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“This must now above all things be said: that I wished to live honorably and after my life to leave to the men who came after me my memory in good works.”

—Alfred, King of the West Saxons, from his translation of Boethius
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PRELUDE

A.D. 856–865


Chapter 1

The small boy stood in the corner of the room, forgotten for the moment by his father, the king. The thanes who clustered about King Ethelwulf were dour of face and grim of voice, and the word they were constantly using was a word Alfred did not know.

Rebellion.

What did it mean? Alfred melted even deeper into the corner of the king’s hall at Southampton Manor and tried to understand what the thanes were saying. His brother Ethelbald was in rebellion; that was clear enough. But what did “rebellion” mean?

For the past year Alfred and his father had been away from Wessex on a pilgrimage to Rome. During that time responsibility for the government had been divided between Alfred’s two oldest brothers, Athelstan and Ethelbald. Then, but a few months before, Athelstan had died and Ethelbald had taken the whole kingdom into his own hands.

Now he was in rebellion.

Whatever this “rebellion” was, Alfred thought with a shiver, it could not be good. Not from the looks on the faces of the thanes.

“Prince.” It was the familiar voice of one of Ethelwulfs companion thanes. “Come along, lad,” the man said now quietly. “The queen is looking for you,”

It was a moment before Alfred realized to whom the man was referring. “Oh,” he said then, as enlightenment struck, “Judith!”

“Yes, the Lady Judith. She has been asking for you.”

“All right,” said Alfred, moving out of the shadows of his corner with sudden willingness. Perhaps Judith would know what this “rebellion” meant. “I’ll come.”

*

Princess Judith, daughter of Charles the Bald, had been married to Ethelwulf three weeks before in France.

Judith was sixteen years old; Ethelwulf was fifty-three.

“Alfred,” Judith said in Frankish as Alfred came through the door of her sleeping room. Not many years separated her from her stepson, and the two had become fast friends during the four-month stay the West Saxons had made at the court of France. In the easy way of children, Alfred had learned to speak simple Prankish and it was he who was tutoring Judith in Saxon. “What is happening?” she asked now, her large brown eyes darker than usual with apprehension.

“I do not know, Judith,” Alfred answered, closing the door behind him. “I think my brother Ethelbald has done something bad. The thanes say it is ‘rebellion.’” He said the word in Saxon. “Do you know what that means?” he asked.

Judith shook her head. “If you do not know the word, Alfred, then how can I?”

“Oh.” He had not thought of that. He crossed the wooden floor and climbed into the room’s second chair, which was placed, like Judith’s, close to the charcoal brazier. He said, his voice troubled, “It is strange that my other brothers, Ethelbert and Ethelred, are not here to greet us.”

Judith sighed with exasperation. “Your West Saxon names! They all sound the same to me!”

Alfred grinned a little. “‘Ethel’ means nobly born,” he said in explanation, taking obvious pleasure in being able to impart information. “It is a common beginning for the names of West Saxon nobles.” He remembered an old grievance, “Of all my brothers, I am the only one not to be called by it. Even my sister is called Ethelswith!”

“You came so long after your brothers and sister,” Judith said in her soft voice. “Your father has told me that you are his special gift from God. That is why you have a special name.”

Alfred pushed out his lower lip. “I like the name ‘Ethelwold,’” he said after a minute.

Judith said firmly, “I like ‘Alfred.’”

He looked at her sideways from under long, gold-tipped lashes; then he grinned.

“How old is your brother Ethelbald?” Judith asked next.

The smile disappeared and Alfred looked earnestly at his fingers, “Ethelred is eighteen. Ethelbert is four years older than he, and Ethelbald two years more. That makes him…” He frowned in concentration and began to count on his fingers.

“Twenty-four,” Judith said finally when it became clear that Alfred had lost his way.

Alfred scowled, furious that he had not been able to do the arithmetic.

At that moment the latch on the door lifted and the door was pushed open. Both Alfred and Judith jumped to their feet as a tall, thin, gray-haired man came into the room.

“My lord,” said Judith in a suddenly subdued voice.

“Father!” said Alfred in relief. As soon as Ethelwulf began to cross the floor toward them Alfred asked in Saxon, “What is ‘rebellion’?”

“Rebellion,” Ethelwulf, King of Wessex, repeated heavily. He turned to Judith and said the word again, in Frankish. Her eyes opened wide with sudden comprehension.

“Sit down, my dear,” Ethelwulf said to his wife, speaking in his accented but relatively fluent French. He turned to Alfred. “You may take the floor, my son. My old bones have more need of a chair than do yours.”

Alfred subsided with boneless ease onto the fur rug at his father’s feet. “What did you say to Judith?” he said to Ethelwulf with the fearless curiosity of an indulged child. “What was that word? What is ‘rebellion’?”

Ethelwulf lowered himself into the chair that Alfred had vacated and stretched his long legs before him. “‘Rebellion’ is the act of raising an army against one’s king,” he said, meeting his son’s upraised golden eyes. “It appears that your brother Ethelbald, having had a taste of kingship, has decided he does not want to give up the position.”

Alfred stared at his father’s face. Ethelwulf did not look worried, he thought. He merely looked tired. Whatever it was that Ethelbald was doing, it could not be as bad as Alfred had feared.

Judith was saying, “I am sorry, my lord, to hear this. But one man cannot raise a rebellion alone. Has this son of yours followers?”

“So it would seem,” Ethelwulf replied.

“Not Ethelred!” Alfred interjected, in quick defense of his favorite brother.

“No, not Ethelred,” his father agreed. “In fact, Ethelred and Ethelbert are awaiting me at Winchester. It appears that Osric, ealdorman of Hampshire, has raised the fyrd in my defense.”

There was a moment’s silence. Then Judith asked, almost diffidently, “I do not understand your words, my lord. What is the fyrd? What is an ealdorman?”

“An ealdorman is similar to a Frankish count, my dear,” Ethelwulf explained. “He is a noble appointed by the king to lead the shire. He is responsible for administering the law in the shire, and he is responsible for defense. The fyrd is the militia that the ealdorman calls up from among the thanes and ceorls of his shire in time of need.

Alfred had been listening to his father’s explanation with barely concealed impatience. “Father!” he said as soon as Ethelwulf had finished, “Does Ethelbald have an army?”

“Yes, my son,” came the sad reply. “I very much fear that he does.”

Alfred could feel the muscles in his stomach contract. “What does it all mean?” he almost whispered. “What is going to happen?”

Judith’s voice, practical and cool, cut across his. “Who are Ethelbald’s followers, my lord? And how many of them are there?”

Alfred’s father began to rub the side of his face, a sure sign of distress. “Ethelbald’s foster father is my wife’s brother, Eahlstan, Bishop of Sherborne. Ethelbald has passed most of his life in the western part of the country, and it is the men from west of the great forest of Selwood who have risen to follow him.”

“But the men of the east will stand with you?” Alfred stared at Judith in surprise. He had never heard her sound so…authoritative.

“So I understand.”

Judith leaned back in her chair. “Well, then, if you have your other sons with you, my lord, and all the shires to the east of this Selwood, it seems to me that Ethelbald’s cause will have short shrift.”

Alfred saw his father give a quick look in his direction. Then Ethelwulf smiled at Judith. “I am sure it will, my dear,” he said in the falsely soothing voice that Alfred knew meant something was being kept from him. “I am sure that it will.”

*

Alfred longed to reach Winchester. His brother Ethelred would be at Winchester, and Ethelred was the person Alfred loved most in the world. He loved his father too, of course, but Ethelred had always been the one to find time for the youngest member of the West Saxon royal family. It was Ethelred who had taught Alfred to ride, who had taught him to shoot his arrow straight and true, who had taught him to hunt. He had even promised that when Alfred returned from Rome, he would teach Alfred to use his sword as well.

Ethelred would not treat him like a baby. Ethelred would tell him what was happening. Ethelred would make him feel safe once again.

The stone walls of Winchester looked much like the Roman walls one saw everywhere in France and Italy, but Alfred found himself looking at the West Saxon capital city with different eyes this day as he rode in through the gate in his father’s train. The cities of France and Italy had been far grander than the small market town of Winchester. Alfred had seen the look on Judith’s face yesterday when she had first beheld the simple wooden hall that was the king’s chief dwelling at Southampton. Southampton was one of the smallest of the West Saxon royal manors; but not even the largest or grandest of them, not even Wilton, remotely resembled the grandeur of the Frankish royal vils.

Alfred’s heart lifted when he saw the two figures awaiting them on the steps of the royal hall.

“My brothers!” he said to Judith; but it was at one brother only that he looked.

Ethelbert and Ethelred came to greet their father in proper fashion, and then Ethelwulf presented them to Judith. Their welcome was brief; neither prince spoke Frankish and Judith’s Saxon was elementary.

Then Alfred could wait no longer. “Ethelred!” he cried.

The fair-haired young man turned away from Judith and looked at the small boy on the pony. “Alfred!” he said with a laugh, imitating Alfred’s distinctive clipped diction. Then Ethelred reached up his arms, plucked his small brother right out of the saddle, and swung him first high in the air and then into his arms for a big bear hug. “How is my favorite little brother?” he asked as he set the child on his feet.

Alfred beamed. “I am your only little brother,” he retorted, and Ethelred laughed and ruffled his hair.

“That is why you are so precious.”

