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Glossary

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

 

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

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

Powys: Welsh kingdom

Tame Weorth: Tamworth, capital of Mercia

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

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

Wealisc: The Welsh

Trente: River Trent

Lindisfarona: The folk of Lindsey

Lindissi: Lindsey

Northanhymbra: Northumbria

Estseaxna: East Saxons

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

Beardan: Bardney, Lincolnshire

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

Gegnesburh: Gainsborough, Lincolnshire

Lindcolne: Lincoln, Lincolnshire

Withma: River Witham

Suthanhymbra: Southumbria, the easterly part of North Mercia

Newerche: Newark, Nottinghamshire

Snotingham: Nottingham

Northworthig: Derby

Woercs-worth: Wirksworth, South Yorkshire

Hymbre: River Humber

Loidis: Leeds, Yorkshire

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

Elmetsaete: The folk of Elmet

Saefern: River Severn

Scheth: River Sheaf

Hreapandune: Repton, Derbyshire

Heyholand: High Hoyland, Yorkshire

Cezeburgh: Kexbrough, Yorkshire

Wacanfeld: Wakefield, Yorkshire

Estdeping: Market Deeping, Lincolnshire Fens

Weolud: River Welland

Norðsae: North Sea

Cruwland: Crowland, Lincolnshire Fens

Nen: River Nene

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

Cyricbyrig: Chirbury, Shropshire

Wealas: Wales

Waelheal: Anglo-Saxon version of Valhalla

Lunden: London

Weala-denu: Saffron Walden

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

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

Medeshamstede: Peterborough, Cambridgeshire

Wockingas: Woking, Surrey

Cantwaraburh: Canterbury, Kent

Hludoham: Lowdham, Nottinghamshire

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

Deope: River Deben

Grantebrycge: Cambridge

Holbece: Holbeach, Lincolnshire Fens

Wintan-ceastre: Winchester, Hampshire

Fyrdmen: Anglo-Saxon freemen mobilized for the army

Hlydanford: Lydford, Devon

Tamur: River Tamar

Tantun: Taunton, Somerset

Langeberga: Langport, Somerset

Sumorsaete: Somerset

Perryt: River Parrett

Hamwic: Southampton

Salwic: Droitwich Spa, Worcs.

Stanford: Stamford, Lincolnshire

Sunnendaeg: Sunday

Saeterdaeg: Saturday

Couentre: Coventry, Warwickshire

scir: shire

Castra: Weogernensis Worcester
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Chapter 1

Bryn Alyn, North-west Mierce, 697AD

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What of your message?”

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

“Is all?”

“Ay, Lord.”

“Will you accompany us there?”

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

“Whither are you bound?”

“…I must not say!”

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean, he left?”

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

“Whore! Get out of my sight!”

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

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

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

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

“Left?” he repeated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

“Well?”

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

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

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

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

“A plot?”

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

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

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

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

“We're both warriors?”

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

“So?”

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

“And you think this is her game?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Ay, go on!”

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

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







Chapter 2

Beardan, Kingdom of Lindissi, 697AD

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it, Brother?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Everyone nodded and murmured in agreement.

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







Chapter 3

Kingdom of Lindissi, 697AD

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who…not what…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What name do you go by, maid?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He tugged the blanket over his head.

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

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

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

“What got into you, last night?”

“I don't know what you mean.”

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

“Not in the mood, is all.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Crimes! What crimes?” Guthlac exclaimed.

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

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

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

“Shut up, you fucking dimwit!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How so?”

“On a visit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How so?”

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

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

“Ay!”

“That is something you will not do.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ay, we never did finish our conversation–”

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

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

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

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

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

“Delicious!” Guthlac said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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