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Praise for The Oath, Book One of the Druid Chronicles


“Linden’s well-researched tale eloquently brings to life a lesser known period of transition in Britain. . . . The author has created a strong foundation for her series with well-developed characters whom readers can embrace. . . . [a] layered, gripping historical fiction . . .”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“The story rolls along at a lively pace, rich with details of the times and a wide cast of characters. . . . [The] plotting, shifting points of view of the three engaging protagonists, and evocative writing style make The Oath a pleasure to read. Highly recommended!”


—HISTORICAL NOVELS REVIEW


“Linden uses a fairy tale-like style almost as though this story has been passed down orally over the centuries.”


—BOOKLIST


“Thrilling historical fiction with heart and soul.”


—TIM PEARS, author of In the Place of Fallen Leaves


Praise for The Valley, Book Two of the Druid Chronicles


“With the attention to detail, explanation of ancient rituals, and the mythology within the clan’s legends, this novel builds a community, exploring a people about which little is actually known. It’s an extraordinary portrayal, breathing life into a long-dead civilization. . . . Highly recommended!”


—CHANTICLEER BOOK REVIEWS, 5 stars


“A. M. Linden brings her imagined druid community to life with a skillful combination of research and informed guesswork. The Valley provides an intriguing glimpse into an 8th century Britain that might have been.”


—JULIET MARILLIER, author of the Sevenwaters and Warrior Bards series
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Author’s Note






[image: ]


The Druid Chronicles is a five-book historical fiction series set in Anglo-Saxon Britain during a time known alternatively as the early medieval period or the Dark Ages. Books 1, 3, 4, and 5 are primarily concerned with events that take place in AD 788. Book 2 begins a generation earlier and recounts the events that set the main story in motion. While considerable liberty has been taken in adapting the geopolitics of the period to the needs of the story, the following is generally true:




	At the time in question, the Germanic invaders (who, for the purposes of this narrative, will be referred to as Saxons) had conquered the southeastern lowlands, while indigenous Celts retained control in the mountainous northwest.


	The majority of native Britons had converted to Christianity by the end of the fourth century. The Saxon conversion was essentially complete by the late 600s.


	Before the conversion to Christianity, both ethnic groups were polytheistic, and elements of those earlier beliefs and practices persisted after that transition was nominally complete.





Atheldom and Derthwald, the Saxon kingdoms in which most of the series’ actions take place, are literary creations, as is Llwddawanden, a secluded valley in which it is imagined that a secretive Druid cult has continued its traditional practices despite the otherwise inexorable spread of Christianity.


Derthwald and Atheldom are ruled respectively by King Gilberth and King Athelrod. Derthwald, the smaller of the two domains, consists of two parts: Derthwald itself and its neighboring realm, Piffering, which Gilberth’s uncle Theobold acquired through his marriage to its queen, Alswanda, with whom he had a daughter, the princess Aleswina. Following Theobold’s fatal fall off a cliff the day after Alswanda died in the last month of her second pregnancy, Gilberth assumed his uncle’s throne, along with dominion over Piffering. He would have married his cousin for her hereditary claim to Piffering, but he wanted to have a male heir and she was not old enough to bear children, so he kept her locked away until she was twelve, then sent her to a cloistered convent to make sure she didn’t marry anyone else.
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About Druids: Although much has been written about Druids, there is little verifiable information about this priestly class of Celts. For the purpose of this series, it is conjectured that the Druids of Llwddawanden were matriarchal, subscribing to the following beliefs:




	There is a supreme mother goddess at the apex of an extensive pantheon of gods and goddesses.


	The spirit of this supreme deity inhabits the body of their cult’s chief priestess.


	At the chief priestess’s death, the Goddess’s spirit passes on to her daughter, if she has one, or to a designated member of the priestesses’ inner circle.





There is not, to the author’s knowledge, any evidence that a community of practicing Druids persisted as late as the eighth century in the British Isles or elsewhere, and there is no reason to believe that the views and practices ascribed to the Druids of Llwddawanden have any basis in fact.












Synopses of Previous Books
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Book One, The Oath, opens with the arrival of Caelym, a young Druid priest, at the outer walls of the Abbey of Saint Edeth in search of Annwr, the sister of his cult’s chief priestess, who was abducted by a Saxon war band fifteen years earlier and is rumored to be living in the convent.


Weary, wounded, and starving, Caelym is on the verge of collapse when he meets an elderly woman who takes him to her hut. In subsequent chapters it is disclosed that the woman is the priestess Annwr, that she spent the first years of her enslavement as the nursemaid to Theobold and Alswanda’s orphaned daughter, Aleswina, and that when Aleswina was consigned to the abbey, she brought Annwr with her and arranged for her to have lodging on the convent grounds.


Aleswina is well aware of Annwr’s background, and acting out of devotion to her beloved servant, she hides Caelym in a secret chamber under a shrine in the convent’s garden and nurses him back to health.


Just as Caelym and Annwr are about to leave together, Aleswina learns that her cousin, King Gilberth—a tyrant known for his cruelty and vicious temper, and for having had five wives die under mysterious circumstances—is going to take her from the convent to be his next bride. Terrified, she escapes with Annwr and Caelym. While Annwr, who’s come to love Aleswina as a daughter, wants to keep her with them, Caelym is adamant that a Saxon Christian cannot be admitted into their cult and only agrees to take her to another convent.


Besides rescuing Annwr, Caelym also must find his two sons, Arddwn and Lliem, who have not been heard from since they were sent out of the shrine to be fostered by Benyon, a servant believed to be faithful to the Llwddawanden’s priests and priestesses. But Benyon, it turns out, has converted to Christianity, assumed a new identity, and used the treasure trove he stole from the shrine to set himself up as a wealthy landowner ensconced in a heavily fortified manor.