Ethelwulf lifted Judith from her horse. “Come,” he said to his sons. “Let us go into the hall.”

The great hall of Winchester was fully as large as any king’s hall that Alfred had seen in France. The hearthplace in the middle of the floor was so long that there were two fires burning on it, one at each end. The smoke curled upward and went out the open smoke vents in the roof. Carved pillars held up thick cross-beams, and there were doors on either long wall. The wooden walls were hung with brightly colored tapestries, and over the tapestries hung a collection of polished weapons and shields. Benches ringed the room, and the stone floor was covered with fresh-smelling rushes. Several of the flambeaux in the wall sconces were lit.

Perhaps it was not built of stone, Alfred thought loyally as he surveyed the room before him, but it was every bit as grand as Judith’s father’s palace had been. Best of all, it was home.

Ethelwulf was summoning a serving woman to take Judith to one of the two private sleeping rooms at the far end of the hall, but Judith said, “Alfred will show me.”

Alfred was dismayed and looked to his father. He did not want to go with Judith; he wanted to stay here and listen to his father and his brothers talk. But Ethelwulf only said, “I am certain Alfred will be glad to show you, my dear.”

Princely courtesy forced Alfred to walk forward to Judith’s side and say, “This way, my lady. The room on the left.”

It had been his mother’s room, and he stopped at the door to stare at the unchanged setting before him. The bed was spread with a beautifully woven cover depicting a golden dragon, the symbol of their house. It had taken his mother over a year to weave that cover; she had done it all herself. The clothes chest was bound with polished brass and the stone floor was covered with the same colorful rugs that had always been there. There was a table with a chest for jewelry, now standing empty, There were two other tables holding oil lamps. Beside each table was a wicker chair, made comfortable with cushions.

“What a lovely room,” said Judith. Alfred could clearly hear the surprise in her voice.

“It was my mother’s,” he said.

A little silence fell. Then Judith said gently, “I hope you do not mind my using it.”

He thought about that. “I was surprised when you married my father,” he admitted. He added with the brutal candor of childhood, “He is old and you are young.”

Judith’s lovely face was very still. “The match was made by my father. He deemed it a good idea to ally our two countries in this bitter time of Viking invasion.”

“Then you do not mind going away from your home and your people?” Alfred was genuinely curious. When she did not immediately reply, he added, “7 would not like it.”

“No one asked me if I minded or no,” Judith replied at last, and even a seven-year-old could distinguish the bitterness in her voice. A coldness seemed to come across her delicate features. “I am a princess of France; therefore, I must marry where I am told. Such is the way of the world.”

Alfred was horror-stricken. “You were not asked?”

“Princesses are never asked, Alfred.” The coldness had crept into her voice as well.

“What of princes?” With the ruthless egocentricity of childhood, Alfred immediately related her situation to his. “Could I be married like that, away from my family and into a foreign land?” His eyes were huge, his voice appalled.

“No, Alfred.” Judith’s face softened and she came to put an arm about his shoulders. “Do not concern yourself, my dear. Such a thing could never happen to you. You are a boy. You will have some say in whom you marry.”

His eyes searched her face. “Are you sure?”

“I am sure.” She smiled.

“But Judith…” Now that his own fear had been laid to rest, he could think once more of her. “That is not fair,” he said.

“No.” The coldness was back in her face and voice. “It is not. But it seems it is only small boys and young girls who feel thus.”

He did not know what to say to comfort her. She looked so…bleak. “Judith,” he said softly, tentatively, “I am very happy that you are to have my mother’s room.”

Something glinted in her eyes. He hoped, anxiously, that it was not tears. “Thank you, Alfred,” she said. “You are a good friend.”

He smiled up at her engagingly and offered the biggest treat he could think of. “Perhaps tomorrow you can come hunting with me and Ethelred.”

“We shall see,” she said. “But I thank you for inviting me.”

“If we get to go hunting, that is,” he muttered, following her across the floor toward the clothes chest. “Bother Ethelbald and his rebellion!”


Chapter 2

The talk in the royal hall was only of Ethelbald’s rebellion, and soon the ealdormen and chief thanes of the shires east of Selwood began to pour into Winchester in order to take counsel with the king.

Alfred discovered that one of the causes of the rebellion was his father’s marriage to Judith.

“But Judith is nice!” Alfred protested to Ethelred when he first learned this upsetting news. “Why should Ethelbald be against Her?” He thought of something further. “She is Charlemagne’s great-granddaughter, Ethelred. I heard that is partly why Father married her, to link our line to the line of Charlemagne.”

“Ethelbald’s objection has to do with Judith’s being crowned and anointed Queen of Wessex when she married Father,” Ethelred explained. “No queen has ever been anointed before, Alfred; not in Wessex and not in the empire. Anointing is for kings, not for queens. In fact, none of the West Saxon thanes is pleased about the anointing. We do not have queens in Wessex. Mother was the king’s wife; she was never called queen.”

“Judith’s mother is called queen,” Alfred said.

“That is the way of the Franks. It is not our way.”

Alfred brightened. “Perhaps Father can send Judith home. She would like that.” He lowered his voice. “I don’t think she is very happy here, Ethelred. She doesn’t speak our language and she is so far away from her home.…”

But Ethelred was shaking his head. “Marriage is for life, Alfred. Father cannot send Judith home.”

“Oh.”

“Father has sent for Ethelbald to come to Winchester to parley,” Ethelred said next.

Alfred was surprised. “Will he come?” he asked after a moment. “Everybody is so angry with him here.”

“No one knows what he will do,” Ethelred said.

Alfred’s fair brows were drawn together. “I cannot remember Ethelbald,” he confessed.

“He was at your christening.” Ethelred ruffled his little brother’s hair. “But I suppose you cannot remember that.”

Alfred pulled away from his brother’s hand. “Of course I cannot remember that!” He stared at Ethelred in outrage. “I was only a baby!”

“That is true,” Ethelred replied gravely. “But that is probably the only time you have ever met Ethelbald. He has always lived with his foster father in the west.”

“Ethelred, why did Ethelbald have a foster father?” This was a question that had been puzzling Alfred for several days. “None of the rest of us had a foster father. We all stayed at home with our own father. Why was Ethelbald sent away?”

“When they were children, Atheistan and Ethelbald were at constant odds with each other,” Ethelred replied. “Ethelbald resented the fact that Atheistan was Father’s heir even though he was not Mother’s son but the son of a concubine. Eventually, to keep the peace, Father sent both Atheistan and Ethelbald to be fostered. That is why Ethelbald was reared by Eahlstan.”

“Oh.” Alfred’s next question introduced a new thought, “Does Ethelbald look like me?”

“No. He looks like our grandfather, King Egbert. Father always said that of all his children it was only Ethelbald who had inherited the famous coloring of the West Saxon royal house.”

“I look like Mother,” Alfred said dismally.

“You are a lucky boy to look like Mother,” Ethelred said. “She was a very lovely lady,”

“She was a girl.”

Ethelred’s mouth twitched. “True. But you do not look like a girl, little brother.”

“They said in Rome that I looked like a little angel.” Alfred sounded utterly disgusted.

Ethelred coughed. “Angels are boys,” he said after a minute.

Alfred brightened. “That is true.”

“Perhaps you will have a chance to see Ethelbald soon,” Ethelred said. “Father has sent a messenger to Sherborne. We must wait for the reply.”

*

The answer came more quickly than anyone had expected. Four days after the king’s messenger had departed, Ethelbald himself came riding into Winchester, Alfred had been returning from Mass in the minster when the party from Sherborne arrived, and he saw his brother as Ethelbald dismounted from his great bay stallion in the courtyard.

His first thought was that Ethelbald was big. Bigger than Ethelred. Bigger than Alfred’s father. He was bareheaded, with a blue headband holding his shoulder-length hair off his face. And his hair was the color of moonlight.

Alfred watched with pounding heart as his brother, flanked by eight of his thanes, strode up the steps of the royal hall to the great door and disappeared.

Two hours later, the king sent for his three youngest sons and told them of his decision.

“Father, you’re mad!” Ethelbert was white with outrage. “You cannot give in to him like this.”

“My mind is made up.” The king’s usually gentle face was set like granite. “I will resign the greater part of Wessex to Ethelbald and take up the rule in Kent.”

Alfred looked worriedly from his father’s face to his brothers’, then back to his father’s again.

“Kent and the rest of the shires won for Wessex by our grandfather are but a subkingdom. The rule of Kent is traditionally given to the heir,” Ethelbert was saying. “It will be humiliating for you to become a subking under the rule of your own son, Father!”

Ethelwulf closed his eyes for the briefest of seconds. Alfred jumped to his feet and went to the table in the corner to pour his father a cup of mead. There was silence in the room as he carried it carefully across the floor to the king’s chair. Ethelwulf smiled at his youngest and accepted the mead.

“Listen, my sons,” he said after he had taken a drink from the goblet, and Alfred strained to understand what had caused his father to do such a strange thing as relinquishing his kingdom. “I have been King of Wessex for nigh on eighteen years,” Ethelwulf said, “and before that I ruled Kent for my own father. For all those years I have ever done what was best for the kingdom, best for the people. We face now perhaps the greatest threat to civilization ever seen in England. The cruel and pagan Danish hordes sweep down on our coasts and harry our people, as the wolf does the unprotected sheep. It is the time for a young king; it is the time for a warrior. Ethelbald is both those things.”

