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'A man's worth is no greater than the worth of his ambitions.'

Marcus Aurelius – Meditations










Chapter 1

Tame Weorth, 720 AD.

When ambition is overweening and fails to consider the needs of others, he who is consumed by it performs wicked deeds.

Heardberht strode into the king's hall, wondering about the charter he was supposed to witness. To be truthful, he resented having to make the journey from Elmet to Tame Weorth just to place a signature on a document. He was too wise, however, to voice any such reservations.

“Heardberht! What in Thunor's name are you doing in Tame Weorth? You idle oaf! You ought to be building up Miercian defences in Elmet.”

The offended party stared at King Æthelbald, his brother, prowling towards him, between the tables laid out for dining, with the mien of a hungry lion preparing to spring on its helpless prey.

“Brother, my king, have you forgotten? You summoned me here to ratify a charter. I know not to what it refers.”

“By Thunor, you have the right of it!”

Beneath the shaggy beard, a disconcerting toothy smile appeared.

“Pay no heed to my harsh words. You are ever welcome in Tame Weorth, Heardberht,” roared Æthelbald, King of Mierce, his booming voice befitting of his leonine aspect. “Forgive me,” he said, clapping his hands for a servant, who hastened to draw near to his king.

“Sire?”

“A pitcher of cool ale. Pray be seated, brother. My mind is overwrought with problems, and I tend to forget matters of importance. But stay! We shall discuss why you are here and my problems over a beaker of ale.”

“You look well, in spite of your troubles.”

“Appearances can deceive. Ah! Here is our drink. And what is this? Smells good!”

A second servant laid down a platter of food. “Oatcakes, lord. Fresh from the oven, if you care for them, sire.”

“Will you try them, Heardberht?”

“With all my heart, brother. I had to make do with vile food on the journey here. I could eat a wild boar whole!”

“Ha-ha! Do you hear, fellow? Take my order to the cook. This evening, roast boar at my table… and plenty of it.”

“Sire.” The first servant bowed and hurried away to do his king's bidding. Æthelbald dismissed the other with a wave of the hand, so the maid wended over to stand by the wall, ready to react to any need her lord may have of her.

“What problems beset you, my king?” Heardberht asked as he wiped foam off his whiskers with the back of his hand. “That's bitter and strong, just as I like it.”

“Twice brewed from barley.”

Æthelbald sighed and frowned, adding ten years to his countenance beyond the two-score springs he had lived. Heardberht dared not press him, but it pained him to see his elder brother careworn and distracted.

“All my plans, my ambitions,” Æthelbald said in a flat monotone, “in the south of the land are frustrated by two old men.”

“How so?”

“In Kent, Wihtred rules and has done so for twenty-five years while the West Seaxa are led by Ine for as long. After being independent for such a time, they will not cede precedence to a new king.”

“But is Ine not a friend? Did he not aid you in your time of need?”

“True, but he remains an obstacle to Miercian growth. As for Wihtred, his envious eyes alight upon Lunden and along all the valley of the Temese.”

“Mierce will never part with Lundenwic, it is the fount of our wealth.”

Æthelbald gave his brother a pitying look as though dealing with a child who had stated the obvious.

“Not only Lunden interests me, brother, but the whole of the south. Have another drink.” He gained time to think by pouring ale for them both before adding, “And not just the south. How's it going in Elmet?”

“We have taken Loidis and now press to hold the land as far as the river Weorf. As you well know, my king, across the river is the kingdom of Northanhymbre.”

“Good. One day, we will bring that land to our dependency, mark my words!”

“What then of this charter?”

“Pah! A land grant to a priory near Loidis. That's why you are here. The monks will be reassured to know the most powerful man in Elmet is signatory to the deed.”

“And do you care so much for the church?”

“Remember, brother, without the blessing of the church, we are nothing.”

“Our forefathers managed well enough.”

“Different times. In those days, there were no great kingdoms. There were other gods too. Now, the church watches over everyone, myself included, more's the pity.”

The regal countenance clouded, and it seemed to Heardberht that his brother's blue-grey eyes had grown darker in an instant. He recoiled from the fierce gaze, failing to meet it.

