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Chapter 37 - Wes Thu Hal, Wherwell
Under threatening clouds and a gusty breeze, in their temporary compound at Wherwell the leaders waited impatiently for Manaea's return from questioning the troops.
"Gone for sure, Major. Maybe he crawls under a wagon when Mister Cam says good-bye to that reeve. Don't think we get him back so easy this time."
All looked to Dimarico, who said with a scowl, "If we do get him back I swear I'll cut his hair and claim he's my slave."
Swann gave a droll look. "You almost seem serious."
"Every bit as serious as you were with Brixby. He can leave once we get our headquarters, same as I intend to offer everyone, but until then I'm going to keep him in check if I have to chain him to a wagon. Couple of days ago I tried to make it up with him, discussing his needs—what sort of responsibilities he'd want, what skills he could offer other than advanced physics. This is my thanks."
Swann exchanged a look with Manaea. "Rest assured we won't object. Sell him off to some merchant. Get a pound or two."
Manaea said, "Here's what I think, Mister Cam. He talks the lingo good, Miss Lachey says. So he puts on dark clothes and sneaks out when those fellows leave. The reeve hides him in the abbey, and it’s like they got a hostage from us."
"You're right. He's sly, and he'd manipulate the reeve. But will they admit to having him, and under what terms can we get him back? Where's…?" Dimarico looked round. "Doctor! Come here, please."
Tobie shambled over. "What?" he asked, resentful and guilty-seeming both.
"Where is he?"
"I don't… Where's who?"
Dimarico held his gaze.
Tobie surrendered, dropping his eyes.
"I dunno, Cam'ron. I ain't the guy's keeper. Whadaya expect of me?"
"The truth, Bob. What do you know, and when did you know it? Spit it out."
Tobie laughed uneasily. "That's what he said last night—spit it out. Hey, I don't know, and I ain't gonna talk in front of this…" He indicated Swann with his thumb.
"Bob, I want everything, and I want it now. Otherwise you're grounded—alcohol-free for a month, no trips to villages."
Tobie fumed silently but gave in, casting a last hostile look at Swann.
"OK, OK… He got real worked up last night, predictin' a hundred kinds of bad luck. Said you were going to take a bunch of the Englishers without a by-your-leave to the straw boss—then we'd have the army after us, and we'd be in for it. I didn't pay no more attention than usual. It's all I heard, and I didn't see him slip off… And that's it."
"Yet you knew his intentions."
"No! No way. He's always going on. Hates your guts these days. Why don't you watch him, Cameron? You know him better'n me."
After Tobie’s departure Dimarico scanned around the group and shrugged.
"Being honest with myself—which I try to be, every once in a while—I acknowledge Koskinen has as much right to be angry with me as I do with him—maybe more. My one justification is, on the personal level he's a bigger SOB than I am. And he's attacking the welfare of us all now."
Swann shrugged. "Take it for a good sign."
Manaea grinned. "We save by not watching him, I think."
"What if the Doctor should try to join him?" Lachey said.
They stared at her.
Dimarico said, "You're right. It's a bigger problem in the short run. And maybe in the long run, too. Medicine is a lot more important than cosmology now. OK, what do we do regarding Tobie?"
Swann looked at Manaea. "Sergeant, why don't you make it a point to keep an eye on him, especially when it's dark. Tell some of the others—Gephart, Sutton, Small."
"He'll be catching on, sir."
"Can't be helped. And at night, make sure he's not sleeping near the perimeter, and someone reliable is between him and the outside."
"Why couldn't you…"
"Go on, Edith."
"If LeeAnn were to pay him more attention, even when he's drinking…"
This opened up possibilities for Dimarico.
"Sure, it's natural with her helping him. She can watch and gauge his mood. Good idea. Also, tell me what you think of this. You know he asked for Aelfcild's son as an apprentice. Ridiculous idea, of course, but the boy could give us another set of eyes."
"No good. A kid will spill the beans in no time."
"Hear me out, Jack. We don't let the boy in on the secret. He simply hangs around, and of course he'll talk to his father—"
"Whom we can't trust.
"…and on occasion I'll ask Aelfcild how things are going, without letting him in on the secret, either… Well?"