“He is a heartless, ruthless bastard.”

Alfred stared in horror at Ethelbert. Even his brother’s lips were white-looking.

But Ethelwulf was not angry. “Your brother has ever reminded me of my own father,” he said in reply, looking not at his sons but at the golden mead in the gold-engraved cup he held. “He looks like my father, and he is like him in character as well. He was a hard man, Egbert of Wessex, and ruthless. But none can deny that he was a great king,”

Alfred could not understand. “But, Father…if Ethelbald is bad, how can he be like Grandfather, who was a great king?”

“I have never said Ethelbald is bad, Alfred,” Ethelwulf answered. “He is ambitious. So was my father. So was Cerdic, the first king of our line, and Ceawlin, and Ine…all the great kings of Wessex.” He looked from

Alfred to Ethelbert and then to Ethelred. “Ethelbald is perhaps not the king I would choose if we were at peace. Peace demands virtues he does not possess. But we are not at peace, and I think he is the man to deal with the Danes. He fought with me at Aclea, remember. I have seen Ethelbald in battle, and there can be no doubt that he is a warrior.”

Ethelbert made a movement as if he would protest, but the king held up his hand. “I do this for the kingdom,” Ethelwulf said. “Remember that, my sons, if ever you come to rule. A true king is one who ever sets the good of the kingdom above his own personal ambition.”

“Ethelbald will never do that,” said Ethelred bitterly.

Alfred took a step closer to Ethelred and looked, wide-eyed, into his brother’s face.

“Perhaps not,” Ethelwulf answered his son. “But I am yet the sworn and consecrated king, and that is what I intend to do. I will not have this country torn apart by civil war.”

“There will be no war, Father.” Ethelbert dropped to his knees and clutched his father’s arm in his passion. We will drive him out, him and all his west-country followers!” The blue eyes he raised to Ethelwulf were fiercely bright.

“No, Ethelbert.” Alfred had never heard his father speak in such a voice. He took another step closer to Ethelred.

“I am determined,” the old king continued slowly and with emphasis. “I shall resign the kingdom to Ethelbald. But I have also made an agreement with him that when I die, you are to reign after me in Kent. And if he should die and leave no son old enough to take up the rule, the whole of the kingdom will pass to you. So rest assured, Ethelbert, that I have protected your interests in this matter. Your interests and those of your brothers. The rule of Wessex in this time of peril! must never be given into the keeping of a child.” Now the king looked from one face to the other, making certain he had their absolute attention. “You are to succeed each other, should the necessity arise,” he said. “That I will ask all of you to swear.”

Ethelbert slowly straightened to his feet and Alfred saw that his expression had altered. Why, Alfred thought, suddenly enlightened, Ethelbert is afraid for his own inheritance! That is why he is so opposed to giving Ethelbald the rule.

“I sec that I cannot dissuade you,” Ethelbert said.

“You cannot, my son.”

A small silence fell. Alfred lowered his eyes and stared at the brown wool of his tunic. Ethelred placed a warm, reassuring hand upon his shoulder and he heard his father say, “All will be well, my sons. I promise you, all will be well.”

*

The council of West Saxon nobles, the witan, met the following morning at the request of the king. The kings of Wessex had never been autocrats and had always ruled with the guidance of the witan. Yet, as all men knew, some kings were more dominant than others. Ethelwulf had ever been a man willing to submit his plans to the council of ealdormen and thanes and bishops of the West Saxon nobility.

But this day it was Ethelwulf who prevailed.

The reasons were two-fold, as Ethelred tried to explain to Alfred after the meeting of the witan, the witenagemot, had broken up. First, Ethelbald was the prince who was most likely to succeed his father anyway. Athelstan’s son was too young, and would be too young for near fifteen more years, to take up the leadership of a country imperiled by the Danes.

Second, many of the thanes present had fought at Aclea. They knew that though the nominal leader of the West Saxon fyrd for that notable victory against the Danes had been Ethelwulf, the true leader had been his son Ethelbald.

And so the West Saxon witan had acquiesced in the request of Ethelwulf to name Ethelbald the new King of Wessex.

There was to be no formal coronation, however. While one anointed king yet lived, the church had refused to anoint another. Ethelbald had not insisted. He had the power; he could wait for the rest.

Instead of a crowning, Ethelwulf had suggested a feast for all the great nobles of the kingdom. “If we do not hold together, then we will fall to the Danes piecemeal,” he said to counter the objections from some of his stauncher supporters. “Do you want that?”

No one wanted that, and so the feast went forward. It was held in Winchester two week after the witan, giving time for the king’s thanes from west of Selwood to come into the capital.

On the night of the feast, Ethelwulf and Ethelbald shared the honor of the high seat; two kings, the old and the new, presiding over the packed hall and the cautious festivity.

Alfred sat between Judith and Ethelred and listened to the scop singing The Battle of Deorham, an ancient battle song of his people.

“Like a great silver eagle, Ceawlin swoops on his foes,” the harper chanted, and Alfred’s eyes flew to the figure of his eldest brother. Ceawlin, he thought, must have looked like Ethelbald.

His eyes went next to his own slim, childish arms and legs. He would never look like Ethelbald. He had been told too often that he looked like his mother.

Suddenly he saw that Ethelbald was beckoning to him. Alfred scrambled to his feet and went to stand before the high seat. He had not yet done more than exchange a simple greeting with this stranger-brother of his.

“Would you like to bear the mead cup around the hall, youngster?” Ethelbald asked in his deep voice.

Alfred stared up into his brother’s eyes. They were not blue in color, nor were they green, he thought, but a mix of the two. There was a fractional pause. Ethelbald was offering him a great honor, but Alfred feared that doing such a service for his brother might be a betrayal of his father.

His father’s gentle voice said, “Do as your brother bids you, my son.” Alfred turned to find Ethelwulf smiling at him, and then he reached his hands up and took the golden mead cup from Ethelbald. Balancing it carefully, he bore it with solemn-faced grace to the man seated on Ethelbald’s left. Slowly Alfred made his way from thane to thane around the hall.

Alfred had almost finished his task when he felt the first pangs of queasiness begin to stir in his stomach. He should not have eaten the spiced meat, he thought with apprehension. He had known he should not, but it had looked so good….

Perhaps if he ignored the sickness it would go away.

He returned the cup to Ethelbald and received a quick, genial smile from his brother’s blue-green eyes. He forced a return smile and walked steadily back to his own bench place. Five minutes later he turned to the brother he loved. “Ethelred,” he said in a low voice, “I don’t feel well. I think I had better go back to the princes’ hall.”

Ethelred gave him a hard look and said instantly, “I’ll go with you,”

Alfred nodded and watched as his brother murmured something into their father’s ear. Ethelwulf looked sharply at Alfred, then nodded to Ethelred. Alfred’s weak stomach was well known to his family.

He was sick in the courtyard, then sick again once they had reached the hall. He felt wretched and weak and horribly inadequate. No one else ever got ill when they ate spiced food. Only him.

He lay down on one of the hall benches and closed his eyes. He was sweating but he felt very cold. “Are you all right?” Ethelred asked.

“Yes.” He forced a grin. “I shall be fine, Ethelred. You can go back to the banquet now.” His teeth began to chatter.

“You’re chilled,” Ethelred said and went to fetch another cover. He asked again, after he had piled all his own blankets on Alfred, “Are you sure you will be all right?”

“Quite sure,” said Alfred.

“There is a serving man at the door. Send him to the great hall if you need me.”

“All right.”

After Ethelred had left Alfred opened his eyes and lay still, looking at the fire. The great log was smoldering under a heap of ash. The doors of the hall were all shut fast. It was very quiet.

Ethelred was never sick, Alfred thought. Nor was Ethelbert. And Ethelbald…the image of his eldest brother was very clear to Alfred’s mind. He would wager that Ethelbald had never been sick a day in his life.

What must it be like, he wondered, to be Ethelbald? To be as tall as a tree and as strong as an ox. To be a warrior all men held in awe. Never to have a doubt, a fear. Ethelbald did not look as if he knew the meaning of the word fear.

Alfred was afraid. He was afraid of being sick. He was afraid of being weak, He was afraid he would never grow to be as strong as his brothers.

Nausea rose again in his throat. He got to his feet and stumbled once more to the door and out into the cold dark air. It was best not to fight the nausea, to get up all that was so upsetting his stomach.

There was a disgusting taste in his mouth, and he felt weak in the knees and very chilled when finally he crept back into the hall and into the nest of blankets on his bench.

He wanted his mother. Osburgh had been dead for three years, and in many ways she was but a dim memory, but at times like this he remembered vividly the touch of her hand on his forehead, the sound of her soft voice in his ear. Tears came to his eyes and he set his teeth and forced them down again.

He would not be a baby. He was eight years of age. He would pray to St. Wilfred to make him brave and strong like his brothers. His stomach heaved and he shut his eyes, curled into a small ball, and began to say his prayers.


Chapter 3

Two days after the feast Alfred, along with his father, Judith, and two of his brothers, left Winchester for Kent, where Ethelwulf once more took up the rule he had held for so many years under his own father. The following months went by peaceably enough, although the news from France was distressing. The cities and monasteries of the Seine and the Loire were being burned and plundered by the northmen, and it seemed that Judith’s father, Charles the Bald, was helpless to stop the pagan’s rampage.