On discovering that the man he’d entrusted his sons to has made them into slaves, Caelym would have attempted to break down the door of that manor with his bare hands, but the two women hold him back. Instead, using subterfuge, Aleswina is able to get inside and trick Benyon into letting the boys go.


Despite Caelym’s gratitude for Aleswina’s rescue of his sons, he continues to refuse Annwr’s demand that they take her back to Llwddawanden. The two continue to argue until, in an emotional confrontation, Caelym reveals that their cult’s previously safe sanctuary has been betrayed and that instead of returning there, they are embarking on a perilous and possibly futile attempt to found a new shrine.


Wanting what is best for Aleswina, Annwr agrees to leave her at a remote lodge with an elderly servant who was the princess’s first nursemaid and who promises to see that the princess reaches the safety of a convent beyond the border of Derthwald. In the book’s closing pages, Aleswina is resigned to spending the rest of her life behind a convent’s walls, and Annwr is ready, whatever dangers lie ahead, to rejoin her people.
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Book Two, The Valley, recounts the events that led up to Llwddawanden’s sudden abandonment, as told from the viewpoint of the cult’s chief priest. Herrwn’s reminiscences begin with his own boyhood and introduce his two cousins Olyrrwd and Ossiam—respectively, the shrine’s physician and oracle—whose youthful quarrels evolve into a bitter personal enmity despite Herrwn’s efforts to keep peace between them.


Ossiam and Olyrrwd’s rivalry is held in check by the level-headed authority of the shrine’s chief priestess, Caelendra—until, after choosing Rhedwyn, Ossiam’s young and handsome disciple, to be her impregnator in a ceremonial fertility ritual, she gives birth to a son and dies without naming her successor. When Ossiam is called on to divine the identity of the next chief priestess, he names Feywn, a beautiful priestess-in-training, expecting that in return she will make him her consort, only to be thwarted when she picks Rhedwyn instead.


Following Feywn’s accession, the shrine enters a period of growth and optimism as she and the three young priestesses in her inner circle—her sister, Annwr, and her cousins, Caldora and Gwennefor—give birth to daughters. Rhedwyn, meanwhile, acts as if he’s been made a king, neglecting his oracular studies and gathering a youthful band of followers to go hunting and fight mock battles. During this time, Ossiam’s resentment at being passed over for his apprentice festers, and he not only allows but encourages Rhedwyn to leave the safety of the valley on increasingly reckless exploits that escalate into a disastrous battle against a vastly superior Saxon army in which most of the valley’s men die fighting at Rhedwyn’s side.


Consumed with grief over her consort’s death, Feywn sends her sister and cousins out of the valley to gather sacred herbs for Rhedwyn’s funeral. The three are overtaken by Saxons, and Caldora and Gwennefor drown in a river trying to escape. Annwr is captured and carried off but is believed to have died with the others. Ossiam evades blame for the fiasco by accusing Rhedwyn’s brother of betraying the shrine—a false charge for which Labhruinn, Herrwn’s disciple, is banished. The oracle’s hope that Feywn will take him as her next consort is frustrated for a second time when she swears eternal fidelity to Rhedwyn’s memory.


Feywn’s avowal of celibacy and the loss of the only other priestesses of childbearing age leave the Druids’ chances of carrying on their sacred traditions into future generations dependent on six children—Feywn and Rhedwyn’s daughter, Arianna; the four daughters of the three lost priestesses; and Caelendra’s eleven-year-old son, Caelym.


Herrwn and Olyrrwd share Caelym’s upbringing, instructing him in both oratory and healing, hoping that with his exceptional birth and extraordinary talents he will become both a master bard and a great physician. Ossiam escalates his feud with Olyrrwd by persuading Caelym to reject those fields of study and train to be an oracle.


Turning his back on Olyrrwd, who loves him as a son, Caelym devotes himself to Ossiam, doing everything the oracle orders him to do in hopes of being able to communicate with the spirit of Rhedwyn, whom he idolized. Though a quick study at most things, Caelym does not grasp the fundamental principle all successful oracles understand without being told—that the point is not to be truthful but to be convincing. He fails the tests Ossiam sets for him and is on the verge of suicide when Olyrrwd intervenes and convinces him to return to his lessons in the healing chamber.


Back under Herrwn and Olyrrwd’s tutelage, Caelym successfully completes his second level of studies to be a bard and a physician. Then, to Herrwn’s dismay, Ossiam ordains an apparently impossible and potentially fatal task for the spirit quest Caelym must undertake before starting his formal discipleship. Again, Olyrrwd comes to his protégé’s aid, and Caelym not only survives the mission but returns from it grown into a man who is so close a replica of Rhedwyn that Feywn takes him as her consort.


Caelym and Feywn have two sons, Arddwn and Lliem. The boys’ birth means that, in time, there will be consorts for two of the young priestesses-in-training. Meanwhile, however, with Caelym no longer available, the five girls—including Feywn’s daughter, who is expected to be the shrine’s next chief priestess—are moving into adulthood without available priests of their own age.


Over the course of the next five years, Olyrrwd dies and Caelym takes his mentor’s place as the shrine’s physician. Ossiam convinces Feywn, over Caelym’s objections, to send Arddwn and Lliem out of Llwddawanden to be fostered by a supposedly loyal servant, and Feywn’s daughter, Arianna, begins secret forays beyond Llwddawanden’s walls—as much to defy her mother’s authority as to find adventure and romance. What starts as youthful rebellion leads to calamity when Arianna disrupts a sacred ritual to declare she has converted to Christianity and that, unless they all do likewise, she will call on the Saxon prince she has taken as her lover to destroy them. Outraged, Feywn orders Arianna put to death, then suffers what appears to be a momentary collapse but is actually a heart attack that leaves her both physically and mentally debilitated.