“So, the church is bothersome?” he said, guessing it to be the root of the matter.

Æthelbald poured another drink and waved to the maid for her to fetch another pitcher. As she hastened away, Æthelbald smirked, “Pretty creature, don't you think?”

He waited for his brother's reply.

“Ay, but a king can do better.”

The reaction this observation elicited shocked the underking of Elmet.

“Don't you start, brother! You're as bad as all the rest, church included. The wench is pretty enough for me, in fact, she warms my bed on many an occasion.”

“I meant no offence, brother. Only, I thought you might wish to take a noblewoman for a queen.”

“May Thunor blast your breeches!”

The object of the dispute reappeared with a ewer brim-full of ale. She set it on the table with a pretty smile to her king and then to Heardberht, oblivious of the tension between the brothers.

“I concede she is a comely wench,” said the younger man, reaching for his refilled beaker and admiring the retreating figure.

“All the noble families of Mierce wish me to marry. To hell with them! I have no wish to take a queen.”

He lowered his voice, for it had taken on a vehement, hectoring tone.

“We have seen, in recent times, how queens put their families first and their husbands second. I will not run this risk. Of course, these busybodies call upon the church for help. They send priests to batter my ears with verses from the Holy Book, condemning my way of life. See, brother, if I take not a wife and choose to live in abstinence then the bishop is happy, otherwise, I'm a 'fornicator', leading my people into perdition by bad example! But, see here, I'm no monk.”

“You are granting land to the church to keep the bishops sweet, is that it?”

“Ah, I believe you are following the drift of my words. I should tell you, it's not just within Mierce. There are those in other kingdoms who would foist their daughters on me.”

“An alliance of kingdoms. Is that such a bad thing?

“HEARDBERHT!” Æthelbald bellowed the name, slamming a fist on the table. Servants positioned around the hall exchanged glances and two guards stepped forward. “Thank God I sent you to Elmet, out of harm's way. Here, you would side with those accursed counsellors who would have me wed. By marrying a daughter of another kingdom I'd unpick my plans. It'd open the way for a rival to bend Mierce to his will. My plan foresees the opposite. Is that clear now?” These last words he enunciated one by one as if addressing an oaf.

A grudging apologetic smile served as a reply. In spite of the mellowing effects of the ale, Heardberht was on edge. Familiar with the volatile nature of his sibling, he dared not risk provoking his wrath further.

“Anyway,” said Æthelbald, “worry not. I have a new plan to thwart the lot of them. I will not live like a monk – to the Devil with their abstinence! Neither will I wed a queen. There's more than one way to skin a wolf, Heardberht.”

“What will you do, my king?”

Æthelbald, sniggered, “To begin with, I'll stop bedding the Tame Weorth wenches. I must aim higher, as you so wisely pointed out. After all, the religious houses are full of noblewomen, and most of them were forced into a nunnery against their will by their powerful fathers.”

“You can't seduce nuns! You'll set the church against you.”

“I can and I will! Think of the benefits. In this way, I can ease my way into more than one important family. Now, I'm off to tend to other matters.” Æthelbald rose and seized his bother in a crushing embrace. “Good to have you here, Heardberht! You will sit next to me at dinner – roast boar!” With that, he turned and walked away, his mind racing.

'I ought to have asked Guthlac if I'd become Bretwalda. I missed that chance.'

His visage clouded with sorrow at the thought. What he would give to have his dearest friend by his side now, but Guthlac had died six years before, venerated as a saint in Cruwland in the Fens. His brother was one thing, but family seldom understands a man's dreams.







Chapter 2

Tame Weorth, 720 AD

The delicate nature of his mission and weak position left the visitor anxious before the intimidating figure of the king. At last, he mustered the courage to begin, “Sire, my brother, Ealdorman Mensige, is sick and could not survive the journey from Ledecestre. Alas, his heart betrays him, not for the first time.”

The cold grey-blue eyes of Æthelbald appraised the stand-in and were not impressed. One swat of his arm and the fellow would fly across the hall. What did this nonentity want of him?

