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Chapter 1: Aelfhere and Cynethryth

Steyning, West Sussex, January 685 AD

Aelfhere tugged at the thong at his neck causing the wizened ear of a wolf to prickle at his skin. The hidden amulet did not prevent his heart sinking when the aetheling of Kent downed more ale. The stripling drank fast, the flushed cheekbones, the sheen on his brow, the shrill voice over the oath-laden din, revealed as much. Did the fledgling ignore how much was at stake?

The smoky air caused Aelfhere to rub his smarting eyes before checking on the abiding frown of his daughter, Cynethryth, seated with other noblewomen at the end of the hall. She, who had more reason than anyone to appraise the young man, disapproved: an attitude that heightened his foreboding.

Strange table companions, the Suth Seaxe hosts and their guests. Nine years past, the Mercians — overlords to the Suth Seaxe — devastated Kent, and it rankled! The atmosphere, dense with mistrust, spread to the dogs; sensing the tension in the room, several left off chewing bones and stood, heckles rising. Some began to bark. Beside the aetheling sat King Aethelwahl. The old fox! Ruler owing to the support of the Mercians on his northern borders. Where lay the truth? Had he turned his back on the gods of his forefathers to embrace the milksop his neighbours worshipped: the so-called god who kissed his enemies instead of slaughtering them like swine or sending the wælcyrge to conduct the slain to the Hall of the Dead? Or, as Aelfhere suspected, did he enact a ploy to gain time before shaking off the alien yoke?

Staring upwards, Aelfhere's gaze roved along the rough-hewn tie beam, the oak from woodland covering the Downs. The same timber formed the palisade around the stronghold commanding the ford on the Adur. A flame flickered in a cresset, its light catching the image of the one-armed war god incised in the copper band at his wrist. The baleful likeness of Tīw glinted as he reached for his cup only for Baldwulf, his closest friend, to nudge him, causing his ale to spill and Aelfhere to curse. Pointing with a rib bone half-stripped of meat, the thegn indicated the refilling of the aetheling's drinking horn.

Once before in his life had Aelfhere seen Eadric, on Wiht, his island home: a babe in the arms of his mother, the sister of the king of the isle and wife to Ecgberht of Kent. The child had grown. His ten and eight years made him a man, but he must learn to pace his drink. No spearman would follow an exiled sop — not in the bloody matter of reclaiming a kingdom.

A cry of outrage disturbed his thoughts. Men leapt to their feet, horns, cups and food scattering on jostled tables as benches overturned. Confused, Aelfhere too jumped up to see three warriors hanging on to a South Seaxe ealdorman — he who sat on the far side of Eadric. One man grasped his forearm with both hands to prevent the use of a seax. The other two struggled to pull the writhing assailant away from the aetheling while all around, men sniggered and pointed, stoking the fury of the outraged nobleman.

Eadric too held a knife but with his arm limp at his side as he rocked with merriment, his other hand clenching a long lock of hair.

“By the Giant Lord of Mischief,” Aelfhere grinned at Baldwulf, “he's shorn him like a sheep!”

His thegn guffawed, “In the name of Lôgna, he has too!”

Shouts of applause at the aetheling's wit echoed from the rafters for these rude men understood this kind of humour.

Silence fell when Aethelwalh hammered with the pommel of his seax.

“Enough! It's poor sport when a man riles at a jest!” He turned to Eadric, “Brother, come now, hand back your prize to friend Fordraed.”

The aetheling's smirk and the ill-concealed amusement in his eyes countered the malice in the expression of the other. An awed silence accompanied the younger man holding out a fistful of yellow hair; a huge hand dashed it to the ground.

“What use is it to me?”

The gesture and the pointless question led to more laughter but the wise ealdorman quelled his ire; too much ale and high temper are poor companions and worse counsellors. Servants bustled to right and replenish cups and nothing more fearsome than glares and scowls from the offended ealdorman pierced the blithe aetheling.

In vain, Aelfhere tried to sweep aside glum thoughts. This should be a joyous occasion but here he sat, a scarred warrior amid rowdy revellers with an old woman wittering in his head, vexing and nagging. Arwald of Wiht, his king, had ordered him here with a score of armed men. On the favourable outcome of their mission rode the safeguarding of the isle: a shield to their way of life. Wise advances, given the dying months of the year had brought a debilitating outbreak of the yellow illness after a poor harvest. In Aelfhere's lifetime, his homeland had never been so vulnerable. The Wihtwara must strengthen. No-one disputes the gods aid those who help themselves and, by Woden, no man would tell him who to serve and who to worship! Time to unite the Kenting with the Wihtwara and bind them with the people of the Suth Seaxe in a force to be reckoned with. Over the ages, Aethelwahl's folk had bred whelps with the Jutes! Enough blood in common flowed in their veins to weld a southern block capable of making an invader ponder long and hard before contemplating attack.

Ale and good food brightened his mood as the evening progressed, until the moon lighted the humped forms of men stupid with drink sprawled under the tables. Unsteady on his feet, Aelfhere braved the iron chill to regain his hut.

Cynethryth came to him in the morning. At her greeting, he ran his forefinger down the scar beside his nose over the thick moustache concealing the slash on his lip and down to his chin. This ritual, he enacted whenever forced to listen to what displeased him.

“Father, to insult and annoy one's guest in front of everyone is not the mark of a man but rather of an arrogant brat! I needn't tell you the importance of hair to a person of rank, an ealdorman no less.”

Tongue like a skein of wool, head a smith's anvil, made discussion unwelcome.

“Only a jest,” he managed.