Judith occupied herself that winter with teaching Alfred to read. The Prankish princess had been horrified by the devastation of learning in Wessex, and the burning monasteries in France only spurred her determination to spread the blessing of her own excellent education as best she could. In Alfred she discovered a thirst for learning that not one member of his own family had known existed, and the two young people spent many long winter’s afternoons with their heads happily bent side by side over a book.

Spring arrived and the coasts of Sussex and Kent were quiet. No long ships, with their terrifying carved prows and their even more terrifying cargoes of Viking warriors, appeared out of the channel mists to disturb the peace of ceorl, thane, or elderly king.

The coast of western Wessex was not so peaceful. In June Norse raiders from Ireland came up the Bristol Channel, burning and looting. But Ethelbald was at his manor of Wedmore and immediately called up the Somersetshire fyrd to drive the raiders off. They sailed back across the sea to Dublin and were not seen again that year.

Instead, the Danes continued to concentrate their attacks on France. Deserted by most of his nobles, Judith’s father was forced to stand by helplessly as the Vikings burned his city of Paris. Of all the glorious churches on the Seine, only four were left standing by summer’s end.

Winter came again, the season of safety in Wessex, when the Vikings returned home to their own lands and the snug warmth of their own firesides. With the coming of December, Alfred once more began to spend his afternoons poring over books with Judith.

Ethelred could not understand him.

“Judith makes me feel so stupid,” Alfred confessed when his brother expressed astonishment that Alfred was not going hunting yet again. “Do you know she can read Latin and French, and she is teaching me to read Saxon?”

“You are not stupid.” Ethelred looked angry. “Why, I remember the time Mother promised a book to the first one of her children who learned to read it, and you, the youngest by far, were the one to win it!”

“I did not learn to read, though.” There was color in Alfred’s cheeks that had not come from the heat of the fire. “I took the book to one of the monks from the minster and got him to read it to me a dozen times in one afternoon. I learned the words and when to turn the pages.” A quick golden glance flicked toward Ethelred’s face. “Then I took the book to Mother and recited it by heart. She thought I had read it, but I hadn’t.”

Ethelred was grinning. “Little devil.”

“Judith would never have done that,” Alfred said. “Judith would have learned to read the book.”

“Judith is a girl. Girls do not have so many claims on their time as boys do,” Ethelred answered lightly.

“Judith’s father has a palace school, Ethelred.” Alfred and his brother were standing together before the hearthplace in the royal hall of Eastdean while their father’s thanes gathered their hunting gear in preparation for a day in the forest. “Judith went to school when she was but five,” Alfred said. “She says that in France all of the palace children must go to school, must learn to read and write.” His small face set. “We should have a palace school in Wessex.”

But Ethelred did not agree. “It is enough that a king can write his name, Alfred, so that he can sign royal charters. And every man should know the Latin of the Mass. But I fail to see the necessity of turning all the children of the royal household into clerks.”

“Judith says it is the only way to learn wisdom.”

“‘Judith says’! You are beginning to sound like Judith’s echo, Alfred.” Ethelred’s brown eyes were bright with annoyance. “Now, are you coming hunting with us today or no?”

Alfred looked at the men behind him, so busy assembling their gear. The household dogs were running around the great room, sniffing among the rushes, excited at the prospect of going out. One of them came over and pushed his head under Alfred’s hand. He looked from the hound’s head to his brother, and grinned. “I am coming hunting.”

“Good lad,” said Ethelred, and reached out to ruffle Alfred’s bright hair.

*

In early January Ethelwulf fell ill. At first it did not seem serious, just a chill that would be cured by warmth and bed rest. Then he began to cough and lose weight. In less than a week it became clear that the illness was likely to prove mortal.

The Bishop of Winchester, Ethelwulfs old friend Swithun, came to shrive him. His three youngest sons also gathered around his bedside, and in the presence of Bishop Swithun they promised once again to support and hold to each other for the good of Wessex.

Ethelbald did not come, nor was he sent for.

Ethelwulf died in the small hours of a wild and rainy January morning. As soon as the rain had slowed somewhat, they put his coffin on a wagon. Before and behind the tapestry-draped coffin rode a phalanx of the thanes of Ethelwulfs hearthband. Behind the thanes came a procession of mourners: Judith, Ethelbert and his wife, Ethelred, Alfred. The king’s family escorted his body to Winchester, where he had asked to be buried.

Alfred rode beside Ethelred as their horses plodded stoically forward and, like the rest of the funeral party, he huddled in his cloak and under his hood. In order to reach Winchester they had to pass through the Weald, one of England’s greatest forests, but even the trees failed to give the riders protection from the driving rain.

His father was dead. He would never see Ethelwulf again, never again hear Ethelwulf call him a gift from God, and smile that warm and loving smile….

Tears welled in Alfred’s eyes and mixed with the rain on his cheeks. His head hurt and his stomach churned.

Before him, he saw Judith raise her hand to pull her hood more closely over her head.

What would happen to Judith now that his father was dead? He had heard Ethelbert and Ethelred talking about her the night their father had died. They had said that now her husband was dead, Judith would have to go back to France.

He did not want Judith to go back to France.

He did not want his father to be dead.

A sob rose in his throat and he choked it back down. He would not cry. He was eight years old, almost a man. He would bear his losses like a man. Bravely, like Ethelred.

He wished his head did not hurt so much.

*

Ethelred endured the wet and the cold in stoic silence and, like Alfred, considered the future.

The death of the gentle Ethelwulf would change little in Wessex. Ethelbald would be formally crowned, and Ethelbert would be named secondarius and take up the rule in Kent in Ethelwulfs stead.

Judith would be sent back to her father in France. Doubtless Charles would have her married off within the year to further some other of his dynastic or financial schemes. Ethelred, who had a kind heart, felt a twinge of pity for the young girl who had been his father’s wife, Poor lass. But there was no place for her now in Wessex.

As they were riding in through the gates of Winchester, the rain abruptly ceased. Ethelred turned to Alfred, who had been silent for quite some time, to say something heartening. He stopped when he saw the child’s face. “What is wrong?” he asked sharply.

“Ethelred…” Alfred’s face, the skin of which was always faintly golden even in winter, looked very pale in the gray light. “My head hurts,” he said.

Ethelred frowned and leaned over to put a hand on his brother’s brow. He was cold, not hot, “Where does it hurt?” he asked.

“Here.” Alfred pointed to his forehead.

“You are probably tired,” Ethelred said comfortingly, “This has been a difficult journey for you. Once you are warm and fed, you will feel better,”

Alfred gave him a shadowy smile, but as he walked beside him to the princes’ hall, Ethelred noticed that Alfred held his head very still. Ethelred made him get into bed in one of the hall’s private sleeping rooms, where it would be quiet, and told him to rest.

An hour later Alfred was in excruciating pain. Ethelred sat by his bed and held his hand and prayed that he would be all right. “It’s as if a hammer is beating and beating and beating…” the child whispered. He stared up at his brother and at Judith, who had come to stand beside Ethelred’s chair. “Am I going to die?” His eyes were very dark; his eye sockets looked bruised.

“Of course you’re not going to die!” Judith was the one to answer. She spoke in Saxon and she sounded appalled. Alfred’s heavy, pain-filled eyes turned to Ethelred.

“No, Alfred,” he said, and strove to make his voice matter-of-fact and calm. “You are not going to die.”

“But when is it going to stop?”

“I don’t know. Soon.” God, it had to stop soon. “Here,” Ethelred said, taking a cold cloth from Judith and holding it to Alfred’s forehead. “This will help.”

The headache lifted, almost miraculously, an hour later. One minute Alfred was suffering, and the next he looked at Ethelred out of dazed and wondering eyes and said, “It is gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes. No more hammering. It’s…gone.”

“Thanks be to God,” Ethelred said fervently,

“Yes,” said Alfred again. He lifted his head from the pillow as if to test that it no longer hurt, then placed it carefully back. His golden hair spread behind him like a halo.

The door opened and Judith came in, carrying more cloths.

“I’m better, Judith,” Alfred said immediately. “The headache is gone.”

“Thanks be to God,” said Judith, in unconscious echo of Ethelred.

Alfred looked from his father’s wife to his brother. “But…what caused it? I have never had a pain like that before.”

Ethelred reached over and put a large hand on Alfred’s small one where it rested on the yellow wool rug that covered the bed. “It is not easy,” he said, “being made an orphan.” He added very gently, “I will take care of you, little brother. Never fear.”

The child’s long, gold-tipped lashes fluttered, for a moment, hiding his eyes.

“Are you tired?” Ethelred asked. “Could you sleep for a little?”

Alfred nodded. Ethelred thought he looked very young and very fragile, and he bent over and kissed his little brother’s forehead gently, as if his head were as tender as a newborn babe’s. Alfred’s lashes lifted and he smiled.

“Go to sleep, my dear,” Judith said from behind Ethelred, and the lashes lowered once again. Ethelred and Judith looked at each other, then walked together softly out of the room.

*

Alfred listened to the familiar Latin of the Mass and bent his head so that his hair would swing forward to screen his face. He was standing between Judith and Ethelred, and he did not want them to see that he was crying.

It was wrong of him to be so sad, he thought, desperately trying to stifle the tears. His father was with God. His father was happy. It was selfish of him to be so unhappy. It showed a lack of proper faith.