“Mensige has a daughter of great beauty, Saeflaed, whom he has hidden away these six years. Now, in his ill health, he has decided she ought to wed. Hence, I stand here before you, my king.”

“What have I to do with this decision?”

“As I said, sire, the allure of my niece is exceptional.”

These fools wish me to marry an unknown maid!

Æthelbald stared at his visitor, much as a hunter might look at a fine stag grazing unawares within range of his arrow.

I can turn this to my advantage.

“Friend, tell your brother to prepare his kitchen for a royal visit. We shall come with a score of retainers a week from now to look upon your niece. You may leave us now.”

The supplicant bowed his way out through the huge wooden door, the entrance to the hall. Æthelbald waited until it closed behind him before calling over a servant.

“Find my sword sharpener and bring him here, make haste!”

Gratified by the youth running to the heavy door and wasting no time on opening it the merest crack to slip through, Æthelbald thought over his scheme, searching for weaknesses.

In a very short time, the young servant returned. In his wake came Æthelbald's father's smith, Enulf. The office of sword sharpener, Æthelbald had created to keep his loyal friend close by. Now he had much greater plans for him.

“Good to see you, Enulf! Come, follow me. There is something I must show you, and we should talk in private.”

To the surprise of the blacksmith, the king led him to his bedchamber. As far as the sword sharpener knew, only servants were allowed in there – comely wenches at that. Inside, Æthelbald alarmed him by staring at him as if sizing him up.

“Ha!” he cried. “I knew it! We are of much the same stature.”

With that, he hurried over to open a huge carved chest at the foot of the bed. Rummaging within, the king emerged, clutching a pale blue tunic. He held it in front of himself as if measuring it for size. The garment dropped down to mid-calf length, revealing a bronze-coloured zigzag border above the hem.

“Off with that jerkin and tunic!”

“What, here, now?”

“Unless you wish to strip out in the yard!” Æthelbald roared.

Perplexed, Enulf tossed his jerkin, with an anxious glance at the king, onto the immaculate white sheepskin covering the bed. His eye continued beyond to the carved oak bed head where two gaping wolves' heads served to scare away evil spirits. The rest of the chamber displayed the luxury befitting a king. Enulf, at home amid the grime and soot of his forge, would have felt uneasy even had he not been standing in his undergarments.

“Here, pull this on,” Æthelbald commanded, throwing the tunic to his smith who wriggled into the unfamiliar clothing. “Ha! Perfect! I was right. Eat little and drink less and it will be as though it were sewn for you.”

“But why, Lord?”

There was no reply because the king again dug into the enormous box and reappeared with a belt whose gold buckle glimmered, even in the dimness of the room.

“Fasten this!” came the brusque command.

“I cannot, sire, there is no suitable eye for the prong.”

“I told you – either lose weight or find a way to make a hole.”

“Every smith has a punch to make holes in leather.”

“Then do so, for this is a gift.”

“But, my king, it's worth a fortune.”

“It is the least of what I have in mind for you, and a man must look the part he has to play.”

Enulf gaped at his king. What had the ruler in mind?

“Back into your own clothes, I will send for you when I have need,” Æthelbald smirked. He enjoyed the power of keeping Enulf curious.

* * *

On the way to Ledecestre, a week later

“It is time I revealed my plan to you, Lord Enulf.” The king edged his mount closer to the smith's.

“Lord Enulf?”

“Ay, did you not know I have ceded my estates of Snotingham to you?”

“My king, what can I say? What can I do to repay your generosity?”

“Well, there is something.”

“Name it, sire.”

“You can make me a sword befitting of a king.”

“You shall have a sword to rival the best of Frankish craftsmanship, my word on it.”

“Good, there is another thing. I wish for you to take a wife.”

“But there is no maid in my life.”

“Do you not like maids, Enulf?”

The smith ground his teeth. Was the king doubting his manliness?

“Ay, of course.” He kept his tone polite, “It's just difficult to wed when there is no betrothed.”

“But I have found you one, Lord Enulf.”

The blacksmith glanced at his monarch. What was happening here?

It seems my plan is working wondrous well. Unite Snotingham to Ledecestre and Enulf will be the most powerful man in the East of Mierce. A truer or more loyal follower than my father's smith I cannot boast.