“A jest! You men are so foolish! A prank like that can lead to bloodshed. I came to tell you, father, I like him not and will not take him for my spouse.”

She crossed her arms and fixed him with a stare.

Fighting off the clenching of his stomach and the oath on his tongue, Aelfhere resorted to wiser tactics.

“Daughter, have pity on my poor skull! Steep me some of those dried flowers for the splitting head —”

“Feverfew?”

“Ay.”

Busy about the fire, she prepared to boil water in a pot. Warmth suffused him for the girl he had cherished since his wife died in the throes of childbirth. If he were a scop, what verses he would chant to praise her beauty! A woman now, full ten and six years. Truth be told, her looks eclipsed even those of her mother, Elga, nicknamed 'elfin-grace' for her comeliness.

Ah, Cynethryth, joy of my life, changeable as the depths around our isle. One moment calm, the red-gold flood of hair like the sunset reflected on a creek; eyes the grey mist swirling on the morning shore — the surface ripple across the bay the smile on your lovely lips; the next, countenance pale as the wind-flung spume, a temper black and relentless as the endless waves.

A grating laugh at his own conceit caused his daughter to gaze at him.

“What?”

“Oh, nought. A fancy! I might take up the hearpe. Never know, if I spent the evening singing, there'd be less time for supping…”

Cynethryth smiled and tossed the dried flowers from her pouch in the water bubbling like fish eyes. “It'd serve for every last man of you. It'd stop the drinking, father…the hall'd empty faster than our Creek at low tide! There are rooks more tuneful than you!”

Blowing on the scalding liquid, he found consolation knowing other heads would be worse than his that morning.

How to broach it with her? Thunor hammering at my brain isn't helping.

Her dark grey eyes met his and he flinched at their piercing stare.

A finger dipped into his cup and withdrawn with a gasp produced the tinkling laugh that so pleased him. He had distracted her.

“He won't be a callow lad for ever, you know…”

“Uh?”

“Eadric. I said —”

“I hear you, father. My mind is made up. I shall not wed.”

Aelfhere blew on his potion far harder than needed. A way had to be found, but how, with the girl as stubborn as the pot stones lining the fire? Also, he doubted his will to force her. Other men of Wiht treated their women as chattels, but he would not. This resolve shaped his approach.

Ennoble her, elevate her to the king's counsel.

“Daughter, let's set aside that you shall be the king's lady of a great folk and want for nought…” he held up an admonishing hand, “…hark! I love you and would chain you to my side, but My Life, there are circumstances that go beyond the wishes of a man. There is wyrd. The gods weave our destiny, Child.”

Cynethryth, about to speak, halted when he shook his yellow locks and placed his finger beside his nose. In a voice of steel, he said, “At my birth, Wiht rankled under the yoke of the Seaxe from the West. They sought to control our lives and force us to turn our backs on our gods. They destroyed our sacred groves and slaughtered our priests.”

“Father, why are you telling me this?”

The herbal liquid now cooled, he took a long draught and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Patience! Heed my words! Wulfhere swept from Mercia and drove out the West Seaxe invader, making matters worse. Ten years ago, he died and Aethelred took the throne. See you, there's no love lost for him in Kent for he devastated their land to secure his borders. Then, when you were eleven, five winters past, he won a battle on the Trent against the men from north of the Humber and seized Lindesege from them.”

“So, a most powerful king!”

Aelfhere bestowed on her a thin smile. In his mind, he had gained her attention and half-won the contest.

“Ay,” he pressed on, “but the land he rules is vast and his grip on the southern kingdoms is weak. To the west, Centwine worships the new god…Christians…spine like jellyfish..!” he spat on the floor and swigged the last of his brew as if to wash away a bad taste, “…in the Andredes weald — the forest of Andred — roams a war-band of desperate men, West Seaxe and Meonwara, led by one who would be king hereabouts. These are turbulent, dangerous times, daughter. Because of this, Aethelred leaves the south to Aethelwalh who acknowledges him as overlord. In turn, he concedes Wiht to our own Arwald who is our lord. Understand?”

Her frown told him, what has this to do with me? In haste, he added, “The folk of Kent are our kin. They're from Jutish stock, as is half of the Suth Seaxe. United in arms, we can stand alone against all comers. In his heart, Aethelwalh worships the gods of our forefathers and he will leave us in peace. On this, we have his word. The aetheling is half-Wihtwara, you know? His mother is our king's sister. Cynethryth, will you not see? Our future lies with you, my wildcat. Eadric has eyes for you. Who would not? My task is to plight your troth and he will grow into a fine warrior and you will be the king's lady—”

She stepped up to him and placed a finger on his lips before throwing her arms around his neck. The cup slipped from his hand and clattered on the floor as he enfolded her. Breathing in the scent of apple blossom in her hair, his emotion overcame him and he vowed whatever her decision, he would abide by it.

“Father, I love you so,” she murmured, “and I adore our island. We must do what we can to keep it safe. I obey father. Are you glad?”

He forced himself to say: “Are you sure, Child?”

Her oval countenance opened like sunlight from behind a cloud.

“I shall make him a man, father. Have no fear!”

At that, he laughed out loud.

“Rather him than me, wildcat!” and he kissed her on the forehead.

In the afternoon, a group of women came to prepare Cynethryth for betrothal. Washed and scented, she no longer should be seen 'in her hair'. Her handmaiden braided the flowing red-gold locks, the sign of her chastity, as a symbol of espousal. A summons came for Aelfhere and he led his daughter back into the hall, the scene of the previous night's revelry. Set to promise this blossom on his arm to another, he swelled with pride that she would be the king's lady if the gods so willed. The betrothal rested on one condition: Eadric should win back the throne of Kent from a usurper, his uncle, Hlothhere.