"When you put it that way. If they don't know…"
"And won't he reinforce the effect LeeAnn has, by making the Doctor feel better about himself through more attention or appreciation?"
Dimarico smiled. "You're becoming quite sly these days, Edith. Saipele?"
"We'd have him pretty much covered, for sure."
"I see a couple of problems."
Dimarico sighed. "Go on, Jack."
"This is what you pay me for."
"Go ahead. Just try to be positive, OK?"
"Like I'm positive it won't work? How do they communicate? Tobie's been paying no attention in the lessons. And he's not stupid. What's he going to make of this increased attention? Might he get more antsy—have more reason to want to skip out?"
Dimarico pondered. "With regard to language, the boy will add an incentive for him to learn. LeeAnn can stay professional and go slow. She's sharp at cozening people—she'll manage him. And I won't say anything to him regarding Wulfbald. I'll go to Aelfcild and tell him of Tobie's request, pointing out the advantage if his hyse—his squire—learns first aid. Let him approach Tobie."
* * *
By undern—mid-morn—Dimarico negotiated the troop recruitment, gaining four spears and one archer. He refused to cough up the thirty scillinges each the reeve unremittingly demanded for the remainder, all gebures. Pierce argued strongly for one Guthmaer, the most promising of the bowmen, but Dimarico stayed adamant.
"Look, Brian, I wish we could have him, but it's too early to begin throwing around money we might need for better things—arms, wagons, horses, food. We have got to conserve at this stage of the game. When we're set up it might be different."
As to the whereabouts of Koskinen, the reeve refused to name a ransom, saying smugly, "What know I of him?"
They knew he held their deserter but couldn't act without invading the abbey. Good riddance, Perfesser!
The chance of an early start spoiled, Dimarico went out to acquire more transport to support their additional men—to carry arms, clothing, and food—and to get more goods, as well. Swann put the troops through drills, and tried to find Americans to ride their new horses.
Of the men, Dimarico alone had experience, and he was too heavy for these near-ponies. Both the blonds claimed to be able to ride, so Swann gave them their chances. Ironic—Sheila proved capable while LeeAnn rode like a Comanche. So much for any dreams of American cavalry.
* * *
"I don't know what you see in this Aelfcild, Cam."
"He's competent, has social standing in this culture, and has proven he can lead. What more do you need?"
"Proved he's treacherous, too."
"We have his whole family as hostages—a good old Medieval custom. And we're depending on his help with the Tobie matter."
"But promotion? I'm not comfortable with it."
"This time, Jack, I'm going to have to insist."
"Reasserting civilian control of the military?"
"Something like that."
* * *
"You set, LeeAnn?"
"Sure am, Major, but I couldn't sneak a shirt—his old lady watches like a hawk."
"What are you…?"
"Don't worry. I'll handle it."
Swann was skeptical but resigned. "OK, here we go. Scoot off, now."
Mid-meal had been eaten and the place cleaned up, the wagons and a newly acquired ramshackle cart loaded, and the troops old and new lined up at ease.
"Trooper Barry Sutton. Stand forward!"
Sutton glanced apprehensively to either side as he stepped out. LeeAnn issued from the hut with a bundle in her hands.
"You are hereby promoted to Fythertoga—Fourth-leader," Swann announced.
LeeAnn spread her bundle, a dull green shirt she'd liberated from Sutton's pack. The left sleeve showed a tan patch with a brown chevron embroidered. Sutton tried to control a grin.
"Hand salute." He saluted creditably and Swann returned it. "Carry on. Put on your new shirt."
Sutton's friends, caught short by the speed of the ceremony, started to applaud.
Swann eyed LeeAnn but she simply stood there, looking coy.
"Thegn Wulfnoth Aelfcild, forth staeppa!"
Aelfcild hesitated over this unfamiliar—and possibly ungrammatical—command before reacting.
Swann chose not to press his Saxon further. "You are promoted to Fythertoga."
LeeAnn displayed a twin to Sutton's award, indicating Aelfcild should loosen the neck of his tunic. She reached inside the slack garment to stretch out the left sleeve, and right then and there stitched on the insignia. Aelfcild flushed red on face and chest but otherwise maintained his stiff dignity. She finished quickly and stuck the needle in her blouse, stepping back and smiling at him.