He bent his head a little further forward. All he could see of Judith beside him was her hand resting on the kneeler before her. On the far side of Judith, unseen at the moment, was Ethelbald.

Ethelbald had been kind to him about his headache. He had even given Alfred one of his own headbands to wear—“to ward off the evil,” he had said with a laugh.

Ethelbald was the true king now. A warrior-king, in the great tradition of their house.

But Ethelwulf had had his own kind of greatness, Alfred thought loyally. He would always remember his father’s words upon resigning his kingdom to his importunate son: “A true king is one who ever sets the good of the kingdom above his own personal ambition.”

The tears threatened again. Never, Alfred thought desolately, never had he felt so alone. Not even when he had been sent to Rome for the first time, at the age of three, a stand-in to fulfill his father’s pledge to go on pilgrimage.

Then Ethelred was putting an arm around his shoulder and drawing him nearer. Do not worry, his brother’s touch seemed to say. I am here,

For a moment Alfred leaned gratefully against the hard warmth of Ethelred, and then, resolutely, he straightened away. Ethelred gave him an approving look before both turned once more to the altar where Bishop Swithun was celebrating the funeral mass for their father.

*

Two days after the funeral, Ethelwulfs will was read before the witan. The witenagemot went on for quite a long time. Alfred sat with Judith in her sleeping chamber, trying to concentrate on a Latin poem and ignore the rumble of male voices from the hall.

Judith was nervous. Alfred could tell from the way she prowled the room; she, who was never restless, today could not seem to remain still.

“What is it, Judith?” he asked finally, when she crossed behind him for the dozenth time in as many minutes.

She halted by the brazier, and he turned to look at her. Her back was to him and her voice was muffled as it came over her shoulder, “I suppose it’s just that I am beginning to realize that I must return to France.”

“I have been thinking about that,” he said, his small face very earnest. “My father has bestowed several manors upon you.” Alfred knew this because he had heard a number of West Saxon thanes complaining about the alienation of West Saxon royal property to the Franks. He leaned forward a little. “You can live on your own property here in Wessex, Judith, and I will come and live with you!”

She turned to look at him. “I will have to spend some time with Ethelred, too,” he added conscientiously. “He would miss me if I did not.”

Tears glinted in Judith’s great brown eyes. “Oh, Alfred, I wish we could do that.”

“But why could we not do that, Judith? You are a grown-up. You can do as you wish.”

Her eyes were luminous with unshed tears. “I am not just any grown-up, my dear. I am a princess of France, and my father will never allow me to remain a widow.” She looked down at her slender hands, then linked them together at her waist. “A daughter is a valuable pawn when you are a king.” She raised her eyes to Alfred once more. “Look at your own sister, Alfred. Ethelswith is twenty years younger than Burgred of Mercia. Do you think, left to herself, she would have chosen to marry him?”

He stared at her and did not answer.

“God knows whom my father will choose for me next,” Judith said bitterly.

Alfred was upset. “I do not think it is fair that girls should have so little say in the matter of whom they are to marry.”

Her reply was drowned out by the sudden burst of noise in the hall. The witenagemot apparently was over. Alfred began to gather up his books. He would seek out Ethelred to discover what had happened. Then a knock came at Judith’s door.

“Alfred…” Judith’s face was very pale. “Will you open the door, please?”

He cast her a puzzled look, but went obediently to do as she wished. Outside the door was his brother Ethelbald.

“I have come to see the queen, youngster,” Ethelbald said to Alfred in his deep voice.

Alfred turned to Judith. “It is the king, my lady.”

“Come in, my lord,” Judith replied. Alfred stared at her. She sounded strange.

Ethelbald walked in and the room suddenly shrank. Alfred stared with envy at his brother’s wide shoulders. He realized that Ethelbald and Judith were staring at each other, and said, a little uncertainly, “Shall I leave, Judith? Or do you want me to stay?” The glitter in his brother’s eyes as he looked at Judith was making Alfred feel apprehensive.

Ethelbald raised an eyebrow at Judith, and she said, “You may go and find Ethelred, Alfred. I know that is what you want to do.” She smiled at him and looked a little more like her usual self. He smiled back, picked up his book, and went out the door, leaving Judith alone with Ethelbald.


Chapter 4

The January afternoon was cold and clear, and when Alfred finally found Ethelred, his elder brother suggested a ride along the Itchen. Alfred was agreeable, and, as he rode alongside Ethelred, His fat short-legged pony jogging to keep up with his brother’s bigger horse, he was content to hold back his questions, content simply to enjoy the thin winter sunshine and his brother’s companionship, and let Ethelred choose the time to say whatever it was he wanted Alfred to hear.

Ethelred waited until the walls of Winchester were well behind them. Then he said, “Ethelbald is going to marry Judith.”

The shock of his brother’s words rocked Alfred as forcefully as if the blow had been physical.

“What?”

“I said that Ethelbald is going to marry Judith,” Ethelred repeated. “That is what we were discussing at the witenagemot all the morning.”

Alfred stared at his brother in stunned surprise. “Ethelbald can’t marry Judith,” he said. “Judith was married to Father.”

“In the normal way of things, you are right,” Ethelred said. “The church will not allow a man to marry his stepmother. But the situation here is…unusual.”

The surprise was beginning to wear off a little, and Alfred considered Ethelrcd’s words. “How is it unusual?” he asked.

“It seems, Alfred, that the marriage between Father and Judith was never consummated.”

Alfred stared at Ethelred’s profile. “What does ‘consummated’ mean?”

Ethelred sighed. “I knew you were going to ask that.”

“But what does it mean, Ethelred?”

“It means,” Ethelred replied carefully, “that Father and Judith did not live together as man and wife,”

“Yes, they did,” Alfred said, still puzzled.

Ethelred said, even more carefully than before, “They did not sleep together, Alfred. They did not have babies together. They were not like Ethelbert and Ebbe.”

There was a little silence. “Oh,” Alfred said at last.

“You see, little brother,” Ethelred went on, “the church has a rule that if a marriage is not consummated then that marriage is not valid. Or at least, so Archbishop Hincmar of Reims, Judith’s own metropolitan and an acknowledged authority on canon law, has stated recently. And if Judith was not truly married to Father, then there is nothing to stop her from marrying Ethelbald.”

“But does Judith want to marry Ethelbald? Has anyone asked her?”

“That is what Ethelbald was going to do when he went to see her this morning.”

“She will have to agree,” Alfred said a little belligerently. “I will not allow anyone to make her do what she does not want to do.”

Ethelred smiled into Alfred’s determined eyes, “Nor will I.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the clicking of their horses’ hooves on the frozen dirt of the road. Then Alfred said, “If the thanes were not pleased when Father married Judith, why are they willing to see her wedded to Ethelbald?”

“A good question, little brother,” Ethelred said approvingly. “It has to do with wanting to keep Judith’s bride portion in the hands of the West Saxons. If Judith weds Ethelbald, then the manors left to her by Father will go to her children. If Judith goes back to her father in France, Charles the Bald will doubtless sell the manors to increase his own coffers. No one wants to see either the manors, or West Saxon geld, fall into the hands of the Franks.”

Silence fell once again, a longer one than before, Then Alfred said, “Ethelbald is splendid-looking. And he is young. Perhaps Judith will want to marry him.”

“I will be very surprised if she does not, Alfred,” Ethelred replied. “Ethelbald is not the sort of man women refuse.”

Even at eight years of age, Alfred could understand that.

“It would be nice for Judith to stay in Wessex,” he said then. “I would miss her if she went back to France.”

“There will be an outcry in her own country,” Ethelred said. He seemed to be talking more to himself than to Alfred. “She will be marrying without the permission of her father, and Charles the Bald will not be pleased. But we do not think Charles will have the French bishops protest the union. He will not want to alienate Wessex, Or Ethelbald, who, to give him his due, has an excellent record of fighting the Danes.”

Alfred did not reply, just looked at his brother and tried to understand what Ethelred was saying.

“To tell the truth, we were all shocked and horrified when Ethelbald proposed the match this morning to the witan,” Ethelred said. “It smacks of incest. But when the truth came out about Father’s marriage…well, it just makes sense, Alfred. The girl is here, she is a royal princess, she has already been crowned and anointed as Wessex’ queen, and we will keep the property and money in the country. Ethelbald could not make a better match.”

“But,” Alfred said in a small voice, “doesn’t Ethelbald want Judith for herself?”

Ethelred looked at him. “I am sure he does, Alfred.” He smiled. “Judith is very beautiful. How could any man not want her for herself?”

For some reason, Ethelred’s answer did not allay Alfred’s doubts, but he did not know how to express his feelings. Then Ethelred said, “Let’s canter,” and Alfred let himself be distracted.

It was when the brothers were returning once more to Winchester that the first pains began in Alfred’s head. The late afternoon sun was bright, and as their horses slowed to a walk Alfred felt as if the flashes of light glinting off the river were like spears piercing into his eyes.

“Ethelred,” he said, trying to keep the panic from his voice, “I think that pain is starting again in my head.”

“Where in your head does it hurt?” Ethelred asked sharply.

“My eyes. And my forehead.”

“Give me your reins,” Ethelred said. “I’ll lead the pony. You just close your eyes and sit quietly. We are almost home.”

Alfred gave up his reins and did as he was bidden. But even behind his closed lids, the pain in his eyes was like fire. Soon the shock of his horse’s hooves hitting the ground at a simple walk was hurting his head.