The sallow complexion and shortness of breath of their host, the Ealdorman of Ledecestre bespoke of the illness to which his brother had referred. After the niceties of welcoming, Lord Mensige broached the subject of the royal visit.

“I defy any man to show me a fairer maid in the whole of Mierce than my Saeflaed. The time has come for her to wed. Her beauty alone is worth more than all my estates.”

“How old is your daughter?” Æthelbald asked.

The ealdorman hesitated, to gain a moment to think, “Two-score and two springs have passed since her birth, he spoke with a rasping wheeze.

“When may we gaze upon this embodiment of womanly charms?”

“Sire, I'll send for Saeflaed at once – prepare to lose your heart.”

The fool truly believes I shall wed the filly.

“Saeflaed!” their host croaked, and a maidservant ran, skirt swishing, to find her mistress.

In moments, she returned, accompanied by a young woman of exceeding beauty. Copper-coloured hair framed an oval face, enlivened by deep violet eyes under arching eyebrows. The elfin smile charmed all the men in the room as she strode among them in a pale green silken dress to curtsey before the king.

“Come… Saeflaed… meet… your betrothed,” her father said in joyous gasps.

“Ay,” said Æthelbald, “meet him. Step forward, Lord Enulf.”

The former blacksmith bowed to his intended bride, who, with admiration, eyed his muscular arms emerging from the short-sleeved tunic, given to him by the king.

“W-what—?”

The countenance of Mensige flushed the colour of ripe damsons, and beads of sweat appeared at the brow.

“This is Lord Enulf, Ealdorman of Snotingham, who will betroth Lady Saeflaed,” Æthelbald declaimed.

“Trickery!… Snotingham is the king's burh… it's well known,” Mensige rasped and wheezed. A hand flew to his sword, but before he could draw it, he gasped and croaked, clutching at his throat and chest. Shocked into immobility, nobody except Saeflaed moved as the ealdorman's knees buckled and he crashed to the floor. There he lay, sweating profusely and fighting for breath, his face a livid mask. His daughter knelt by him, her beauteous face wet with tears. “Father! Not today, on this happiest of days. Fetch water, girl! Don't stand there gawping!”

The words had barely left her lips when there came a deep rasping in the throat and Mensige's eyes glazed, staring sightlessly up to the rafters.

“No!” the damsel screamed and covered the dead Mensige's forehead with kisses.

Enulf stepped forward and raised the maid to fold her into his arms. She pressed closer to him and buried her head in his chest for comfort while the new ealdorman stroked her coppery hair and whispered into her ear.

Æthelbald sought the deceased's brother in the hall and, finding him, ordered a priest brought.

“Sire, the bishop's house is nearby. He was my brother's confessor.”

“Better still, send for the bishop!” Æthelbald said with the distracted air of one whose thoughts are intruded upon by events.

How Doom springs from the darkest corner, crumbling lives in a shorter time than it takes darkness to obscure the sunset.

When the prelate arrived, the king finalised his plan, interrupted by the cruel fate of Mensige. “My Lord Bishop,” he said, “we rely on you to arrange the funeral of our beloved servant, Mensige, and to establish a decent period of mourning before the wedding of Lord Enulf and Lady Saeflaed.”

“Sire, with your leave, I will be proud to conduct both masses.”

“Excellent. So be it. Now, poor Mensige had no male heir,” he turned to the brother. “Some might argue that the lands go to you, good fellow, but I need Ledecestre and Snotingham to be united for greater strength. Enulf will be Ealdorman of Ledecestre. You, my friend, who are a worthy man, will come with me to Tame Weorth, where your loyalty will be well rewarded.”

Glancing around the room at the expectant faces awaiting his reply, the impoverished nobleman bowed before his king.

“Sire, your wish is my command. I want only for my niece to be happy.”

The lady in question broke away from her new love and flung herself into her uncle's arms.

All's well. A fine end to my scheming. Shame about the wretch lying on the floor.