On hearing that their secret location has been betrayed, the servants and villagers, whose loyalty has sustained the shrine until then, abandon the valley, leaving the Druids no choice but to flee themselves. While the other priests and priestesses make their desperate plans to escape, Ossiam tells Feywn he has had a dream that Annwr is alive. Caelym, who is about to leave to get Arddwn and Lliem, promises Feywn he will find her sister and sets out on the perilous quest alone.


When a violent storm hits the valley, delaying the departure of the others, Ossiam declares it a sign that the gods are angry, takes a golden chalice, and disappears into the tempest. After the storm subsides, one of the boats used to carry tribute to the center of a nearby lake is found floating upside down. Assuming their oracle sacrificed himself to save the rest of them, the remaining priests and priestesses set out in search of a new refuge with insufficient supplies, inadequate clothing, and maps drawn from myths and legends.












Characters
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	ATHELROD


	......................


	King of Atheldom







	STEFAN


	......................


	A saxon warrior newly appointed by Athelrod to be the sheriff of the Shire of Codswallow







	KATHWINA


	......................


	Stefan’s wife; Stefan and Kathwina have three children: Ealsa, Earic, and Ealfwin







	OSWOLD


	......................


	Kathwina’s uncle by marriage and her lover







	WILHAM


	......................


	An enslaved Briton, Stefan’s servant, previously called Hwellwn [who-EL-en]







	MATTHEW


	......................


	Stefan’s second-in-command







	ALFORD


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	ALFRED


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	BALDORF


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	EDMUND


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	GEROLD


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop, formerly a scribe







	GRISWOLD


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop, an archer







	UDOLF


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	WILFRID


	......................


	A guard in Stefan’s troop







	OWAIN


	......................


	A potter, later a guard in Stefan’s troop







	HAROLD


	......................


	Stefan’s father







	EALSWAN


	......................


	Stefan’s mother (deceased)







	AEDWIG


	......................


	Steward of the sheriff’s manor in Codswallow







	JONATHAN


	......................


	Innkeeper in Codswallow, formerly a Druid priest named Labhruinn [LAB-ruin]







	MANFRED


	......................


	Jonathan’s servant







	GERTRUD


	......................


	Jonathan’s servant







	FEYWN [FAY-UN]


	......................


	Druid priestess in disguise







	CYRI [KER-EE]


	......................


	Druid priestess in disguise Feywn’s niece







	HERRWN [HAIR-UN]


	......................


	Druid priest in disguise Cyri’s teacher







	CAELYM


	......................


	Druid priest, Feywn’s consort, Cyri’s cousin







	WULFRIC


	......................


	A Christian priest







	ANSTICE


	......................


	A monk in Codswallow







	LUFFICE


	......................


	A monk in Codswallow







	OSPRY


	......................


	A monk in Codswallow







	SEDGEWIG


	......................


	Codswallow’s shire master







	STILTHROG


	......................


	Leader of an outlaw band, Sedgewig’s half brother







	ATHELFRED


	......................


	King Athelrod’s brother







	ESTRETH


	......................


	Athelfred’s wife







	RUFORD


	......................


	The youngest of Athelfred and Estreth’s four sons







	WUDRUG


	......................


	Ruford’s servant







	GOLDRUN


	......................


	A mysterious woman







	GILBERTH


	......................


	King of Derthwald







	THEOBOLD


	......................


	King of Derthwald, Gilberth’s uncle (deceased)







	ALSWANDA


	......................


	Queen of Derthwald, Theobold’s wife (deceased)







	ALESWINA


	......................


	Princess, daughter of Theobold and Alswanda, Gilberth’s cousin







	ANNWR [ANN-UR]


	......................


	Druid priestess in disguise, formerly enslaved as Aleswina’s nursemaid







	MILLICENT


	......................


	Aleswina’s nursemaid before Annwr







	OLFRICK


	......................


	Captain of King Gilberth’s guards







	RAELF


	......................


	Olfrick’s second-in-command







	HILDEGARTH


	......................


	Abbess of the Abby of Saint Edeth







	UDELLA


	......................


	Hildegarth’s prioress







	DURTHENA


	......................


	Hildegarth’s under-prioress







	IDWOLDA


	......................


	A novice nun










Author’s Note: This list, which is grouped by each characters’ main role, includes some individuals who died before the story opens or have a larger part in later books. Names of minor characters who appear or are mentioned in a single context have been omitted. Celtic names include suggested phonetic pronunciation.













PART I

Saint Baldewulf’s Day
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Had an accurate map of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Atheldom and Derthwald been drawn and had it survived the ravages of time, a modern historian might well have compared their configuration to a large amoeba ingesting a smaller one. Taking the analogy a step further (and assuming he or she didn’t have compunctions about mixing metaphors), that academic might have gone on to quote:




Big fleas have little fleas,


Upon their backs to bite ’em,


And little fleas have lesser fleas,


and so on, ad infinitum.





After digressing to remark that the rhyme was from “Siphonaptera,” composed by the Victorian mathematician and logician Augustus De Morgan and based on a similar verse by Jonathan Swift in the satirical poem “On Poetry: a Rhapsody,” and correcting its common misattribution to Ogden Nash, he or she might well have used this as a segue to return to his or her main point—that the early Middle Ages were a time when small kingdoms were being subsumed by larger ones and that Atheldom itself would be reduced to a vassal state before losing its identity altogether.
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While it was true that neither Atheldom nor its king, Athelrod, was destined to make a lasting mark on history, both were in their prime at the close of the eighth century, due in no small part to Athelrod’s acumen in tactically shifting his public allegiance between the continually warring Northumbria and Mercia while supplying both with contingents of battle-ready troops when called on to do so.