The hall, strewn with clean rushes, betrayed no sign of the previous night's roistering, the tables rearranged for the witnesses to sit with King Aethelwalh. Neither did Eadric show effects of overindulgence but for a noticeable pallor. The high set of his brow offset by the gold circlet around his head, bespoke nobility. So too did the pleasing jawline, the heavy gold bracelets at his wrists and his dress of the finest linen under a leathern tunic tooled in designs of biting beasts.

Drawing near the aetheling, Aelfhere admitted the splendour of the youth and, a good sign, the sharp intake of breath from the girl at his side confirmed as much. Eadric bowed to the lady and turned to the King of the Suth Seaxe.

“Before you today, I pledge a wedd of forty gold pieces to the trustees on my word to take as wife Cynethryth of Cerdicsford…”

With an offhand gesture, a bag dropped, thudding with dull heaviness.

“…and this,” he said, opening a hand to reveal a gold ring adorned with a single ruby, “is the arrha, the earnest I bring from my mother's own hand.” He slipped the band on Cynethryth's finger before reaching into his tunic to produce a jewel of threaded gold beads. A necklace interspersed with black, polished jet stones set in beaten gold, he clasped it around her throat. “And for last, this, my beloved,” he bestowed a kiss, causing her to blush.

On the part of Cynethryth, Aelfhere addressed the King.

“My Lord, I swear before you and the trustees that I, Aelfhere of Cerdicsford, will make good any liability my daughter may incur in her married life. As representative of her family, I take responsibility on her behalf.” From his belt, he pulled a purse, “Here is the foster-lean.”

Aethelwalh raised a hand, “But, not all is stated,” the murmurs among the assembled crowd hushed. What might hinder the espousal? The king gazed at Eadric with thoughtful mien and an expression of gloom, “should you within three seasons from this spring not be crowned in Kent, the betrothal is null.”

The aetheling betrayed no surprise, “I accept.”

“Well,” Aethelwalh said, “the gathering is dismissed. Eadric, Aelfhere, my ealdormen, stay! It is of war we must speak.”

While the thought of fighting did not trouble Aelfhere, he wished for the young man to be enthroned as soon as possible. Aelfhere and his score of Wihtwara would lend their arms to Eadric who would gather forces in West Kent and unite them to his bondsmen. Aethelwalh's pledge of two hundred men, led by the ealdorman of the shorn lock, also reassured him. The safety of his daughter concerned him but, as to that, the King meant to retreat to the stronghold of Kingsham with the women in safekeeping.

* * *

Two weeks had passed since the betrothal, fourteen days of marching, gathering men willing to throw in their lot with the aetheling for the promise of preference. Their numbers had swollen close to three hundred. The day before, their scouts found the foe led by Hlothhere heading south-east. They waited among the trees on a rise in the Ouse valley near the place known as Isefeld. Silent as wraiths, they slipped from cover and formed a shieldwall. The ground, a little higher to their advantage, favoured the use of throwing weapons. Unlike the Suth Seaxe and the Kenting, who carried a spear and several javelins, Aelfhere and his men had but the former and their axes.

In haste, the adversary, backs to the river, also formed a line of shields. The aetheling's uncle strode before his men and his voice drifted up the hill. In turn, Eadric stepped out before his warriors. Slightness of frame, piping voice and youth belied his pluck. Even though the Wihtwara did not hold with the weakling god the aetheling invoked, his words inspired him and, indeed, his men.

“Cantwara, here we fight to the last drop of blood in the name of the Father and to take back what is ours by right. The usurper, Hlothhere, must pay for his offence to the memory of King Ecgberht. Let he who lays down his life know his sacrifice is in a righteous cause and his soul will fly to heaven.”

The aetheling turned and strode back, the metal whiskers wrought on the faceguard of his helm glinting in the sun.

Aelfhere besought his own god: May Tīw be with us and give our sinews strength.

Eadric went on, beating a fist against his chest, “Suth Seaxe and Wihtea friends, we are beholden and swear, a kingdom of brothers will ever be at your flank. Spare no foe! To the slaughter!”

A guttural roar and battering of weapons on shields drowned the shrill voice of the aetheling. Mid-speech, three hundred paces away, at the din, Hlothhere spun on his heel to stare at his enemy.

From the depths of his barrel chest, Aelfhere raised a battle cry and the host took up the blood-curdling howl. The Wihtwara rushed forward, the bannermen struggling to keep in the van. Thirty yards from the foe, men hurled the rocks they had garnered and their throwing axes spun through the air. Those with javelins flung some high, others flat, to confound the enemy shields; some buried into soft ground to be seized and hurled back, several transfixed the bodies of the luckless. The screams of the stricken echoed from the woodland behind.

Aelfhere stumbled as the body of the hapless man next to him dropped. No time to trouble over a soul plucked to Waelheal, instead, he adjusted his helm and lowered his spear. Those who bore shields crashed them into those held by the enemy and heaved. Those who, like Aelfhere, had but an iron-tipped ash pole, sought to impale a foeman. The resistance of a thighbone made the Wihtwara ealdorman release his grip on the weapon before unslinging his axe and evading a metal point aimed at his breast. Far better to swing his battle-axe, hard up to the foe, than to be impeded by an unwieldy spear.