Chapter 3

Ledecestre, Enulf's Estates, 720 AD

Established in his new hall and feeling the most blessed man in the world, Enulf gathered his thegns to get to know them better but also to understand the management of his lands. With this in mind, he ordered them to saddle horses and to lead him around the boundaries of the important settlements.

The high, fleecy clouds in a blue sky did little to obscure the sun, which cast deep shadows emphasising the contours of the land. The horsemen came to a field where men were working the earth with adzes and hoes.

Enulf reined in his horse, bringing his companions to a halt.

“What's this?” he cried.

“A barley field, Lord.”

“I mean why are they turning the soil by hand? Where is the plough?”

The thegn laughed but changed it to a discreet cough, better not antagonise his new master.

“Lord, these men are too poor to own a plough, let alone oxen. They barely scratch out a living.”

“Then they contribute little to my coffers or my granary?”

“It is so, Lord.”

“And the other villages hereabouts are they in the same condition?”

“They are, Lord.”

In that moment, Enulf took a providential decision that would not only change the fate of the local ceorls, but also of the destiny of the kingdom.

“Take me to a smithy! The nearest to the hall.”

They rode back to Ledecestre where the unmistakable sounds of his former trade brought a smile to the face of the new ealdorman. The metallic clash of hammering, the wheeze of bellows and the pungent smoke of the forge took him back in time to a past life.

The smith, together with all his fellow townsfolk, knew of the arrival of the king's man and like them, knew nothing of his past. As he stopped his battering on a red-hot bar, he understood that a finely dressed stranger had entered the forge, by appearances, a nobleman with the build of a warrior.

“Master Herrig at your service, Lord. How can I be of use?”

“What are you working on, master?”

“Makin' a spade, Lord. Just beatin' yon bar out to fold it.”

“Ay, to strengthen the steel.”

The smith shot the visitor a shrewd glance. This stranger knew a thing or two about his craft.

“Have you ever made a ploughshare, Master Herrig?”

The blacksmith wiped a hairy forearm across his brow and shook his head.

“Can't say I have. No call for 'em hereabouts, 'fraid.”

“Would you know how to make them if I ordered some?”

The smith sighed and shot a desperate glance toward the forge where a boy of four-and-ten winters worked the bellows. The stranger's eyes followed the smith's gaze and the latter, noticing said, “My lad. Wi' his help we get by. I have a daughter and wife to feed too, Lord. But it's not as if I run a thriving forge, like.”

“Do you know who I am, master?”

“No idea, Lord. Beggin' your pardon.”

“I am the Ealdorman of Ledecestre and Snotingham. Your lord, who has decided things must change in these parts.”

The blacksmith, thunderstruck, bowed his head and in a wheedling tone said, “Welcome to my poor workplace, Lord,” and repeated, “how can I be of service?”

“If I send you detailed drawings, will you make me the ploughshares I need? The piled steel must be good and hard but not brittle, especially the coulters, understood?”

The smith, sweating, running his forearm across his brow yet again, looked troubled.”

“What is it?”

“Forgive me, Lord, I'm a poor man, an' as you can see…” he swept a massive hand toward the depths of the forge, “…I don't have many bars. An' the iron's not the best quality. Nowt to be done, 'fraid.”

“I see,” Enulf frowned, his expression too fierce to reassure the smith. “I will bring you the drawings at noon tomorrow. We shall speak of this again. Good day to you, Master Herrig.”

The smith touched his forelock but looked uncomfortable. He had never exchanged words with a lord before, and judging by this one's ferocious demeanour, he preferred it that way. On the morrow at midday, he would be forced to do it again. He spat on the ground and seizing a pair of tongs in his huge hand, carried the cooled bar back to the forge.

“What you gawpin' at lad? Get pumpin' them damned bellows!”

Late the next morning, Herrig nailed the spade he had finished to a haft, and when Enulf arrived, he found the smith wielding the tool as if he were a ceorl in a field.

“Let me see,” the ealdorman held out his hand and took the implement. Turning it upside down, he knocked on the metal with a ringed finger. The sound of the spade pleased him. “You work well, Master Herrig.”

“Thank you, Lord.”

Suspicion filled the visage of the craftsman, but where was the harm in a compliment?