Aelfcild went down on one knee to grasp her hand and bow his forehead upon it. LeeAnn's mouth popped open and she looked over her shoulder for aid, but he immediately dropped her hand and rose. He saluted clumsily, not too surprising since it was the first time he'd deigned to offer that courtesy. Upon receiving Swann's salute, he turned and paced back to his place, crimson but self-possessed.
LeeAnn turned and stumbled back to the house, her face colored as fully as Aelfcild's. The crowd belatedly applauded.
Swann turned to Dimarico. "OK, I'm less worried he'll desert."
Dimarico wore a strange expression. "What's with that girl? Is every clown here planning to fall in love with her?"
"Can't exactly blame them, can you? First time she's lost her composure, though."
"Did you expect this?"
"Not in the least. But as I said—"
"And what happens when they start fighting over her? Well, I guess I can answer my own question—she'll handle it. Let's get going."
~
~
Chapter 38 - All Other Concerns
What just happened out there?" LeeAnn spluttered to Lachey.
"You looked thunderstruck."
"I mean, what was that stuff—the kneeling?"
"Can't you guess? He sort of pledged his fealty to you. Here—grab your pack and let's go before they strand us."
Lachey hobbled from their shelter to fling her backpack onto the second wagon. As it started rolling Manaea helped hoist her up. He turned and lifted Dasczo, grinning at her.
Lachey renewed the conversation. "You surely did look at a loss."
"I… I felt sort of stunned. Who'd expect it? I mean, I was gonna give him the personal treatment, bat my eyes and get a smile out of him, but he goes me one better."
"Do you have feelings for the man, then?"
"It's not that. I only want to lift these guys' morale, you know. And because the boss wants Aelfie to stick around, I thought I'd give him a special treatment."
"You're the morale officer?"
"You know what I mean, Edie."
LeeAnn was a sweet girl and had become a good friend. Still, Lachey wasn't entirely sad to see her given a setback, for she showed too much confidence in her ability to charm the male of the species. What Sheila tried so hard to do—attract every man—fell with little effort into LeeAnn's lap.
Sheila was the better looking—sexier, no doubt—but hardly anyone seemed attracted to her any more, while most of the men would eagerly run errands for LeeAnn. Part of it was lack of competition, Lachey knew, the Englisc women not making much of an impression, covered up as they were, and she herself not being in the same league.
"Have you thought what message you might have sent him—considering his culture, I mean?"
"Oh, I hope I haven't goofed, Edie. I sure can't see that battleaxe as a mother-in-law, even if I liked the guy. What did you say—the fealty thing?"
"I assume it's how they pledge their loyalty to an overlord. At least, they did something similar in the later Middle Ages. As to what it signifies today…?"
"Now I'm worried—I have to get out and walk. See you later."
* * *
A typical day, moist and almost raining—misty damp. British precipitation wasn't much heavier than the eastern US, Dimarico knew, only spread out, rarely dumped in cloudbursts or two-foot snows. These mists and overcast days were getting to him. He remembered chuckling once back in California when Kinnard claimed to miss the gray days of Ohio.
Dale ought to be happy here.
They'd squandered far too much time searching for a base. What if there was no manor in need of a tenant? His plan required them to be recruited, trained, mustered and ready to go by early October, allowing a week for travel to Caldbec Hill and the hoary apple tree.
Moving slower than anticipated—lengthy days were impractical for oxen—they'd run short of many items. Food they could buy, the only problem being boring rations. But soon peas and early berries would come into season.
Tea, cocoa, coffee were gone. More serious was water purifier. They'd soon be forced into full-time boiling—more delay, and a source of gripes over warm drinking water. Insecticides weren't going to last, and they were already using lye-soap. Even clothing was wearing out—socks first, with so much hiking.
Worst, though, was the lack of somewhere to roost. They must find a suitable place to lease, and soon. Once situated they could tackle transport and supply—buy wagons or build them according to Kinnard's interpretation of Conestoga designs, obtain horses and mules, find armor for the troops they intended to lead, make the huge number of arrows Swann insisted upon, plus shields, spears and javelins.
Most recruits carried at least a spear, for Swann ordered them to bring what arms they could. It provided relief to the exchequer, yet ultimately his funds would have to provide a great deal. They would need tons of supplies—food, clothing, hay and grain, purified water, even firewood.