The islanders followed his example. In a welter of red-spurting flesh, a clamour of shrieks, and the craze of bloodlust pounding in their veins, they scythed through the enemy ranks to reach the far side and open land. A press of men around a blue banner emblazoned with a white horse caught the eye of Aelfhere. He urged his men back into the thick of the fighting and after endless minutes of hacking and skipping, hewing and dodging, to a harsh roar they hauled down the trophy. The chase to the trees began.

His five and thirty years weighing on his aching limbs, Aelfhere leant on his battle-axe.. With the day won he would leave the chasing to younger legs. Shrieks from fleeing men meeting their end assailed his ears. Stood still, fatigued, soreness gripped him, but on inspection, he found no wounds under the spattered gore. All around sprawled the dead, tempting predators, kites, ravens and crows, to alight on the banquet of carrion. It sickened him.

His eyes roved over the carnage to where a warrior lay with a broken spear in his chest. He started: the object grasped in the man's hand — a sword! Aelfhere was about to fulfil a lifelong desire. Wiht boasted no smiths skilled in blade-making. By Tīw, elsewhere they cost the wergeld of an arm!

A glance warned him of comrades swarming back from the trees. Three bounds brought him to the fallen man. A red kite about to settle on the corpse flapped away with a screech of protest. The weapon wrenched from the lifeless grip, he stared at the blade with its snaking groove down the centre. The balance pleased him and he grunted, satisfied, gazing in awe at the bronze pommel shaped in the likeness of a wolf's head. How Tiw blessed him! Not only by the gift of a sword but by the richness of the helm, where the wrought figure of a gilded wolf ran about the rim. At the least, the dead man must be an eorl. Laying down his weapons, with trembling hand, Aelfhere unlaced the thongs under the man's chin to release the cheek-guards and ease off the helm. The sightless eyes, as unfeeling as the Wihtwara warrior, glared past him to the skies. His simple iron cap, he tossed to the ground, his brow slick with sweat from the leather inner cup and, weary, he hobbled with his spoils to greet his companions approaching.

The concern of Baldwulf gave way to a broad grin at seeing his friend exhausted but unhurt, “Aelfhere, old fox! Whilst we did the dirty work you helped yourself!”

Content, he beamed back, “By the gods, Baldwulf, these fox legs can scamper no more! Hunt around. You too might find a sword.”

The thegn glanced round, “By the stars! they're worse than ravens!” And he plunged into the midst of his plundering comrades.

Startled, mid-laugh, by a hand clapped on his shoulder, Aelfhere turned to stare into the faceplate of the royal helm.

“The day is won. I struck down Hlothhere with my own hand. With my father's brother gone to Hell and my own father long passed over, there is call for another counsellor…” Behind the eyeholes, the pale blue irises shifted with anxiety.

Aelfhere sank down on one knee, “My lord —”

“Stand!” he dragged the Wihtwara to his feet, “I shall call you father,” he said, “for they will crown me, then I shall wed my Cynethryth.”

“With your own hands?” asked Aelfhere, unaware of the boyish grin hidden beneath the helm.

“Uh?”

“You slew Hlothhere with your own hands?”

Eadric grew grave.

“The traitor was stronger than I. But I am ten times faster and I sliced his throat.”

The young man drew himself up, regal in appearance.

Aelfhere rejoiced.

“My lord, I am content you will wed my daughter! Her husband will be a worthy ruler and you may call me what you will.”

In this season, the shadows grew long early in the day and the amber sun, sparkling on the river, modelled the land in rich, deep greens and ochre. A tranquil scene, made incongruous by the hideousness of the carnage and the squabbling of the warriors bickering over disputed trophies. The sky, thick with wheeling, screeching raptors, frustrated at the presence of human scavengers, made a stark contrast to the companionable silence of the two onlookers. Eadric broke the spell, slipping off a heavy gold ring and handing it to Aelfhere.

“A token of our gratitude,” he said, “the Wihtwara fought well this day. How can we ever forget?”

Moved, he stared at the jewel and his eyes widened. Embossed on the golden band, nestling in his blood-encrusted palm, the maw of a beast gaped up at him — another wolf! What message eluded him? At the first opportunity, he would seek out a sorcerer to reveal the meaning of the gods.

A forced march took them to the small settlement of Uckefeld where they slaughtered two score sheep and goats and roasted them in the barn. Eadric, the king, pressed a purse of coins into the hands of the village elder. For the villagers, the worry of facing the rest of the winter without livestock was lost in exuberance. Once more, the aetheling drank hard but Aelfhere sized him with a different measure. Through no fault of his own, fate had hastened the youth into manhood, and by Thunor, the warrior was emerging!

In the morning, with an embrace, Aelfhere took his leave of Eadric: one directed to the land of the Cantwara and the other with his islanders and the men of the Suth Seaxe to join King Aethelwalh. The younger man parted with a promise on his lips to claim his bride before the spring bade farewell to summer.

Unscathed from battle, Aelfhere marched back to his daughter with joy-filled heart and counting but one Wihtwara dead, though two men had lost fingers in close fighting. Cynethryth would become lady of a great people and the husband he had feared a worthless sop proved to be a leader of men and stout-hearted warrior. Not least, he, Aelfhere, had entered the soon-to-be king's favour and, around the first night's campfire in the Weald, his wolf sword, helm and ring were sources of marvel. Life was good.

“You will have to change your name Aelfhere to Wulfhere,” Baldwulf said.

“One mangy bald wulf is enough in this pack!” he said, to a roar of laughter, “besides Wulfhere is a name we curse on Wiht.”