Enulf handed back the spade and pulled a rolled parchment from under his cloak.

“This design is one quarter of the real size. You must make them four times bigger, right?”

Enulf spread the parchment open as Herrig hurried to clear space on the workbench, snatching up tools and nails and tossing them aside. “This is the share, but you must make a sharp chisel to run along the bottom edge.

“The frame… holds the share and the coulter, like so,” he ran a finger down over the inked lines, “…it's a knife for cutting through the soil and must be strong. The mouldboard has to be rounded, just so… ay, so it turns the earth, see?”

“It's clear, Lord, but there's still the problem of the iron.”

“Who supplies your iron?”

“There's a bloomer who comes from the forest with his ox-cart every few months. It's a while since he passed by. He offers different qualities of bar…”

“Where can I find this fellow?”

“All I know, Lord, is what he told me. He works near Hwita's Farm in the forest under the outcrop of white rock. Three leagues to the north-west, he said, Lord, an' if you pass Bardon Hill on the right, you ought to get there, no bother.”

“Right! Master Herrig, you study my drawing, and you'll see how you need to work and shape the form. Leave it to me, and with necessary the time, I shall supply the iron.”

“An' how many will you be needing, Lord?”

“That will depend on how much iron I can find.”

The smith scratched his lank hair and, relieved, bade his lord farewell. This commission did not seem beyond his capabilities. He hoped his master would find good quality iron, otherwise, the plough would be useless. Herrig sighed, he was a strong man, but the ealdorman intimidated him for a reason he could not determine. Putting his worries out of his mind, he decided to get on with the scythe the nunnery of Saint Editha had ordered three days before.

The forest trail, at last, brought Enulf and his men into a clearing. Glancing around, he found a dwelling and next to it, logs in a neat stack. In the middle of the glade, like some ancient dolmen, stood a slag pit furnace, four feet high and three across. The ealdorman dismounted and rapped on the door of the hut with the pommel of his hand-seax.

A muffled voice, the words incomprehensible, came from inside. A few seconds later, the door opened a crack and anxious, fear-filled eyes peered out at him.

“Be not afraid, friend,” Enulf said, pushing the door back and hauling the bloomer out by his filthy ragged tunic, “I am here on business.”

The man gaped at the finely dressed intruder and at his armed men and trembled.

“Herrig the blacksmith directed us here.”

At the familiar name, the ceorl began to nod his head vigorously.

“I am in need of good quality iron bars. Can you supply them?”

“Depends.”

“On what?” Enulf snapped.

“On how much you be needin' an' what quality an' all.”

“Show me what you have.”

“Lord, beggin' pardon. I ain't got none. Just finished my rounds.” He waved a hand in a vague circle.

“Who supplies the ore?”

“I gets it from Lindissi. It's found in the limestone there. I deal with a fellow who has a clamp.”

“A clamp?”

“Ay, a great wood pile covered with soil and turf. It serves to roast the ore, gets rid of moisture and the stuff that's no good. Then they break the ore down, like, into small pieces.” He held his finger and thumb about two inches apart.

“Hark!” Enulf said, “I will need enough bars to cover the planks on the bottom of that cart,” he pointed over to the ceorl's ox-cart.

“Lord, what a problem! I ain't got the money for that much iron.”

“Problem solved!” Enulf took out a gold coin and held it in front of the fellow's gaping face. “There's one of these for you too when you deliver the bars to Herrig's forge. But mark my words, the quality must be the best or you'll lose a hand and never smelt again, clear?”

Once again, the vigorous nodding, followed by, “But…”

“What?”

“Lord, this is going to take time. There's the journey to Lindissi an' back, The roastin' once there and then the smeltin' here. Me an' my men will need time.”

“Your men?”

“Ay, I use six men to take turns on the bellows. They must never stop blowin' or the work's ruined. First, we need to make the charcoal, he pointed to a blackened stack. We'll be needin' ten pounds of charcoal for every pound of iron, Lord.”

“Well, so be it! I see you know what you're about… can you deliver to Herrig after three moons?”

“Ay, Lord, if the weather don't spoil.”

Enulf whipped out his hand-seax and held the blade to the fellow's throat.