Athelrod was not and never would be a ruler on the order of Aethelfrith, Oswald, or Offa, but within the borders of Atheldom, he was The King, and none of his subjects, from the highest noble to the lowest slave, had any reason to question his absolute authority. His allies and his enemies were their allies and enemies; his religion was their religion; and his patron saint was their patron saint—this last accounting for the fact that, in Atheldom, the feast day commemorating the martyrdom of Saint Baldewulf and held in the king’s great hall, was an annual event second only to the martyrdom of Jesus Himself.


Living up to its name, the Great Hall was huge. It had to be for occasions like the Feast of Saint Baldewulf, when the king’s entire family and retinue, his nobles, earls, and generals, and their wives and grown children, gathered around a central hearth large enough for roasting an ox, along with a half dozen boar. While the Feast of Saint Baldewulf (or the King’s Feast, to call it by its shortened name) wasn’t the only large banquet held in the Great Hall, it was the official celebration of the past year’s victories—and it was the one feast of the year when some of the lesser members of the king’s army who’d distinguished themselves during the previous battle season sufficiently to share in its spoils had tables set for them at the far end of the hall.


The Feast of Saint Baldewulf held in AD 788 was much the same as those in previous years. Minstrels sang formulaic songs recounting the heroics of the king’s favorites. Servants poured mead and served out allotted portions of meat in keeping with the diner’s rank. Warriors stood up, drinking horns in hand, to swear their loyalty to the king. As the afternoon drew on, there was a growing sense of anticipation until, finally, when the carcasses of the ox and the boar were reduced to skeletons and the final oaths were sworn, the king rose from his throne, called triumphant generals forward to receive their share of the spoils, and then sat back down while his scribe read the list of that year’s royal decrees, ending in time for those who’d been assigned to posts outside of the capital city to leave for their appointed tasks while there was still light.













Chapter 1:

The King’s Feast
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As the bells marking the close of the prayers for Saint Baldewulf were beginning to toll, a disgruntled Saxon soldier was still in his quarters, changing out of his field armor and into his dress livery.


Not a cheerful or easygoing man under the best of circumstances, Stefan’s irritation with how long it was taking his slave to unfasten the hooks of his hauberk combined with his aggravation at the delays he’d encountered on his way back to the capital for the King’s Feast. With those petty frustrations added to his anger at having his command of the Earl of Sopworth’s main contingent of troops taken from him, he was seething.


The slave, a Briton despite his Saxon-sounding name, had long since learned how to tell when his owner was cursing him personally and when he just happened to be there as Stefan’s anger at the world was spilling over. Murmuring, “Yes, Master” and “I’m sorry, Master,” Wilham went on wresting rusted hooks out of their sockets while Stefan fumed about how he’d spent the last nine months riding from one bloody battlefield to the next . . . sacrificing good men and horses . . . all to make it look like his liege lord was as mighty a military general as had ever served the king, while all Ethelwold had ever done was sit on his fat ass, counting the plunder and taking the credit for the victories Stefan was winning for him.


The last of the clasps pried loose, Stefan held still long enough for Wilham to pull off the corroded breastplate and sweat-stained underpadding. With chain mail costing what it did, he didn’t give in to the impulse to grab it and throw it across the room. Instead, he stamped over to the table, plunged his face and hands into the basin of steaming wash water, seized a rag to dry himself, and snatched the linen shirt and leather tunic Wilham was holding out, continuing to grumble, “If there were any justice . . . which there isn’t . . . and if Ethelwold wasn’t a lard-faced pile of walking pig shit . . . I would have gotten my fair share!”


There was more than a little justification for Stefan’s complaints. Having fought and won Ethelwold’s battles, he’d had ample reason to expect that when the earl had his reward for those victories, he would, in turn, have rewarded Stefan. Instead, when the work of waging war was over and the winnings were counted, Stefan’s share had turned out to be a meager sack of silver coins, a half dozen leftover spearmen, and a mean-spirited recommendation for a royal appointment for a position roughly on par with a louse-ridden tax collector—and to get that, he’d had to stand at attention, listening to how a young man with Stefan’s talents needed a place where he could make his own mark, and then kneel low enough to kiss Ethelwold’s boots when he ordered Stefan off to train his illegitimate son to take over as the captain of his army.
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It was in the middle of muttering about how much time he’d wasted trying to explain military strategy to the earl’s miserable, misbegotten bastard that Stefan realized with a pang that he hadn’t brought any presents back for his own children—and added this to his list of grievances against his former lord.


If he hadn’t been in a hurry, he would have gone to see them anyway. Whatever his other disaffections, Stefan loved his children, especially his daughter, Ealsa.


Now a bright-eyed eight-year-old, Ealsa had been born when Stefan was still in training, so he’d had more chance to get to know her than he had her younger brothers. While Earic, the older of the two boys, had been born just a year after Ealsa, Stefan had already graduated to fighting real battles and was gone more than he was home.


Between Stefan’s long absences and Kathwina being prone to miscarry, it had been four years before the birth of his younger son. Spending as little time at home as he did now, Stefan wouldn’t have been able to pick Ealfwin out of a roomful of small blond boys unless he lined them up and looked carefully. That said, Ealfwin, like his older brother and sister, bore a gratifying resemblance to Stefan, leaving no doubt about his legitimacy—and whether or not Ealfwin actually recognized his father, his excited squeals joined with Ealsa and Earic’s enthusiastic welcome whenever Stefan appeared.