This led to a discussion about who they hated more, the West Seaxe or the Mercians. It lasted until one of the men called on him to recount how he had been gifted his ring and how he had found his weapon and helm. He passed the sword round to general wonder and Eadwin, one of Aelfhere's ceorls burst into improvised song:

 

'In this forest glade

In the oak's broad shade

In great Woden's name

Do I sing the fame

Of the arm that wields,

Till the foeman yields,

The finest blade

That e'er was made!'

 

No scop Eadwin, but wild applause and back-slapping greeted his offering and they pressed him to continue creating the saga of the battle. Eager voices called out contributions until the night grew older and the fires began to glow and smoulder and wise counsel prevailed, for the next day promised a wearisome march. They built up the flames against the February chill and drew lots for the watch. Before long, the men huddled tight in their cloaks to dream of exploits on the slaying field.

Aelfhere possessed the trait of the old warrior — of instant sleep and wakefulness. In the depths of the night, he leapt up, shed his cloak and brought down the shady figure of a thief making off with his sword. The ensuing scuffle was one-sided. The muscular frame of the islander soon overpowered the slighter build of a youth. The brawl roused the sleepers who thrust a torch to light up the struggling villain, rough hands dragging him to his feet. The face, eyes bulging with fear, showed one of the Suth Seaxe no more than ten and seven years old.

“Why the hue and cry?” called Fordraed, the ealdorman, hurrying over.

Several voices spoke at once but everyone recognised the rightful owner of the wolf-sword.

The gruff command came at once, “Fetch a log!”

A warrior hastened to do the ealdorman's bidding and returned with an oak branch thick as a man's thigh, which he dropped at the feet of the trembling scoundrel.

“Pin him down, his weapon-hand over the wood!”

In spite of his callowness, the youth lay still, eyes defiant, determined to accept punishment in a way befitting a warrior.

“An axe!” Fordraed waved an impatient hand for a cleaver and thrust it at Aelfhere, “Lop it off!” he pointed at the offending limb.

The Wihtwara rested the weapon against his right shoulder and it seemed, in the overwhelming hush, even the trees skirting the clearing leant in with expectancy.

“The other hand,” he said, nodding toward the ground, “held a shield and parried an axe aimed at my throat a few hours ago.” The onlookers did not notice the astonishment on the captive's face and relieved, Aelfhere went on, “His other drove a seax into the gut of my attacker.” A growl of appreciation spread among the onlookers. Gazing around, with an air of unnecessary challenge, he added, “Let be the hand! Thus the score is settled! And you, nithing, swear an oath you take only what you gain by right, henceforth!”

* * *

On the fourth day since the battle, the gates of Kingsham swung open and the returning force trudged through. Tired but glad to share tidings of victory, they needed no excuse for another feast. Cynethryth sought out her father and rushed to embrace him, irking him with a flood of questions. He tried to be gruff, ordering her to wait for the evening when a scop would recount the tale of their deeds in song. In reality, he soon vaunted his new possessions: helm, ring and sword.

She marvelled and rejoiced at the good humour of the man who but a month past lived in sullen silence interspersed with irascibility. She needed no guile to coax forth the reason for his cheerfulness. Bursting to relate it, to her wonder he brushed aside any interest in the wolf-pommelled weapon and blurted, “Daughter, he's a warrior worthy of his forefathers!”

A love of riddles failed to serve her as Cynethryth struggled to grasp to whom her father referred. Had the sinews of one of the young Wihtwara ceorls wreaked destruction on the foe? About to enjoin him to make plain his thoughts, she halted when he added, “He slew the usurper with his own hands!”

She frowned, “Who, father?”

Aelfhere gazed at her in puzzlement. Was the girl slow-witted of a sudden?

“Eadric, of course! Ah, you should have seen him, Cynethryth! His shining helm, his vengeful blade and his noble bearing. He struck down a hardened warrior and a giant of a man!”

“Eadric?”

“Ay, Eadric! The rightful King of Kent and your husband-to-be. He gave me the wolf ring. Sweetness, this is a match made by the gods — I tell you, girl, never has life been so kind! Well, maybe when I wed your mother and the day you were born…”

“Oh, father, I'm so glad! Tonight we shall feast and hear the tale of your deeds.”

“Ay, but first I must go and sacrifice to Woden lest these Saxons incur his wrath with the worship of yon timid god. They must thank the men of Wiht if they won the conflict. Thunor and Tiw strengthened our arms though they know it not. Stay! I shall go alone to find a sacred grove in the woodland. It is proper.”

First, however, he had to seek out Fordraed. As he had guessed, the warrior of the Suth Seaxe had little time for the god of Aethelwalh. Under his breath, he confided the suspicion his king paid lip service to Christianity to sweeten their Mercian overlords. After his meeting with the ealdorman, Aelfhere, joyful, set out from the stronghold, spear in hand and sword at his side, to penetrate the dense woodland. Wiser to be well armed, given the wild beasts and the desperate men roaming the forests. Following directions, repeating them in his head, he came to a grove. The sight of a massive oak in the centre overawed him and he shuddered at the heaviness hanging in the air.

Weathered bones of various animals dangled on cords from the lower branches, among them three gaping skulls, one of them smaller — that of a child or woman. Below the overhanging boughs were charred patches of earth where the sacrifices had been burned after slaughter, the pale splintered fragments of bone contrasting with the blackness of the soil. High in the tree, interspersed among the bones swung offerings: necklaces, bracelets and the odd weapon, an inverted axe, a seax and hunting knives. Aelfhere prayed, thanking the gods for their gifts to him and determining to leave his own tribute. But what? Not his newfound sword! The wolf ring? An offence to the giver. Why had he not thought on it before setting out? What did he own, dear to him? It was obvious, but he did not want to leave his lucky wolf's ear. What else otherwise? With a heavy sigh, he drew the loop over his head, the familiar coarseness of the fur itching his skin and he strode over to the tree. One last glance at his talisman and the memory of the head of the beast, the pack leader, severed from its shoulders by his axe…and he hung the thong among the other offerings. Downcast at relinquishing his charm, he turned to leave, consoled by the thought that in combat Woden was sure to favour him.

