; then were they called into a long, low
hall, the refectory or dining-room, and invited
to partake of supper. Cakes of barley, fish,
swine flesh, milk, eggs, and cheese, with plenty
of mead to wash it down, constituted the repast;
for even the priests of this hardy race were
hearty eaters and fond of good cheer.

The meat was passed round on spits, and each
one cut a portion for himself with his knife, and
then ate it, using the fingers to convey the
food to the mouth, as there were no forks.

After the meal, all gathered round the fire
which was built in the centre of the room,
the smoke escaping through a hole or cover in
the roof.

“It is forbidden us to listen to the songs of the
people,” said the abbot addressing Wulfhere,
“but mayhap thou canst sing to us the songs
of the Church.”

“Nay, good father,” answered Wulfhere, “I
am not skilled in sacred song.”

“Cannot thy daughter sing them?” asked the
abbot. “Truly it were ill if so fair a flower
should know naught of the songs of the
Faith.”

“I know not,” replied Wulfhere in perplexity.

“There is one that I know,” interrupted Egwina,
softly. “It was one that my mother sang.”

“Let us hear it, daughter,” said the abbot.

Without hesitation, Egwina then sang the
“Crist” of Cynewulf.

“It was well sung,” commented the abbot,
after Egwina had concluded. “Sweet is it to
Him when the voice of youth sounds His
praises. Knowest thou no more, my child?”

“Nay, I know none other,” answered Egwina.

“Thou must not think ill of us, father,” spoke
the harper hastily, “that we wot not of these
things. Our aim is to please the people, and
the mead hall cares but for the song of the
warrior or of glory.”

“True,” answered the abbot, “yet Aldhelm
used thy art to advantage. Hast thou not heard
how the good priest stood on the bridge of
Malmesbury, where the ministrels were wont to
stand, because the people would not come to
worship, and there did he sing of war and the
heroes, until attracted by the sweetness of his
voice, he had gained their attention? Then did
he change the words, and sing to them of the
Holy One and the blessed Virgin. In which
manner many were instructed in our sacred religion
and brought to the Church.”

“Sayest thou so, good father?” broke in
Ælfric, the juggler. “Marry! but well would
it please me to hear such songs! Canst thou or
thy monks sing for us any of the songs that he
sang?”

“There is one, brother, which is food for reflection.
That we will sing thee, and then after
the Te Deum. Then shall ye tell us if aught
hath happened recently from the Dane.”

Without further ado, the monks began singing
the following dismal dirge, the brief metre
sounding abruptly on the ear with a measured
stroke like the passing bell:



“For thee was a house built ere thou wert born,

For thee was a mold shapen ere thou of thy mother camest.

Its height is not determined, nor its depth measured;

Nor is it closed up, however long it may be, until I thee bring where thou shalt remain;

Until I shall measure thee, and the sod of the earth.

Thy house is not highly built; it is not unhigh and low.

When thou art in it, the heel ways are low, the side ways unhigh.

The roof is built thy breast full high;

So thou shalt in earth dwell full cold, dim, and dark.

Doorless is that house, and dark it is within.

There thou art fast detained, and Death holds the key.

Loathly is that earth house, and grim to dwell in.

There thou shalt dwell, and worms shall share thee.

Thus thou art laid, and leavest thy friends.

Thou hast no friend that will come to thee,

Who will ever inquire how that house liketh thee.

Who shall ever open for thee the door, and seek thee;

For soon thou becomest loathly and hateful to look upon.”






“The saints guard us!” ejaculated Ælfric,
crossing himself devoutly. “I like not thy
song, father, and if it were with songs like that,
it marvels me much how thy Aldhelm should
draw the people to hear him. Quotha! my
flesh creepeth to think of it! Doth not thine,
Friend Harper?”

Wulfhere’s face was inscrutable, and he made
no reply for, Saxon-like, he scorned to show that
the picture held any dread for him.

“It is indeed gloomy to think upon, son,”
said the abbot, “if that were all of death; but
the religion of our Saviour hath robbed the
grave of its terrors. We know that the soul is
beyond, and what matters the body?”

“A truce to such talk,” cried Ælfric. “Give
us the Te Deum, priest. I like not to think on
such things.”

“It shall be as thou wishest, though much I
mislike to leave the subject as I perceive that
thou art ungodly.”

Then all joined in the sublime, unmetrical
Te Deum.

“Did thy priest but sing that,” burst from
the juggler, “I would wonder not at the people
listening to him.”

The abbot smiled, well pleased.

“Thy heart is not altogether hardened, son,
if it be touched by the hymn,” he said. “Mayhap
thou wilt be willing yet to talk with me.”

After more singing, the conversation turned
upon the Danes, and the probability of a fresh
outbreak discussed. The hour was late when
the abbot, noting that Egwina’s eyes were heavy
and that it was with difficulty she kept awake,
arose.

“To bed! to bed! See ye not that the
maiden is aweary?”

So saying he conducted them to the guest
house, a building in the courtyard but without
the convent proper, and soon quiet reigned over
the monastery.