Although Stefan did not visit his children often, he always looked forward to seeing them. He liked the way their faces lit up when he opened the door to their nursery and how they came running into his arms, hugging and kissing him and saying they loved him.


After gruffly sending their nurse off on some unnecessary errand, he’d shut the door behind him, set aside his sword and shield, and indulge in one of the few frivolities he allowed himself—playing the games with them that his father had played with him when he was small. Privately, he regretted it as much as they did when the nurse came back from doing whatever he hadn’t needed to have her do, but just as his father had been a man who knew his duty, so was Stefan. So he’d pick up his sword and shield, promise the children he’d be back later, and go to see his wife.


It was not that Stefan did not also love his wife or that he did not make use of his infrequent opportunities to fulfill the biblical injunction to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth”—it was just that he found the residual warmth of his children’s adoration served as a buffer against the chilly greeting he could expect from her when he crossed the threshold of the room they shared during his sporadic breaks between battles.


Kathwina’s coldness toward Stefan was unfair, really, as he was not all that bad a husband by the standards of the day. He was, however, not the man she’d wanted to marry, and she’d never forgotten either that or the fact that Stefan’s parents were peasants, while she had been raised as the pampered daughter of a nobleman.
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Under ordinary circumstances, Kathwina’s father, Lord Derwick, would never have considered marrying his daughter to a commoner, but he’d come home from a campaign ten years earlier to find his wife in tears and learn that his little girl needed a husband, and needed one now.


Derwick had gone at once to seek out his peers with marriageable sons, only to have his tentative proposals met by vague excuses and suppressed smirks. If he’d had more time, he could have done better, but Kathwina was young and innocent, and she’d sincerely believed that if she prayed hard enough, her period would come and she would stop throwing up—so that by the time her parents knew what was wrong, it was too late to do more than find someone as desperate as they were. With no time to waste and no other choice, Derwick left the king’s palace and went to the army’s training arena.


While Athelburg, the capital city of Atheldom, was not a center of Christian scholarship, it had a regional claim to fame as a school for would-be warriors. Derwick knew the head trainer and trusted him. After the two had a brief private conversation, Derwick stood at the edge of the ring and watched a contest between a dozen youthful swordsmen—looking them over with the same critical judgment he used in picking the best from a litter of hunting hounds.


The boys who were sent into the arena for this unscheduled match weren’t told why, but Stefan was a particular favorite of the trainer’s, and on his way through the gate he received his instructor’s whispered advice that he should fight this round to win. He hadn’t any idea what the prize was going to be until, as they stood in the trainer’s private quarters afterward, Derwick offered him his daughter, making it clear the wedding would be the next day and that Stefan was to ask no questions but “just say yes or no.”


Stefan said yes and left the encounter stunned by the idea of having won a girl who was almost a princess, and by the size of her dowry—a sum that was no more than a paltry payoff to Derwick but was far more money than Stefan had ever had in his life. Although not particularly devout, he had gone straight to the nearest church and lit a candle to the Virgin to show his gratitude. When Stefan lifted Kathwina’s wedding veil the following day and saw that she was not just noble but beautiful as well, he silently promised the Blessed Mother of Christ a second candle. To Stefan, as to his father before him, a promise made was a promise kept, and Saint Mary got her candle as soon as he was able to return to the church and light it.


A month after that, when the pregnancy that brought Kathwina to the altar ended in a late miscarriage, Stefan lit a third candle to the Holy Mother. Having this amazing marriage without the encumbrance of another man’s child had seemed like a miracle to him, and each year that he was near a church or shrine on his anniversary, he made it a point to light a candle to show his appreciation.
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Kathwina’s feelings about her part of this bargain were not something she ever spoke out loud—at least, not to Stefan. She did, however, convey an unspoken message about the difference between her status and his. Her all-but-palpable disdain for her husband, however, did not keep her from living as though he were a man with family wealth, so his usual first order of business on returning home was paying the backlog of clothier bills.


Still, Stefan was sincerely grateful to have married as well as he did, and he remained determined that Kathwina’s noble birth and his unflagging efforts would give their children a better place in the world than his had been.


Meanwhile, hoping he might somehow please his wife, Stefan always picked out some piece of jewelry included in his share of the battle plunder—making sure that Wilham washed any lingering traces of blood off it before giving it to her. In ten years of trying, he had not yet succeeded in making Kathwina happy, and the best he could expect in return for his most hard-won gift was some remark that hovered between indifference and scorn.
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Now, as the church bells finished tolling, Stefan yanked on his boots, elbowed Wilham out of his way, and went to get his wife, grimly certain that Kathwina would not be pleased with the simple silver brooch he’d brought back for her, or with having to sit with him in the far corner of the king’s hall while all the important prizes and assignments were being handed out, waiting to hear the official announcement of his appointment as the sheriff of the Shire of Codswallow, a post politically and geographically on the road to nowhere.


When they returned late that afternoon to their quarters—a small assemblage of rooms tacked onto the back of Lord Derwick’s manor—Stefan braced himself for his wife’s derision. Instead, to his astonishment, Kathwina professed to be pleased with both her brooch and his new position. He was even more amazed when she fluttered her eyelashes at him and reached up to unlace his tunic, more ready than at any time in the past to receive his attentions as a husband. If there’d been time, he would have been delighted (and delight was not an emotion Stefan often had the opportunity to experience) to undo the laces of her bodice in return, but as it was, he had to collect his men and make it out of the city before the gates closed for the night. So—with deep and genuine regret—he took her hands off his chest and backed away, promising to send for her and the children as soon as possible.
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Once Stefan dashed off, Kathwina slammed the bedroom door closed and flung the brooch into the hearth.