Less than two hundred yards down the trail he halted, head cocked to one side. Imagination? Nay, the sound came again! Over to his left, disturbance, too much to be a bear or a boar. Shaking his head, he listened harder. No doubt in his mind, the sound of men — a considerable force moving forward in silence — still, he needed to be sure.

The scrub formed a barrier hard to penetrate and the long shaft of his spear hampered him. Leaning it against a tree, he moved with caution in the direction whence came the rustling undergrowth, crackling leaves and snapping twigs. He moved wary of outlying scouts. The woodland grew dense and once off the man-made track, he followed an animal trail to cut towards his quarry. Vulnerable without his spear, he hoped the way did not lead straight to the den of a beast. No need to worry, because as he went on, his hand-seax served to chop away the clinging hawthorn, briars and ferns, meaning no large animal had passed. Low voices murmured ahead; inching forward, he wormed his way over golden bracken and under a woody-stemmed shrub where, parting its branches, in spite of his wariness, he almost cried out in surprise. Before him stretched a clearing full of men armed with spears, axes and seaxes. Used to calculating the numbers of a massed foe, Aelfhere reckoned at ten score warriors, but were there more among the trees? His heart sank. This must be the war-band of the West Seaxe and Meonwara. They stood in groups but their attention was directed to three men who faced the rest.

The one in the centre, taller and broader in the shoulder, wore a loose leather tunic with steel rings sewn in overlaps. His long, curling blond hair bushed out from under a close-fitting cap protected by riveted plates and ornamented with a crest. From this distance, it looked like a hawk to the spying Wihtwara. His gaze dropped down to the tight leggings, bound with thongs, which disappeared into a pair of stout boots. A battle-axe hung from his belt, balanced on the other side by a long sword and like all the other men, he bore a spear. Aelfhere had no doubt, there stood one to be reckoned with, hostile to the settlement at his rear. The speech of the warrior was too distant but he managed to catch: “…here, now until twilight —”

These four words were enough to betray their plan, so forewarned, he crawled backwards with the utmost care. When he judged it safe to stand he picked his way back to where he had propped his spear, whence he hastened along the track, recalling all the turns taken before.

Why is it, at your happiest, life thrusts a knife betwixt the ribs?

No time to linger! Daylight was with him but fading and the half-light would bring an assault on the stronghold of Kingsham.







Chapter 2: Cynethryth

Kingsham, West Sussex, February 685 AD

“Come, Nelda,” Cynethryth said to her erstwhile nurse, now handmaiden, voice muffled within the chest containing her clothing, “help me find a dress for tonight. Do you think the red one? Bright for a joyous feast!”

“Dear heart, choose the finer weave of the green and it better sets off your eyes. Why so troubled? Move aside, let me bring forth what you need else you will have everything in disorder! There, the grey mantle with the broidered hem and the white silk headdress.” She spread her hand under the cloth. “See, as fine as the wing of a damselfly! Now, where is the green dress? Ah, now we have everything!”

The older woman bustled about arranging clothes on the bed before unbraiding and combing out her mistress' hair till it hung lustrous down her back.

“We must plait it again as befitting one betrothed.”

“More's the pity!”

The servant halted her patient task, “How can you say such a thing? Is that what ails you? He's a fine young man, tall and blessed with fairness of brow, soon to be King of the Kenting and you his lady.”

“Nelda, to be the king's lady I care not! What use is a fair countenance if the bearer pleases the eye but not the heart? He is given to base jests and supping ale.”

“As are all men!”

The two women shared a reflective silence at last broken by a sigh from Cynethryth, followed by, “And yet I marry for love.”

“Child, you bewilder me. First, you say —”

“Oh, Nelda, have no truck with a whimsical girl. Six and ten years make of me a woman. It's on duty I dwell.” A toss of her blonde tresses elicited a growl of annoyance and a tug at the half-completed braid, making her wince. “Still,” she flicked at a reed on the floor with the toe of her shoe, “I wish Eadric had not forsworn the gods of our forefathers.” She ground the rush underfoot, “With the man, I shall not espouse the god…”

A knock disturbed them before she, hair braided, reached for her clothes on the bed. Peering past her handmaid she made out a girl of three and ten at most. Barefoot, she wore a coarse woven brown dress down to her ankles, tied at the waist by a length of string. This sparrow of a person wrung her hands and shifted from foot to foot.

“My Lady,” she piped, her voice a-tremble, “they sent me to tell you to bring all your things at once to the hall. There's no time to lose!”

The girl turned to run off but Nelda grabbed her by the arm and hauled her back.

“They?” she said, “who are they to send orders to my Lady? What's the fuss about?”

Cynethryth drew near, smiled at the waif and noted the prettiness under the grime and short-hewn, unkempt hair.

“Child, be calm. Tell me now, what's amiss that we should flee to the hall?”

The girl rubbed her arm where the older woman had seized her. Eyes darting, she said, “Oh my Lady, he spied a host in the woods and they do be comin' to attack as when it gets dark. Soon, see?”

“He? Who?”