“Don't fail me, Master Bloomer, or it will be the worse for you! Please me and a gold piece awaits you at my hall in Ledecestre.”

On his return to the town, Enulf stopped at the smithy. There, he gathered, Herrig was rowing with his wife for his having chastised their lad with too much zeal. The woman, with a round face and striking flashing hazel eyes, framed by her olive complexion, might have been thought attractive ten years before. Named Goda, she set about her husband with a broom. The spirited woman ceased her assault when the ealdorman entered the forge.

“My wife, Goda, Lord. Woman, fetch some ale for our master.”

With a bob and a smile, the smith's wife turned away to disappear through a door in the back of the forge.

“Your directions were sound, Master Herrig. After three moons, the bloomer will bring you the bars for the ploughshares.” He paused when the woman returned with a tray and profuse apologies for the weakness of the ale.

“We are simple folk, Lord, with simple pleasures. We cannot afford twice-brewed ale.”

The ealdorman smiled, “Simple? Like beating your man with a broom?”

Goda flushed and hung her head.

“Goodwife, I'm sure he deserved his beating,” the ealdorman laughed, “and as to the ale, it will slake my thirst most well.” He took the offered cup and swallowed a long draught. “Serve me well, Master Herrig, and you will be drinking the best ale in Ledecestre. Now, did you look at my drawings?”

The smith nodded, and there followed an exchange satisfactory to both men. The smith's suspicion the ealdorman knew a great deal about his trade was proved beyond doubt, and Enulf's hope that the smith was capable of skilled work resulted well founded.

Taking his leave, Enulf called from the doorway, as an afterthought, “Ah, when the bloomer arrives with the iron, come to the hall together. I wish to inspect the metal before you begin work.”

The tradesman touched his forelock and bowed before shouting for his son in a menacing voice.

The ealdorman smiled as he mounted his horse. Now, there remained the matter of buying oxen. As he rode up the hill toward the hall, he mulled over great plans to make his lands the most prosperous in Mierce.







Chapter 4

Tame Weorth, 721 AD

The king of the West Seax, Ine, an old acquaintance of Æthelbald, had occupied the throne for thirty-three years. His powerful presence, allied to that of Wihtred of Kent, whose reign was of similar longevity, was a source of frustration for Æthelbald's ambitions for the south. A debt of gratitude had curbed the King of Mierce's aggressive impulses towards the West Seaxa on more than one occasion. Years before, when Æthelbald was a harried exile, Ine had lent his assistance against his tormentor and predecessor, King Coelred.

Standing before him now, a messenger from that southern land entreated his aid on behalf of the aetheling, Cynewulf, against King Ine. Sedition and rebellion! As he stared into the face of the message-bearer, an eager expression betrayed the wolf-like expectancy of a pack leader ready to pounce on a lame fawn. Many thoughts vied in the head of the king at that moment, principal among them a desire to gain time.

“We will give you our reply in the morning.” Æthelbald watched the disappointment creep over the messenger's face like a cloud obscuring the sun. The king clapped his hands and commanded a servant to provide a room, a platter of meats and cheeses and a pitcher of wine for his guest.

“Come to me early in the morn,” uttered in a dismissive tone, gave no inkling to the West Seaxa of the likely outcome of his mission. He would have to be patient.

We aren't ready to take on the might of the West Seaxa. But we cannot send begging such an opportunity.

This was the first of many meditations, culminating with: I will not wait for something to happen. One could wait a lifetime and end up with nothing. I will make something happen, before waving a hand to beckon a servant and issuing further orders.

So, soon afterwards, before him stood Mensige's brother. Æthelbald greeted him with a ferocious expression and was gratified to see the fellow could not meet his gaze.

“Leofwig, how are you settling in Tame Weorth?”

“Well enough, my king, I thank you.”

But his bearing and eyes gainsaid him, and the ruler was swift to seize upon it.

“I sense that all is not as it seems, am I right?”

“Sire, I do not wish to appear ungrateful, as my king's kindness knows no bounds, but…”

“Speak freely, friend.”

“Sire, my life has no purpose, and the days meld into dull uneventfulness.”