As soon as possible could be months from now, and she’d already missed two periods—so, with surprisingly little hesitation, she decided that she would have to arrange to be widowed as soon as possible.













Chapter 2:

The Sheriff’s Men
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If he hadn’t been in so much of a hurry, Stefan might have been more alert to the fact that, for the first and only time in his ten-year marriage, he’d displeased his wife because he hadn’t made love to her rather than because he had. As it was, this telltale anomaly in their relationship was lost in his preoccupation with saving the sceatta it would cost to bribe his way through the city gate if he didn’t get there before it closed at sunset.
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When he’d arrived in the city that morning, Stefan had belonged to the king’s military force and been entitled to house his troop in the soldiers’ quarters that abutted the city’s western wall. Now, as a civilian official, he’d have to pay a boarding fee to keep them in the army barracks overnight—which, at a pening a man and two for each horse, was more than he had to spare.


Whistling for Wilham as he dashed out the back way, Stefan ran down the curving path, through the upper gates that separated the households of the royals and nobles from the merchants and artisans, past the one that separated the middle-ranking households from the crowded huts of ordinary laborers, and across the field between those hovels and the guards’ quarters. Pushing through groups of idlers who had time to stand around the edge of the training arena watching younger versions of himself batter each other with wooden swords, he reached the barracks to see that his ever-reliable second-in-command had his men ready and waiting.


Taking the reins that Matthew held out to him, Stefan swung up onto his restive mare and pressed his knees to her sides just as Wilham, undersized and weighed down with Stefan’s pack, along with his extra sword and shield, managed to catch up and scramble onto the docile gelding that doubled as his mount and one of the troop’s two packhorses.


The sun was on the verge of setting as Stefan led his troop to the massive oak gates at a brisk canter. The keeper was starting out of the gatehouse. Calculating that the man wasn’t going to step in front of oncoming horses, Stefan didn’t slow down. As he expected, the guard stayed back and let them pass.


As the gates clanged behind them, Stefan gave Chessa her head, letting her gallop full speed down the road toward the sunset’s afterglow. As he left the other horses behind, it felt for a brief interval that he was outrunning his frustrations and disappointments.


The feeling didn’t last.


The twilight faded. Stefan pulled up, dismounted, and waited for his men.


Matthew, the first to catch up, swung down from his own horse. Showing his usual discretion, he said nothing until he reached Stefan’s side and then made a show of surveying the road ahead as he asked, “The main road or cross country?” in a voice too low for any of the others to hear.


Preoccupied with the injustice of losing his command, Stefan hadn’t thought beyond getting out of the city. Now, stroking Chessa’s velvety nose, he considered Matthew’s question.


Taking the cross-country route at night and at this time of year was hazardous. One wrong turn could mean getting lost and riding in circles—or into a hidden bog. And then there was the added danger of meeting a contingent of the king’s guards and being mistaken for bandits or enemy raiders.


Though considerably longer, the main road was the safer route, and it had the advantage of comfortable accommodations along the way. Even allowing for having to walk the horses until the moon came up, which they’d have to do in any case, they’d easily reach the inn at the village of Welsferth by midnight and could stop to rest before starting the grueling ride north. There was, however, the cost of putting up his troop at the inn, along with the tolls for crossing the town’s bridge—and the not insignificant risk of running into members of his estranged family, all of whom lived in Welsferth or the nearby village of Hensford.


It was not just Stefan’s reluctance to spend his limited funds or to meet one of his sisters’ husbands that made him answer, “Cross country.” The nighttime missions that he’d taken as an eager cadet had been among the parts of his training he’d excelled at. He knew the kingdom’s roads, lanes, and footpaths as well as the veins on the back of his hands. He wasn’t stupid enough to blunder into a bog. And in his current mood, a fight with just about anyone would be welcome.


Walking along the faintly lit track with his horse by his side and his men behind him, Stefan could almost convince himself that this was the start of a new campaign . . . an adventure. But that was a frivolous thought, and Stefan was not given to frivolous thinking. So, instead of indulging in it, he stared into the darkness ahead of him, considering how long it would take to wring enough taxes out of Codswallow to get promoted to something—and somewhere—better.


Never having held a job outside of the army before, he assumed that subduing villagers over whom he had legitimate authority would be easier than defeating armed opponents. He was not a man to let down his guard, however, and he shifted to thinking about his small contingent of men—considering the strengths and weaknesses of each in turn and mentally marshaling his forces.


Viewed objectively—and, after his first few years of leading soldiers into combat and leaving half of them dead on the field, Stefan had come to view his troop as a changing mix of assets and liabilities rather than individuals he might slip into caring about—it was not as bad as it might have been.


Except for Matthew, who’d been with Stefan since his first command, and for a new recruit he’d taken on at the last minute, the men trudging along behind him were simply survivors of the last battle he’d fought for Ethelwold. All, except for Matthew, were Saxons. All, except for the new recruit, had proved themselves sufficiently capable of swinging battle-axes and thrusting spears to make it through at least one serious campaign. Some had more to be said for them than that.


Griswold, at forty, was older than the others. Withdrawn to the point of being sullen, he was not much to look at and was probably a drunk, but he was a seasoned fighter and the best of Ethelwold’s archers—and his drinking had not yet affected his aim.


Gerold, a nearsighted man approaching thirty, had barely competent fighting skills and was tense and anxious about most things. He had, however, a redeeming passion for numbers and accounting. Stefan, who had grown up as the son of the overseer of a noble estate, had realized early that success on the battlefield depended as much on the procurement and distribution of supplies as it did on armed strength. While he had better skills at keeping ledgers than most warriors did, Stefan found the actual adding and subtracting of columns tedious and preferred to have it done for him by someone who was too nervous to cheat.