Impatient, the child-woman fair hopped on the spot and with an insolent roll of the eyes as if to attribute dullness of wit to the noblewoman, said, “Why, him as leads them there islanders. Hurry, Lady, them's goin' to bar the door!”

The messenger spun on her heel and dashed away.

Aghast, Cynethryth turned to her servant, “Father!” she said. “He sought a sacred grove in the woods and chanced on an enemy host! Quick! Throw those clothes into the chest and we'll carry it between us to the hall.”

Not being a strongbox for money and jewels but a light softwood box, they made good progress. Still, they halted several times to avoid the headlong dash of men and boys heedless of aught but the need to seize weapons and reach the palisade. The confusion rendered hope of locating her father futile so Cynethryth, aware she, like the other women, would hinder the defence of the stronghold, obeyed her orders and entered the hall.

The dirty, ragged, half-starved women of Kingsham stood around in groups. Some sobbed while others comforted, all in stark contrast to the few South Seaxe noblewomen. These had accompanied their ealdormen husbands to the feast in the train of King Aethelwalh. Upon her entry, with dignified calm, they waved the betrothed maiden over to embrace her.

One of the double doors swung closed where stood Ealdorman Fordraed, battle-axe and spear in his hands, flanked by two guards.

“Wife!” he called, “See the entrance is barred. Fear not! The foe shall not pass!”

A warrior slammed the other half of the door shut.

Pale, one of the young noblewomen, her willowy figure enhanced by her close-fitting red gown, murmured, “Why must we bar it if they shall not pass?”

Anxious, they sought reassurance from one another. Warfare, a regular occurrence for these women, was conducted by men far from the hearth. The first cries and screams reached their ears and they began to tremble and weep. Cynethryth bit her lip and shook Nelda by the arm, “The beam, raise it into the brackets. You, you and you, help her!” She jabbed a finger at the cowering servants of the other noblewomen. “Now!” her eyes flashed. As if stung by a wasp, the women leapt forward and together attempted to lift the oaken bar. They struggled. “Two more!” she pointed and a young woman tugged a friend over to the others. “Mind your hands, now!” They heaved the stout wood and it thudded into position. The noise of battle reached them. The clash of steel and the screams of the wounded and dying.

Nelda remained at the doors with her eye to the narrow gap between them.

“What can you see?” Cynethryth breathed in her ear.

“Not much, for the light fades. I see men striking downwards, oh, one is hit! A spear — he falls!”

Cynethryth thrust her aside, impatient. Her servant spoke the truth. It was hard to discern the fighting. She peered into the gathering gloom. For the moment, at least, the defences held.

What numbers do they have? What will happen if they win the day?

She forced these thoughts out of her mind and with equal determination refused to worry about her father. Aelfhere had survived many a battle and there was no one in the world she would choose over him to defend her.

The fighting raged on but from within the hall, the din of combat made little sense. Now, nobody wept. As opposed to the chaos outside, inside the occasional whisper or a mother hushing her fretful babe disturbed the silence. Cynethryth counted the children. She did not know whether to be grateful or sad there were only eight because many starved or died of the yellow illness before the rigours of winter set in. She gazed with pity at the thin arms of the village women and hoped the defenders would repulse the attackers. If not, they and the children would become chattels of the foe.

May the gods save me! To think an hour ago I scorned Eadric! How I wish he and his men of Kent were here to protect me. He to wrap his strong arms around me.

“Hark, my Lady!” Nelda took her hand.

“What is it?”

Shouting reached her ears but no more the clash of steel, the screams and war cries. The fighting was over. The women clung together and wrapped the infants in their dresses. But who had won the day? Were they saved or was their situation hopeless? They would know all too soon.

Yet, long minutes passed. Nerves frayed, several of the women began to weep, setting off some of the children. A hammering came at the door accompanied by a loud voice ordering them to remove the bar. Cynethryth gasped.

The tang of a man from the country to the West.

She hurried over to the door and pressed an eye to the gap and almost sprang back in fright, but controlled her fear. Outside stood a group of men with torches. The flames flickered and lighted the steel of the rings of their mail, their helms and axes.

She gathered courage and shouted, “We are women and infants in here. There are no men. We have no arms. How can we unbar the door when you will harm us!”

There was a moment's silence. It lingered before a deep voice replied, “If you do not open the door we shall burn the hall to the ground and you will perish.”

At these words, they began to wail and argue and a baby squalled.

Cynethryth knew they had no choice.

“Hold,” she called, “do not torch the hall. We will do as you command. The beam is heavy and we are weak. Give us time to lift it down.”

The voice replied, “I am waiting.”

She gave the order but only Nelda stepped forward.

“If you do not obey me, we shall die in flames — a cruel death.” Her words sank home but nobody moved except a young boy aged five. “Craven curs!” Cynethryth hissed and pointed at the boy. “This little man has more courage in his forefinger than all of you put together. Have our men died to protect a nest of mice? You, you and you!” she spat out and this time, ashamed, the servants jumped to obey her command. Two or three other women helped raise the beam and it fell with a thud to the floor in a cloud of dust and scattered reeds.

“Stand back! I shall be first,” she said, her tone peremptory. Cynethryth drew herself up, chin in the air and swung back the heavy door.

There he stood, torch in hand, the flames lighting his countenance to give him a more ferocious aspect. In the other, the leader of the exiled war-band of West Seaxe and Meonwara, held a bloodied battle-axe.

Her heart beat like a smith's hammer, her knees liable to betray her at any moment, but by Freya, she would not fail these women! Erect, she strode toward him halting close enough to reach out and touch his chest. Staring up into his face, the fineness of his features under a hawk-crested helm struck her. Startled by her boldness, his blue eyes even in this moment of bloodshed and triumph, revealed ill-concealed admiration.