“Ha!” cried the monarch, causing the erstwhile nobleman to start. “It is right I have called you to me. Leofwig, can you vouch for loyalty to your king?”

“Sire, does the sun not rise in the east? My faithfulness is just as sure.”

“Good man! I knew I could count on you.”

And if I can't, four horses will tear you limb from limb!

“What passes between us here must never reach the ears of anyone. To succeed, ambition must be cloaked. Do I make myself clear?”

The man from Ledecestre gulped and nodded, “Ay, my king.”

“You are to travel to the court of King Ine in Wintancaestre in my name. I will give you a token to present to the king. Your supposed… task will be to advocate an alliance with our kingdom and his.” As though he had not stressed the word enough, Æthelbald repeated, “Supposed', understand? You will propose my wedding to one of the West Seaxa of blood royal. I have no intention of taking a wife, but you must seem sincere.”

“What then, will be my true purpose, Lord?”

“Rebellion is in the offing. The aetheling, Cynewulf, moves to overthrow his king. I charge you with a perilous mission. A word whispered here and there in the right ear: 'Æthelbald of Mierce can be a powerful friend and a deadly foe.' But hark! Trust no man, else your life will be as safe as that of a suckling pig on the eve of a feast. Try to draw the mighty of that realm to the cause of Cynewulf. If you succeed in this, Leofwig, I shall find you a bride of noble birth here in Mierce and endow you with lands befitting such a wedding.”

The gleam of greed and ambition in the Ledecestre man's eyes did not escape the king.

“Come here in the morning, ready to depart. You will have a companion as far as Wintancaestre. Do you have a strong horse? Good! I will send ten warriors with you to ensure your safety on the journey. Remember, naught of this to a living soul.”

Æthelbald watched the figure retreat out of his hall.

If this works in my favour, the game changes!

Leofwig arrived in the hall before the king who, at last, appeared with a sealed document. Handing it over, he gave clear instructions. The paper must not fall into the wrong hands and should only be consigned to King Ine in person.

Soon, they were joined by the messenger of the West Seaxa. After formal pleasantries, Æthelbald came to the point.

“Friend, we shall aid your cause. This is Ealdorman Leofwig, who will travel with you to the West Seax. His presence there will be under the pretence of arranging a bride for me with Ine. Only you two shall know that this is a ruse to cover his real purpose. Tell Lord Cynewulf to make sure my man has the ear of waverers.”

Æthelbald glowered at the two men before him and his words also were pronounced with a menacing tone, “Do either of you have questions or concerns?”

“Sire, how shall I inform you of my progress?” Leofwig found the courage to ask.

“Outside, your escort is waiting: warriors who can become ten messengers as needed. Now, go! Farewell, and may God smile on your mission.”

* * *

The fresh green of the uppermost leaves in the woodlands began to turn to gold, yellow and russet when, at last, the leader of the escort rode back into Tame Weorth. Five months had passed without word from Leofwig.

The king stretched out a hand, “Give me the message!”

“Sire, Ealdorman Leofwig knows not how to write. Nor would he entrust the task to another.”

Æthelbald frowned but murmured, “Wise. What then is your news?”

“Lord, the aetheling, Cynewulf, is dead.”

“Dead! How can this be?”

“Struck down by Ine's own hand.”

“Our plans are ruined?”

“Leofwig impressed upon me to say – and he sets great store by it – he has the confidence of Ine's queen, Æthelburh. It appears that husband and wife are at each other's throats.”

I can turn this to my advantage.

“Leofwig serves us well. By Thunor, he has the right of it! Is there more?”

“Ay, my king, the ealdorman says that there is much unrest on the borders with Dumnonia.”

“Is there, indeed?”

Æthelbald smiled, “Hard times for Ine. Hark! You are tired after a long journey.” The king reached into his tunic and produced a purse. He shook out four silver coins and gave them to the warrior. “Take two days rest, then come to me again for instructions. This is a gift, for you have pleased us well.”

Effusive thanks and bows, in general, meant nothing to Æthelbald, but on this occasion, his mood was so buoyant, he rewarded them with a gracious smile.
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