“Ethelred,” he said desperately as the walls of Winchester loomed on the horizon, “I think I am going to be sick.”

“I’ll get you off,” he heard his brother say, and then Ethelred was standing beside his pony. He felt his brother’s big hands on his waist, lifting him effortlessly out of the saddle. As soon as Alfred’s feet were on the ground he doubled up and was sick. Ethelred’s arm came around him in support.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered when he had finally stopped retching.

“Don’t be foolish,” Ethelred said. He sounded almost angry, but Alfred understood that it was anger born of fear. Alfred was afraid too. He did not think he could bear that pain again.

There was a firestorm going on in his head.

He did not make the hall but was sick again in the courtyard. Then Ethelred lifted him into his arms and carried him into the princes’ hall, into the room they both were sharing. Ethelred laid him on the bed and sent for cold cloths.

The agony went on and on. Alfred stiffened his body against it, but nothing he could do seemed to help. Hours passed.

It lifted the way it had lifted the last time, suddenly and absolutely. He looked at his brother and Judith, who had also come to sit by his bed, and said, as he had said once before with the same quiet astonishment, “It’s gone.”

“Thank God,” said Ethelred.

Alfred touched his forehead. “Why am I getting these pains?” he asked, his darkened eyes going from one face to the next, his fingers still on his brow. “Is there something wrong inside my head?”

“No, of course not,” Judith answered emphatically. “There is nothing wrong with your brain, Alfred.”

“While you were lying here suffering, Alfred, Eahlstan told me that his mother, our grandmother, also had such headaches,” Ethelred said.

“Our grandmother?” Alfred’s eyes searched his brother’s face. “The same thing?”

“So Eahlstan says. It seems they may be hereditary.”

“Did our grandmother die from them?”

“No!” Ethelred looked grim. “No, Alfred. Our grandmother died of something quite different. And she lived a long life, too. Long enough to have children and grandchildren both.”

It made Alfred feel a little better to think he was not the only person ever to suffer from such terrible headaches. And what Ethelred had said was true. His grandmother had lived to be an old woman. Her life had been normal enough. No one had ever said anything before about her having headaches.

“Does this mean that I will go on having them?” Alfred asked, his eyes clinging to Ethelred’s face.

“Certainly not.” Ethelred reached out to smooth the hair off Alfred’s forehead. “When once we are back to our usual way of life, I’m sure the headaches will go away. It is just that you are upset by Father’s death. As soon as Ethelbald is crowned, you and I will return to Eastdean. You will like that, won’t you?”

“Yes,” said Alfred, but he sounded doubtful. His eyes went to Judith. “Are you going to marry Ethelbald?” he asked Judith.

“Yes.” Her brown eyes smiled at him. “I could not refuse the chance of having you for a brother,”

A corner of his mouth flipped up.

She leaned down and whispered in his ear, “Ethelbald is certainly a better bargain than Sidroc the Dane,”

The other corner of Alfred’s mouth curled.

“You need your dogs,” said Ethelred, and at that Alfred grinned.

“You West Saxons and your dogs,” Judith complained humorously.

“Don’t you have dogs in France?” Ethelred asked.

“Certainly we do, but we keep them in the kennel,” Judith replied.

“Most West Saxons keep their dogs in the kennel also,” Ethelred acknowledged. “It is just my family that likes to keep them in the house.”

“Alfred even sleeps with his!” Judith said with a mock shudder.

Alfred laughed delightedly. “They keep me warm,” he said. The laugh turned into a yawn.

“You are tired,” Ethelred said. “I think it would be best if you got some sleep.”

“I’m not tired at all,” Alfred said, and yawned again. Ethelred and Judith laughed and rose from their chairs as one. “Good night,” Ethelred said firmly, and the two of them left the room. Alfred was asleep almost before the door had closed.

*

Two weeks later, Ethelbald and Judith were married, and the day after the marriage Ethelbald was formally crowned King of Wessex. Ethelbald granted to Ethelbert the rule as subking of Kent, as he had sworn to do when Ethelwulf abdicated his rights in Wessex to his eldest son, and Ethelbert returned with his family to the southeastern shires to take up his ovcrlordship. Alfred and Ethelred returned with him.

Summer passed and then the autumn. The snows came, piling up on the roofs of the halls, weighing down the trees and clogging the roads. Firewood had to be brought in from the forest on sledges instead of carts. In the week before Lent began, Ethelred took a bride. Her name was Cyneburg, and Alfred liked her well enough. It was important for Ethelred to marry, he knew, as Ethelbert so far had produced only girls, and Ethelbald and Judith as yet had no children at all. The only one of Ethelwulf’s sons who had as yet fathered a son was Athelstan, the eldest.

The snows turned to rain. February ebbed away and March blew in. Lent was harder than usual for Alfred this year; he was growing, and the Lenten fast left him hungrier than he ever remembered being before. He went to Wilton to celebrate Easter with Ethelbald and Judith, and had a fine few weeks hunting with his brother, the king.

In August there was a small Danish raid near Hythe in Kent, then another one near Maldon. A few houses were looted and burned, and six deaths were reported. Ethelred’s wife, Cyneburg, was pregnant, and Ethelred asked Alfred to pray she would give him a son. Ethelbert’s most recent child had once more been a girl. It was more than time, Ethelred said, for a boy in the family.

Christmas came, and with it the news that Judith was also with child.

In the midst of Lent, Cyneburg gave birth to a boy, and Ethelred was delighted. Ethelbert was holding Easter at Farnham, and Alfred went to spend the holy season with his brother, as Ethelred was preoccupied with his new role as father and Judith was nearing her own time and not feeling well.

It was while he was at Farnham that the news came of Ethelbald’s death.

“It was the red fever,” the messenger said grimly. “The king died within forty hours of contracting it.”

Alfred knew about the red fever. It was a piteous thing to see. The skin went red and spotty and the fever raged fiercely. Most folk who caught it perished.

Ethelbert, like everyone else at Farnham, was shocked at the news. No one who knew Ethelbald had ever imagined such a thing could befall him. If ever a man looked to flourish for many years, it was he.

“How is the Lady Judith?” Alfred asked.

“She has fallen ill also,” came the foreboding reply. “It was the Lady Judith who nursed the king while he lay ill. It seems she too has contracted the fever.”

“I want to go to her, Ethelbert,” Alfred said. “Poor Judith. She is all alone.”

But Ethelbert would not hear of sending his youngest brother into the contagion of Wilton, and Judith was left to suffer alone. Ethelbert had been crowned by the time they learned that though Judith herself would recover, she had lost Ethelbald’s child.

It was June before Ethelbert and Ethelred would allow Alfred to go to Wilton to visit Judith. He was grieved to find her pale and drawn-looking and listless. He felt horribly guilty that she had been left to suffer her losses alone, and exerted himself to divert her. But nothing he did seemed to help.

Alfred had been at Wilton for two weeks when the news came that the Danes had attacked Winchester, Alfred listened to the men in the hall and then ran to tell Judith.

She was in the garden, sitting empty-handed on a bench, staring into space. She did that often. Too often. It worried Alfred greatly.

“Judith,” he said now as he reached the bench and flung himself down beside her. “A messenger has just ridden in with terrible news. The Danes have attacked Winchester. They brought their ships up the Itchen and sacked the city!”

Her blank gaze transferred itself to his face. Then she roused herself to ask, “Did no one withstand them?”

“Osric called up the fyrd from Hampshire, and Ethelwulf, Ealdorman of Berkshire, did the same. The messenger who came here is asking for men from Wiltshire to assist as well. They are going to try to get back some of the booty before the Danes could finish loading it on their ships.” Alfred jumped to his feet again and began to pace up and down in front of Judith. “I wish I could go!”

“No!” That seemed to reach her as nothing else had. “No, Alfred!” she repeated. “You are too young. You do not turn ten until next month.” She added, as if repeating a talisman, “You are too young.”

“That is what the thanes said,” came Alfred’s reply. He sounded bitter.

“Where…” Judith drew a long breath. “Where,” she tried again, “is Ethelbert? Where is…the king?”

“In Surrey.”

There was a silence. Alfred continued to pace up and down. Judith stared now at her lap. At last she said, very low, “It did not take them long to seize advantage of Ethelbald’s death.”

Alfred halted. There was a little silence, then he said, “It is true that Ethclhert has not the reputation Ethelbald had as a warrior. And perhaps not the ability. But Ethelbert is no coward, Judith. He will know how to defend Wessex.”

“I hope so.” Her voice was muffled. Her bent head hid her face.

“Judith…” Alfred broached the question he had long been wanting to ask. “Judith, what are you going to do now?”

“I think I must return to France,” she answered, her voice still not perfectly clear.

He came to sit beside her once more. “If you do, will your father force you to marry again?”

She shrugged. “I am a woman now, Alfred, not a girl, and I do not care what my father may wish.” At last she raised her head to look at him, and her large brown eyes were very somber. “If ever I marry again,” she said, “it will be my choice, and no one else’s.” She sounded as if she were making a vow.

Alfred stared at her. “Did you…did you love Ethelbald?” he asked at last in a very small voice.

Her face was oddly still. “Yes. I think I did.”

Alfred said, “I think you are right; I think you should go back to France.” She turned to him in surprise; she had not expected this reaction from him. “It is too hard for you here in Wessex,” he said sadly. “There are too many memories.”