“I am Cynethryth of Cerdicsford on Wiht, daughter of Aelfhere the ealdorman, betrothed to Eadric, King of Kent…” her jaw tightened, “…and your captive,” she added in a bitter voice.

The warrior's steady gaze never wavered as he weighed her words with care. At last, he spoke, “I am Caedwalla, slayer of Aethelwalh and King of the South Seaxe.” He handed the torch to the man next to him, “no harm will come to you, daughter of Aelfhere.”

The gentleness of his tone came as a surprise and a relief.

“Lead the way into the hall.”

She turned and did as ordered. The women retreated to the back of the room even as the warriors advanced with upraised torches. The victor raised his hand and the surge of men halted. He took in the situation at a glance and turning to a warrior with fine armour said, “Guthred, draw straws for them, first lots to my war-chiefs.”

Cynethryth gasped and spun on the giant of a man, “For shame! See there are noblewomen here too. You cannot mean to sort for them as for common whores?”

The grin was wolfish. “Spoils of battle. My men have risked their lives this night. Those who were not carried off to Waelheal earned their pickings.” Again he turned to the warrior he called Guthred, “See that no man quarrels over a woman else he will fight with me: enough blood has been let.”

“A request, my Lord,” Cynethryth said with calculated humility, “spare my handmaid. She served as my nurse.” She indicated Nelda who put her hand to her mouth and opened her eyes wide.

The warrior nodded and gestured to the servant who came forward, “Aught else?” his tone mocking.

“Well, ay, my clothes,” she gestured toward the chest.

He bellowed a laugh but called a torch-bearer and two other men. Drawing near to the ear of the former, he whispered orders and had Cynethryth, her handmaiden and the receptacle taken to the quarters formerly occupied by King Aethelwalh. Following the warriors, her mind raced. What fate awaited her at the hands of this huge bear? She shuddered. What death had her father endured? Her head began to spin and, faint, she clung tight in Nelda's reassuring embrace.

The men entered the building, not as sumptuous as a palace, for this was not a royal burh, but still more comfortable than the hut allocated to her father. In the main room stood a huge table and over it a wall hanging portrayed the emblem of the king of the Suth Seaxe. Six golden swallows swooped on a deep blue ground. The thread forming the birds shimmered in the torchlight. On either side hung a shield. She guessed they were trophies of war judging by their battered state. In one corner squatted a strongbox, the treasure of King Aethelwalh, now the loot of the West Seaxe leader. What little the room revealed, lighted by the flickering upraised flames, showed a scene of uninterrupted daily life where the embers of a fire still glowed in a floor pit.

It's as if nothing happened — how I wish it were so!

The men pushed aside a curtain screening off a large bed, covered by a blanket of wolf pelts. Cynethryth folded back one corner revealing the green linen lining matching a sheet covering the mattress filled with straw, across and over which stretched a down-stuffed bolster.

They deposited the chest at the foot of the bed and the torchbearer used his flames to light the torches in the wall cressets. One of them built up the fire in the centre of the room and another fetched a basin and a ewer of water. A curt command followed, “Await our lord!” Then they were alone.

The two women fell into each other's arms and stood for a while before Nelda took her hand and led her over to sit on the edge of the bed.

“Stay here, mistress. I shall hunt for a knife or other weapon to slay the ogre should he dare lay a hand on you.”

“My brave and faithful nurse,” she managed a sad smile, “do you hope to succeed where father and seasoned warriors failed?”

There was no time for an answer, because the door opened with a creak and footsteps crackled toward them across the reed-strewn floor. A hand swept the curtain aside, revealing their captor standing tall before them. Cynethryth leapt up from the edge of the bed to confront the stranger. Spear and axe, he had left elsewhere, but he exuded strength in his mail shirt with its truncated sleeves, showing bared muscles that gold armlets struggled to contain. Two swift steps and he stood, his body touching hers, but she did not flinch. A huge hand cupped her chin and the intense blue peered into the grey of her eyes.

“You too are the spoils of war, woodland flower…and I want you.”

His voice was hoarse and heavy with longing and her cheeks flamed, but still she did not shy away from him. The warrior brought his head closer to hers and he repeated, “I want you for my own.”

Now she pulled away and stepped back a pace, her gaze locked with his. She kept her voice level:

“I am betrothed to Eadric, King of the Kenting.”

“And I am Caedwalla, son of King Coenberht and rightful King of the West Seaxe, now King of the Suth Seaxe and I take what I want.”

She opened her mouth to reply but he went on, “Hold! Not a word! Hear me first!” He glanced at Nelda and waved her to leave their presence. “Daughter of Wiht, you are blessed with the beauty of Freya and I with the strength of Thunor. The south will be mine, Kent, too,” he said in an even voice, “I will have a greater hall than Eadric and more men to sup there. With me, you will have the riches of three kingdoms.” He held up a hand, forefinger pointing, “Never have I desired a woman as much as I yearn for you. Fear not, I shall be gentle and above all, you shall be the one to choose.” He folded his arms, “A man can take what he wants but cannot command the heart of another. I shall not force you but remember, with me, you will lack for nothing…” his eyes softened and his voice lowered, “…most of all for love. Woman!” he bellowed and Nelda came running. “Prepare yourselves for the night. I will send a servant with food and drink. You sleep here,” he pointed at the bed, “there will be a guard at the door and I shall slumber there,” he tossed his head, “by the fire.”
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