Edmund, in his early twenties, was the strongest, boldest, and most enterprising of Stefan’s men. He’d already proven himself at swords and, so long as he didn’t get reckless, likely had a future as a notable warrior ahead of him.


After Edmund, Alfred was Stefan’s pick for his best fighter. Just seventeen, Alfred had gotten his height early and was already tall enough and strong enough that his youth and good looks were not a disadvantage—and, like Edmund, who he emulated, he was learning to use a sword.


Udolf and Wilfrid were better-than-average spearmen in their midtwenties. Of all Stefan’s men, only these two showed much imagination. Together, they had invented a verbal game that featured two imaginary fiends they’d christened “Burt” and “Bob.” During the long trips between one battlefield and the next, Udolf and Wilfrid entertained themselves with fantasy mayhem that went back and forth in a rapid-fire dialogue while the other men egged them on. Stefan was a serious man who rarely made jokes or laughed, and he had reservations about the pair’s potentially disruptive sense of fun (and also about the fact that during the celebrations after a victory, Udolf and Wilfrid went off by themselves when their comrades engaged in the sort of debauchery Stefan understood). Udolf, however, could wield a battle-axe as though his opponents were trees to be felled, and Wilfrid was a credible archer, so Stefan was willing to overlook their questionable manliness in other areas for the time being.


There were no similar questions about Baldorf, a spearman in his late twenties. Stefan had no doubt that infant versions of Baldorf were springing up nine months after they stopped overnight in any village. For all his success in the conquest of women, however, Baldorf was the most easygoing and amiable man Stefan had ever had in his command. Why he’d survived as long as he had was a mystery to Stefan. He’d talked about it with Matthew, who’d been puzzled too but guessed it was because Baldorf had found his safety and his peace in Jesus. Since then Stefan had kept a wary eye on Baldorf, intending to make sure he didn’t get so peaceful that he didn’t kill people when Stefan told him to.


Alford, the new recruit, was Alfred’s fourteen-year-old brother. Stefan had been getting ready to leave for Atheldom when Alfred had brought Alford into his tent, saying first that the boy was completely healthy and then that there’d been a wave of illness in their home village that had taken the rest of his family. Then he’d asked to have his brother join them. Not interested in looking after an orphan, Stefan would have refused except that Alfred knelt like he was begging a favor from the king—justifying his momentary weakness with the excuse that the boy might show the same talent as his brother.


Even counting Matthew, eight men and one boy wasn’t much of a troop. But that was what he had, and he’d have to make do with it until he got to the godforsaken Shire of Codswallow and commandeered some more.


[image: ]


For the most part, Stefan’s men felt no more personal loyalty to him than he felt for them. They were, with the exception of Gerold, peasants by birth and understood what few choices their lives offered them. Under Stefan’s command, they could expect that they would eat more regularly than they would otherwise, that beatings would be for some cause and not just his personal gratification, and that there was a reasonable chance he’d bring them out of the battles he sent them into. Beyond that, Stefan had a reputation for winning, and until recently his men had harbored hopes of sharing in the spoils.


If the rest of Stefan’s troops did not have strong personal feelings for him, Matthew, a seasoned warrior in his early forties, made up for it with an intense devotion that was matched only by his devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ Himself.


Matthew was a Briton who’d been born and raised a pagan. His parents had stayed stubbornly fixed in their old ways, so when Matthew converted to Christianity at the age of sixteen, he’d exchanged the love of his family for that of the Lord Jesus. Newly converted and without the background or self-confidence to go into religious life, Matthew had gone into the army, where his single-minded dedication to his duties had taken him upward as far as a non-Saxon peasant could go, and he’d graduated from a successful career in warfare to become the head trainer for would-be warriors in the king’s arena.


While he made his living as a warrior, Matthew’s avocation was bringing others to Jesus. Any new trainee who was not already Christian when he came under Matthew’s tutelage was subjected to intense evangelizing that would make the most devout pagan agree to conversion in order to get some sleep. A skilled fighter himself, Matthew had an unerring eye for warrior potential in the scores of novices who tripped over each other on their way into the training arena, trying to look braver than they were as they helped each other put on padded vests and leather bonnets. He’d picked Stefan out from the first, seeing his innate skills and watching him move forward through unrelenting effort, and when Stefan finished his training and took his first commission, Matthew had left the safety of the training arena to follow his protégé back into combat. Since then, he had given Stefan all the love that might otherwise have gone to parents, wife, or children. This fanatical commitment to Stefan rivaled the two other obsessions in Matthew’s life—his love for the Lord Jesus and his hatred of Druid priests.













Chapter 3:

Wilham
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Stefan did not count his Celt slave as one of his men, despite the fact that Wilham was just a few years younger than he was and had been in his service for eighteen years.


Although they were born on the same country estate, the two would not have begun what was to become a lifelong relationship if Wilham’s father, who was one of the manor’s field slaves, hadn’t borrowed a pup from a sheepdog’s litter and handed it to his then five-year-old son to keep him busy and out of the way.


Stefan was eight then, and he had been asking his father for a dog for months.


Harold hadn’t exactly said yes, but he hadn’t said no either, so when Stefan saw the fluffy black-and-white puppy Wilham was playing with, he pushed the smaller boy over and took it. Later that day, when Harold asked him where he got the little dog, Stefan looked his father straight in the eye and said that he’d found it in the woods and it had followed him home.