“Yes.” Quite suddenly her voice shook. “I feel so old, Alfred. I am only eighteen, yet I feel so very old.” She squared her shoulders and rose to her feet. “Come,” she said, looking down into his upturned face, “let us see what we can learn about Winchester.”

*

The men of Berkshire and Hampshire were successful in retrieving most of the loot the Danes had taken on their surprise raid on Winchester, and this time the Viking ships sailed back down the Itchen with little to show for their trouble.

Ethelbert took up his rule and decided that the old practice of placing Kent and its associated shires under the rule of a secondary king was not a wise one. It encouraged the eastern shires to think themselves apart from Wessex, he said to Ethelred. It would be best for one king to rule over all. However, to compensate Ethelred for the loss of a kingdom, Ethelbert named his brother secondarius, or heir apparent to the throne. As Ethelbert’s wife had thus far produced only daughters, it seemed that the kingship would not be passed along through his own descendants.

Judith returned to France, and her father, Charles the Bald, incarcerated her in his palace of Senlis for refusing to marry at his command.

Under Ethelbert, Wessex rested in peace. No Viking ships came along the coasts or up the rivers. The three remaining sons of Ethelwulf lived together in outward harmony. If Ethelred fretted at having lost control of Kent, none knew of it.

In Denmark, Ivar the Boneless and his brother Halfdan, two sons of one of the most famous and fierce Viking pirates known to Europe, Ragnar Lothbrok, began to gather an army. Always before this time, the Viking way in Wessex had been to attack from the sea and then return to the sea. Heretofore a Viking’s base had been his ship, and come the autumn, Viking ships had ever turned again toward home. To go a-viking was a seasonal occupation; by winter all sea pirates could count on sitting snug and warm beside their own hearths. But good land in Denmark was growing harder to find, and men returning from the sea were coming back to less and less at home. Men who went a-viking were beginning to want more than mere gold and silver for their booty. They wanted land. Such men as these, thought the sons of Ragnar Lothbrok, would be ripe for joining an army of conquest; an army which would be land-based, not sea-based; an army of permanent occupation. Like the Saxons hundreds of years before, the Danish leaders turned their eyes toward the lush, rich land of England as a likely place of settlement.

When Ethelwulf, King of Wessex, had set forth upon his pilgrimage to Rome in the year 855, he had had five living sons: Athelstan, Ethelbald, Ethelbert, Ethelred, and Alfred. The eldest, Athelstan, had died before Ethelwulf ever set foot again on English soil. When Ethelwulf had asked his sons to swear to succeed each other should the necessity arise, Ethelbald, the new king, had been young and strong and healthy. Then Ethelbald had died of the red fever, leaving the kingdom to the third son, Ethelbert.

In the year 865, ten years after Ethelwulfs pilgrimage, tragedy once again struck the West Saxon royal family. Ethelbert, the reigning king, stepped on a loose nail in the stable at Winchester. It pierced through the sole of his shoe and punctured his foot. In less than a week the young king was dead.

Once again the witan turned to the sons of Ethelwulf to choose their king. Ethelred, who once had had three brothers standing before him in the line of succession for the throne, was the one the witan named. In July he was crowned King of Wessex at the minster in Winchester.

At the crowning ceremony, the new king officially named his brother, Alfred, secondarius, or heir, as his own son was still too young to rule.

In the autumn of 865, the first year of Ethelred’s reign, the force that would be known throughout Wessex as the Great Army landed in East Anglia. It was led by the sons of Ragnar Lothbrok and it comprised some seven thousand men. Ivar the Boneless quartered his men upon the country and began to strip East Anglia of its horses. Come the winter, this Danish army would not return home. This time they had come to England to stay.
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Chapter 5

It would storm later. The air was so heavy it seemed difficult to breathe, and the sky had that peculiar light that meant a storm was coming. The horses felt it too. Alfred’s chestnut was shying at every stray leaf.

Good, Alfred thought. He loved storms.

Beside him Ethelred said fretfully, “It is too hot to be traveling today.”

Alfred turned to his brother. Poor Ethelred, he thought sympathetically. He did look uncomfortably warm. “We should be at Tamworth any moment now,” Alfred said.

Ethelred wiped the sweat from his forehead. His fair hair was dark with sweat as well, and his tunic was stained between the shoulder blades. “You don’t look hot at all,” he said to Alfred. “How do you always manage to look so cool?”

“I don’t feel the heat the way you do,” Alfred replied. Then, “Cheer up, Ethelred. I see a clearing ahead of us. It must be Tamworth.”

“I hope so,” Ethelred muttered. He turned in his saddle to look at the thanes who rode behind him on the forest path. They all looked as hot and miserable as he did. He faced forward again and narrowed his eyes to see through the haze. “It is Tamworth,” he said. “Thanks be to God.”

A few minutes later a guard of mounted thanes was riding toward them up the forest path to escort Ethelred of Wessex and his following into the enclave of Tamworth, the royal center of the English kingdom of Mercia.

Ethelred’s sister, Ethelswith, was married to Burgred, King of Mercia, but it was not family matters that had brought Ethelred north this summer. It was the fall of Northumbria to the Danes in the spring that had made a visit to Mercia seem so imperative. Since the time of Ethelred’s grandfather, King Egbert, Wessex and Mercia had been allied together in defense. It was time to make certain that such an alliance was still in effect. The Danish army had taken Northumbria with little trouble, chiefly because Northumbria was divided against itself. Ethelred was determined that such a thing would not happen to Wessex and Mercia.

The royal seat of Tamworth was located in a well-protected clearing between the rivers Tane and Trent. In the last century the great Offa had further fortified it by ditches and palisades and a guarded causeway to ford the marsh that protected Tamworth’s south. It was over this causeway that Ethelred’s party rode now, into the great enclosure of Mercia’s royal center.

Alfred had been to Tamworth before, so the sight of the great hall, set high on its built-up earthen platform, did not surprise him. He watched his horse being led off, then followed Ethelred into the guest hall they had been allotted to wash the dust of their journey off before they were taken to meet Burgred.

There was only one private room in the hall and, as Ethelred was traveling without his wife, he offered as usual to share it with Alfred. Ethelred had little care for privacy, but he knew Alfred valued it highly. The two brothers talked easily as they washed and changed into clean shirts and tunics provided by Ethelred’s wardrobe thane, Sinulf. The air within the room was sultry and Ethelred immediately began to sweat into his clean clothes.

There was a young Mercian noble waiting for them in the guest hall’s main room. “My lord,” he said to Ethelred, bowing his raven head in deference, “I am Athulf, Ealdorman of Gaini. I have been sent to escort you to the king.”

Alfred and Ethelred exchanged a look of surprise. Ethelred Mucill had been both Ealdorman of Gaini and one of Burgred’s chief advisers ever since they both could remember. Where had this youngster come from? Athulf saw the look and explained in a grave voice, “My father died this winter past and the king was good enough to appoint me ealdorman in his stead.”

Alfred would never have taken this black-haired, hawk-nosed Mercian to be Ethelred Mucill’s son. He looked strong-minded, this Athulf, Alfred thought as he listened to Ethelred’s reply. God knew they needed some strong-minded men to advise Burgred. In Alfred’s experience, his brother-by-marriage was never one to look a fact in the face.

“Thank you, my lord.” The young ealdorman’s eyes flicked from Ethelred to Alfred, then back again to Ethelred. “This is my brother, Prince Alfred,” Ethelred said promptly. “My secondarius.

The two young men exchanged an amiable if measuring look. Then Athulf said, “If you will come with me, my lords?”

“Bertred?” Ethelred looked around for his treasure thane.

“I am here, my lord.” And Bertred stepped forward, carrying the gold-embroidered saddle cloth and gold brooch that were to be Ethelred’s guest gifts to his brother-by-marriage.

Ethelred nodded with approval and gestured to the Mercian noble that he was prepared to accompany him. Alfred fell into step beside Ethelred, and Bertred followed with the gifts.

“I am surprised that I have not met you before,” Ethelred said to the ealdorman with good humor as they left the guest hall. “I knew your father well,”

The Mercian, who could not have been more than two-and-twenty, shrugged. “My father was so busy with affairs of the country, my lord, that it fell to me to deal with the affairs of our manors. I was not often at Tamworth.”

Ethelred had evidently had the same thought as Alfred about the young ealdorman’s looks, for he said now in his gentle way, “You do not favor your father.”

“No.” Athulf's voice was a little impatient as he answered the king. Alfred thought that he must have had to answer this comment many times before. “One of my grandmothers was Welsh,” Athulf said. “My sister and I favor her. My brother is the one who has the fairness of the Mercians.”

“Ah,” said Ethelred. Mercia had always shared a border with Wales. Unlike Wessex, however, which had for centuries successfully accommodated and absorbed the Britons within and without its borders, Mercia had ever been at odds with the Britons in Wales. In the last century, Offa had actually built a great dike in order to define that always-hostile Mercian border. Occasionally, however, there was an attempt to patch over the hostility with a marriage. Such, evidently, had been the case with Athulf’s grandparents.

“We were much distressed in Mercia to learn of the defeat of Northumbria,” Athulf said now abruptly.

“As were we in Wessex,” Ethelred replied, his sweaty face grim.

“We heard that two Northumbrian kings and eight ealdormen fell,” Alfred said. “Is that true?”