CHAPTER III—A THIEF IN THE NIGHT

Soft and downy was the bed in the bower
chamber to which Egwina had been assigned,
and grateful was it to the weary maiden, who was
soon fast asleep.

It seemed to her that she had slept but a
short time when something awakened her. She
lay quite still trying to determine what it could
be, and hearing only the soughing of the wind.

Suddenly, she felt her hand taken softly, and
the sapphire ring which Ethelfleda had given
her was gently withdrawn from her finger. For
a moment the girl thought that she must be
dreaming, and quickly clasped her right hand
over the left. The ring was in truth gone. She
grew numb with fear as the fact dawned upon
her. There was a thief in the room.

Her heart almost stopped its beating, and
then began to throb fast. Was it one of the
monks? No, no; they were too good, too kind
for that! It must be, it was Ælfric the juggler,
who had joined them on their journey. Had he
not looked covetously upon the jewel? At this
moment she heard the thief moving quietly
toward the door. The sound broke the spell
that held her. It was too dark for her to
see anything, but she sprang from the bed
shrieking:

“Grandfather! grandfather! Awake! awake!”

There was a muttered ejaculation from the
intruder. He turned, bounded back toward
her and felled her, with a blow; then, as Wulfhere
ran into the room, dashed from the house.

“Egwina! Egwina!” called the harper in
alarm. “What is it? What hath befallen
thee?”

There was no response, and in trying to reach
the couch, he stumbled over the body of the
girl.

“My child! My child!” broke from his lips
in agonized accents as he recognized Egwina’s
form by the feel of her garments and hair.
“What hath happened to thee, little one?”

Still there came no reply, and almost crazed
by the darkness and the silence, Wulfhere ran
across the courtyard and began to pound with
all his might upon the portals of the convent,
calling upon the abbot as he did so.

“What hath happened?” cried the abbot from
within in response to the clamor. “Why rouse
ye reverend men from needed slumber?”

“Because,” cried Wulfhere, frantically,
“something hath befallen my child. I know
not what evil hath been wrought, but only that
she lieth dead or in a swoon. For the love of
heaven, good father, open unto me!”

There was a rattle of chains, and then the
door swung back, and the old man was surrounded
by the monks.

“What is it, son?” demanded the abbot.

“I know not,” cried Wulfhere, “save only
that Egwina cried out to me in terror. Now
lies she there, and whether she be quick or dead
I wot not. Come!”

The abbot was quick to act.

“A leech and herbs,” he commanded.
Without further parley, he ran rapidly with
Wulfhere to the guest-house, the monks following.

Egwina still lay unconscious on the floor.
The abbot and Wulfhere stroked her hands
while the leech applied various restoratives.
Soon the maiden showed signs of returning consciousness,
and the leech gave her a drink
which he prepared from the herbs. In a short
time she had so far recovered as to be able to
tell her story.

“And see, granther,” she concluded, “the
ring that the maiden gave me hath been taken.”

Wulfhere uttered an exclamation as a sudden
thought struck him, and he sprang to his feet.
“Ælfric! Where is Ælfric?”

Several of the monks started in search of him,
but no juggler could be found.

“’Tis he who hath done this!” cried Wulfhere.

“Hast thou lost aught of other treasure?”
asked the abbot. “If his purpose were robbery,
methinks that he would have deprived
thee also of booty.”

Wulfhere drew from under his tunic the
pouch that he always carried strapped about his
waist, and from it took a bag.

“By the bones of the holy Cuthbert,” he exclaimed,
“it is empty!”

And so, indeed, it proved. The gold, silver,
and copper coins, and gems which had been
given him, were all gone. With a groan the
old man let the bag fall to the floor.

“Courage, man!” cried the abbot. “Thou
hast not time to moan. Already hath the first
cock crowed for sun-rising. ’Twill be but a
short time ere morning dawns, and then we will
seek the niddering. We will loose the hounds
upon his track, and though he have a few hours
the best of us, natheless we shall o’ertake him.”

So, in the early morning, Wulfhere and a
small party of monks on palfreys set forth from
the convent. Hounds of the best English breed
so famed at this time were let loose upon the
trail. It was not until late in the afternoon
that the man-hunt was brought to a close.

Then the hounds gathered round some alders
in which Ælfric lay concealed. He was soon
dislodged from his covert, and, seeing that resistance
was useless, suffered himself to be led
back to the monastery.

“Brother,” said Wulfhere to him, more in
sorrow than in anger, “I knew not before that
a gleeman would deal with another as a pagan
might.” But Ælfric answered not a word.

A report of the matter was laid before the
sciregerefa, the reeve or sheriff of the county,
and Wulfhere, Egwina, the abbot, and such of
the monks that knew of the affair, were summoned
before him.

In the presence of this man, the bishop, and
the ealdorman, Wulfhere accused the juggler
of the theft.




OEBPS/www.gutenberg.org@files@37405@37405-rst@images@illus-fpc.jpg





OEBPS/www.gutenberg.org@files@37405@37405-rst@images@cover.jpg





OEBPS/www.gutenberg.org@files@37405@37405-rst@images@title-emb.png