It was the lie that got Stefan into trouble—the lie and the fact that while Wilham was just a slave who couldn’t claim to own anything, both the puppy and the boy belonged to the estate. A resolutely upright and honest man, Harold would not take a turnip from his lord’s holdings that was not due him, and he intended his son to be the same—and that was the gist of the lengthy lecture he delivered after he handed the puppy back to Wilham and before he thrashed Stefan soundly and sent him to bed without his supper.


As the estate’s overseer, Harold had a cottage built of wood planks rather than wattle and daub. It was big enough to hold four or five ordinary workmen’s huts, and instead of being a single room that served all its residents’ needs, it was divided into a main room with a kitchen and pantry and two bedrooms—one for Stefan’s parents and one that Stefan got to have to himself, since his half sisters by his father’s first marriage were grown and gone.


His back stinging from Harold’s switch, Stefan pressed his ear against his bedroom door and listened to his parents arguing. He could only catch snatches of what was being said until his father shouted, “I’ll not have a son of mine turning into a thief and a liar!”


“He’s only a boy, and he’s been punished enough!” Stefan’s usually soft-spoken mother raised her voice in return. “Please, Harold, you know how much he wants a dog. Couldn’t you let him have it?”


Stefan held his breath, thinking he might get the puppy after all, but his father said, “No, Ealswan, absolutely not!”


“You gave Heldreth a puppy, you gave Heldwen a kitten, and you gave Heldruna a lamb!”


Stefan had never before heard his mother speak sharply to his father or accuse him of favoring the children from his first marriage, but even listening with all his might, he couldn’t hear what his father answered. He sighed, rubbed his ear, and kicked the post of his bed, but then he put his ear back against the door, just in case. For a moment his hopes rose as he made out his mother saying, “There’s the back storage shed just outside the kitchen. There’s plenty of room . . .” and his father’s gruff response, “I don’t know, Ealswan. It’s a lot of responsibility.”


Stefan crossed his fingers and held his breath.


“Please, dear,” his mother said in a coaxing tone, “for me. She could help me when I get tired.”


His father, sounding flustered, answered, “Ealsie, darling, why didn’t you tell me you needed help?”


They obviously were not talking about the puppy anymore, so Stefan gave his post another kick and went to bed.


The next morning, his mother woke him up holding a cup of steaming goat’s milk in one hand and a freshly baked sweet bun in the other. Remembering his grievances, Stefan said he wasn’t hungry, crossed his arms, and clenched his teeth.


But he was hungry. Between the smell of the warm, buttered bun and the soothing sound of his mother’s voice as she stroked his hair and pleaded with him to eat, he let himself be persuaded to “try just a bite.” When he finished his milk and the last crumbs of bun, she set his empty plate and cup aside, put her arms around him, and told him that his father was going to have something very serious to tell him and that he must show that he was just as reliable as his sisters were. Then she whispered, “Will you do that for me?”


Hopeful that this meant he was going to get the puppy after all, Stefan let his mother hug him and felt the soft humming of her heart against his cheek as he answered, “Yes, Mama.”
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Harold, however, had told Wilham that he could keep the puppy.


“A man’s word is his bond, whether it’s to a king or a slave!” was what he’d told Ealswan the night before, and it was what he told Stefan that morning as he was lecturing him again about being dependable and trustworthy.


Keeping his promise to his mother, Stefan said, “Yes, Papa,” at all the right moments, earning her look of approval whenever he glanced in her direction.


Harold’s lecture, interspersed with his favorite adages and admonitions, went on long enough that Stefan had all but forgotten why he’d been punished and was in the middle of saying, “Yes, Papa,” yet again when he realized that his father had just said that having a slave of his own was a big responsibility and he had to prove he deserved it. That was when he noticed Wilham, holding the puppy in his arms, standing in the corner of the room with his mother and father.


Priding himself on being a strict disciplinarian, Harold could have stood by his insistence that Stefan bear the full consequences of his wrongdoing, but what he couldn’t do was hold out against Ealswan’s entreaties. Neither able to refuse anything his very sweet and very much younger wife asked of him nor to go back on his word, he’d agreed to buy Wilham’s parents from the estate, including Wilham and the puppy in the bargain—and so he’d been able to maintain that Stefan wasn’t getting the puppy, he was getting Wilham, and the puppy had just happened to come along.
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Wilham’s parents moved into the shed behind the main cottage that day and were soon an indispensable part of the household. “I don’t know how we ever got along without them,” Stefan’s mother commented more than once. And while Harold had grumbled about not needing a slave to do his work for him, he grew to rely on Wilham’s father to look after their family’s flock of sheep while he was busy overseeing the larger estate. And it turned out that Wilham was just as useful to Stefan, despite his complaints to his friends that he’d had to take the stupid crybaby to get his puppy.


Once he got over his initial disappointment, Stefan gave Wilham—who’d previously been called Hwellwn—his Saxon name and taught him to speak English, incidentally learning to speak Celt in the process.


When Harold saw this, he was pleased—not just because most of the estate’s workforce was made up of defeated Britons and speaking their language would be useful when Stefan was old enough to be a real help, but also because having a slave of his own seemed to be teaching him about duty and responsibility.


Harold would have been less pleased if he’d had any inkling of the increasingly daredevil escapades Stefan began to indulge in once he had a minion who didn’t dare tell on him.


While Stefan had the run of the estate and the cultivated lands around it, he wasn’t allowed to go into the adjoining forest by himself—by which his parents meant he could not go into the forest unless Harold or one of the workers went with him. Stefan, however, knew a loophole when he heard it, and now that he had Wilham, he reasoned that if he were caught, he could honestly say he wasn’t “by himself.” Despite several close calls, both boys survived the illicit explorations Stefan led them on, and while Wilham would be left racked with nightmares, Stefan would always recall those as some of the best times he’d ever had.
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