Athulf looked around Ethelred to the smaller, slimmer figure on the king’s right. “I fear that it is, my lord.” He spoke next to the king. “If the Northumbrians had been able to keep the fight out in the open, they might have had a chance. But once the Danes got within the walls of York, the Northumbrians were like lambs to the slaughter.” The Mercian’s thin dark face was bleak. “Almost all the fighting stock of the north gone in one afternoon,” he said. “It is hard to believe.”

There was a small silence. Then, “No one expected the Danes to march north.” It was Ethelred speaking now. “Their occupation of York took the Northumbrians by surprise.”

Athulf gave the two West Saxons a crooked grin. “That is a true word, my lord. In fact, many of us were fully expecting them to attack Wessex.”

“From East Anglia they could have moved anywhere,” Alfred replied somberly. “North to Northumbria, inland to Mercia, or southwest to Wessex. The choice was theirs.”

“It was the civil strife in Northumbria that attracted them,” Ethelred remarked.

“So it would seem.” The Mercian rubbed his nose. “Aelle had just deposed Osbert, the king of eighteen years, and Aelle’s hold on the rule was not yet secure. To give the Northumbrians their due, they finally did unite to drive out the invaders.”

“They could not live together, but they rallied to die together.” Alfred’s tone was noncommittal.

“The two kings did not actually die together,” Athulf said. “Aelle was captured.”

Ethelred said, “I did not know that.” The look on the young Mercian’s face made both brothers slow their steps. The heat of the day had become oppressive. Even Alfred’s golden skin was lightly sheened with sweat. “What happened?” Ethelred asked.

“You do not know?”

“I would not be asking if I knew.” Ethelred began to pluck at his eyebrow, a sure sign that he was worried.

“Aelle was taken prisoner. Then they…” Athulf’s voice faded a little and he cleared his throat. He began again. “The Vikings apparently have a traditional way to deal with captured kings. As York burned before his eyes, they took Aelle, and while still he was living, they cut out his ribs and his lungs and spread them like eagle’s wings in an offering to their god, Odin.” He looked at the two West Saxons. “They call this slaughter the ‘blood eagle,’” he said, his face and his voice very grim.

“Dear God in heaven!” Ethelred’s brown eyes were dilated in horror.

“May God have mercy on his soul,” Athulf said, crossing himself.

“Amen.” They had almost come to a halt while they spoke, and now they commenced once again slowly to climb the hill that led to Tamworth’s royal hall. “I did not hear aught of this,” Ethelred said. His face was streaming with sweat.

“We must withstand them.” Alfred’s voice was hard and abrupt, “Such barbarians must not be allowed to gain their way in England.”

“A true word, my lord,” Athulf replied heartily. Then they were before the great door of the royal hall of Tarn worth.

*

Ethelswith of Mercia sat beside her husband the king in the stifling hall and watched her brothers advancing toward her from across the room. Ethelred had put on weight since last she’d seen him, she thought. And he was looking very pale. Ah well, he was approaching thirty; no longer a young man. But not old either, she added quickly, remembering she was but two years behind him. It must be the young men on either side of Ethelred who made him suddenly seem so…middle-aged.

Ethelswith’s eyes went from Ethelred to Alfred. She had a fondness for her youngest brother and remembered that he would turn eighteen in two days’ time. An important birthday. I must give a banquet for him, she thought. Then, with a pang of nostalgia: How much he resembles Mother.

They had reached the high seat and now Burgred rose to welcome his visitors from Wessex. Burgred made Ethelred look young, Ethelswith thought as she watched her brother and her husband going through the ceremonial greeting. Burgred, massive of shoulder and thick of limb, was accepting Ethelred’s gift with courtesy. Then he gestured, and one of his own thanes was coming forward with the matched wolfhounds that were his return gift to his brother-by-marriage.

It was Alfred’s face that lighted when the dogs were brought forth. He snapped his fingers and the dog; came to him instantly, as dogs always did. He fondled their ears and looked up at Ethelred, his golden eyes alight. “They are beauties, my lord.”

Ethelred was too pale, Ethelswith suddenly thought. It must be the heat. She rose from the high seat and said, “You do not look well, brother. Come and sit and I will send for some mead.”

Ethelred smiled a little shakily, “It is so hot.” Then, as they all began to move toward the chairs that had been set near to the door to catch whatever air was moving, “Young Athulf has just been telling us of Aelle’s fate. We had heard nothing of this blood eagle in Wessex.”

Ethelswith frowned and set her lips. She did not like to think of what had happened to Aelle. It made her skin crawl. She heard Burgred mumble, “Shocking,” and then they had reached the chairs and a serving man was coming with the mead.

Ethelred accepted a cup and drank deeply. A little color seemed to come back to his face. Then he said 1:o Burgred, who had followed his example with the mead, “What does Mercia think the Danes will do next?”

Burgred stretched his neck, as if he found his collar too confining. It was very hot in the hall even with the door open. “My information is that they are still in York,” he answered. “Perhaps they will stay there.” Burgred took another drink of mead and the sweat stood out on his forehead,

“Alfred does not think so.” Ethelred looked from Burgred to his brother, who was sitting in the chair beside him empty-handed, having refused the mead.

“Why not?” Burgred too looked at his young brother-by-marriage.

“They have had too easy a time of it thus far, my lord,” Alfred replied to Burgred. His manner was polite, correctly deferential, but he spoke with all the easy confidence of one who is accustomed to having his words heeded. Ethelswith noted that he alone of all the group did not look hot. “Edmund of East Anglia did not resist them,” Alfred continued. “Edmund allowed them to winter in his land, to raid his people’s horses. Now Northumbria has fallen. I would be greatly surprised if Ivar the Boneless did not try to see what the temper of Mercia and Wessex might be.”

In the chair on the other side of her husband, Ethelswith could see Athulf nodding. She knew that the young ealdorman had been telling Burgred much the same thing since news of the Northumbrian defeat had come to them,

“Mercia and Wessex are far stronger than East Anglia and Northumbria,” Burgred said. “All of Europe does know that. These Northmen must know it too.”

Alfred said, still in that polite, deferential tone, “There has not been a battle of any size in Wessex since my father and my brother Ethelbald beat the Danes at Aclea, and that was sixteen years since, my lord. And Ethelbald is dead. As far as the Danes are concerned, the leaders of Wessex and Mercia are untried in battle.” Alfred looked briefly at Ethelswith, then back to Burgred. His clipped voice, though still polite, was yet unmistakably authoritative. “I think they will come against us.”

There was a heavy silence. Ethelswith stared consideringly at Alfred’s fine-boned face. He was so young, she thought, hardly more than a boy. Ethelred was eleven years his senior, Burgred old enough to be his father. Why should these two older kings listen so seriously to what a boy had to say? Out of the corner of her eye she could see Athulf staring at the slender young prince in slight puzzlement, as though he too were trying to understand this mystery.

“I could be wrong, of course,” Alfred said. “But that is what I think.”

Ethelred sighed and said gloomily, “I am trying to remember the last time you were wrong.”

Burgred grunted. “In any case, it will be well for us to be prepared.” He gave Ethelred a sour look. “I do not know about you, brother, but I have no desire to be sacrificed to a Viking god.”

Ethelred’s returning look was wry. “I can think of ways I would rather pass my time,” he said. And Alfred laughed.

*

The storm that had been building all day broke late in the afternoon, while servants were setting up the trestle tables in the great hall for the evening meal. Alfred and Ethelred were in their room in the guest hall when they heard the first booms of thunder rolling up the valley of the Tane.

Ethelred was lying on the bed in the sweltering room, resting. He put his hands behind his head and said, “Thank God. Now perhaps the heat will break.” Lightning flashed. “Close the shutters, will you, Alfred?” he added.

“The room will be hot as fire,” Alfred answered, but left off what he was doing to go close and fasten the shutters of the room’s single window. Then he turned to look at Ethelred stretched out on the bed. “I cannot find my stomach medicine,” he said. “I think I left it in my saddlebag. I am going to the barn to fetch it.”

Ethelred sat up. “You cannot go out in this storm! Send one of the thanes in the hall.” Fie looked closely at Alfred and frowned, “Are you feeling ill?”

Alfred smiled crookedly. “No. But you know my stomach, Ethelred.

Strange halls and strange foods do not agree with it. I would have the medicine by me just in case of need.” He began to walk to the door.

“Send one of the thanes,” Ethelred said again as his brother picked up his cloak and went out into the hall.

But Alfred ignored the thanes sitting on the hall benches and crossed the room swiftly, looking neither to the left nor to the right. He pulled the door open, flung his cloak around his shoulders, and went out into the rain.

Lightning lit the courtyard. Alfred raised his face to the sky. The rain pounded on his skin, soaked into his hair. It felt cool and wonderful. He began to walk slowly toward the barn where the horses were stabled. Then the thunder crashed. The storm was still some distance up the valley, he thought.

The courtyard was deserted and the barn door was closed tight. Alfred opened it and stepped inside. A horse whinnied and kicked the wood of its stall. Another horse answered. “It’s all right, my beauties,” Alfred said soothingly. “Only a storm.” He left the door open to allow some light into the dark barn and walked over to rub his chestnut’s forehead. Lightning lit the world again, illuminating the barn. The stallion snorted and threw up its head. Alfred went back to the door to look out.
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