Discussing these problems with Swann—who was, in most ways, a pillar of strength—still left them in his own lap. However helpful regarding military matters, Swann shrugged off logistics and finance as Cam's responsibility.
Beyond that, Swann's refusal to take seriously his suggestions regarding how to fight the Normans got on his nerves.
Swann would freely agree a general charge offered possibilities to win the battle quickly and cheaply, yet he inevitably came back to conservative tactics.
He pointed out that Swann's plan would have been scoffed at by Patton, and Swann responded that Patton could afford to go on the offensive. For the Englisc side, Swann claimed, a stalemate or any outcome allowing a safe retreat would guarantee eventual victory. They must think like Washington not Patton.
William must win every battle—could not afford to be beaten and trapped in a foreign land. Harold's army could fail repeatedly, so long as it remained in being. The American concern must be to keep Harold alive, and this was more surely done by holding position while thinning Norman archers than by a glorious battle-winning assault.
Dimarico gritted his teeth merely thinking of it.
Yet he was good at hiding his disappointment, at seeming to accept another's argument without rancor, making would-be enemies into friends. He was, in effect, a good politician, as everyone acknowledged. If he had a nickel for every time it had been suggested he run for office…
* * *
Small looked at the hangdog expression on Brixby and felt a new surge of sympathy toward the man.
"Hope you're feeling well, Ian."
No response.
"Are you up to marching?"
"Worry for yourself if you're wise, not me. I'm off as soon as can be, while you and the others lay down your lives for the dictatorship."
Small couldn't think of a reply.
"Don't know what I mean, do you?"
"Erm… not exactly."
"Double dictatorship. First the Swann-Eyetie one, then the Harold one. Nazis would be preferable."
Small essayed a chuckle but Brixby fixed him with a look.
"Think I'm wrong? You'll learn soon enough about these Yanks—I won't waste breath. And your own schooling ought to tell you something of this king—usurper and whatnot. Killed off the true heirs. Go stick your big beak into that, why don't you? Not as if I care a toss for any of it."
"What are you getting at?"
* * *
The column halted, and Dimarico was snatched from his ruminations.
"Sir! Mister Cam!"
"Colin! Why are we stopping?"
"Another cart down—harness break. And we've a few questions, sir, if this is a good time…"
"Good enough, I suppose. What is it?"
"I've been, ah, delegated to ask about the, erm… the background, so to speak, of this cause we're involved with, if you don't mind."
"We've few secrets at this stage—go on."
"You see, sir, when I was in school, they taught that old Saint Edward promised the crown to the Conqueror. I mentioned this to the lads, and we all wanted to know how this affected matters."
"Fair enough. We've discussed this before, but… First, you may be sure William made—is making, I should say—a great deal of hay over his claimed designation of heir apparent, and over the supposed quarrel between Rome and the Englisc church. He has his Papal Bull, his Papal Banner, his witnesses to Harold swearing on a bunch of relics, his so-called kinship with Edward, and possibly more.
"Yet on his deathbed Edward designated Harold as his political heir. Besides, the decision of who's to be King of England is rightfully made by the Witena Gemot—the assembly of the wise—the eorles and ealdormannes, the bisceopes and arcebisceopes of the nation. It's the age-old custom of Germanic tribes—election of the ruler by the nobles—although candidates are supposed to be of the royal house."
"Not exactly democratic," Pierce interjected.
"No, but according to the standards of the age. In Harold's case the connection is a possible distant relation through his grandfather, and his sister was married to King Edward. The Confessor, as they called him, was the last ruler descended from Alfred the Great, going back through his ancestors right to Woden, or whoever actually founded the line.
"Harold is, nonetheless, the legal King of England, and William's title—as he himself ultimately admitted—was based on the sword. Nor did he, at first, call Harold a usurper. Not till later was that claim made."
"So, William's rights are exaggerated."
"There's more. Did Edward ever designate William as his heir? Certainly not! The best case to be made is that William was told it by the Norman Archbishop of Canterbury, who was chased out of England by Godwine some fifteen years back. This fellow had every reason to hate the Godwine brood, and on his way out he even kidnapped one of Harold's brothers and a nephew, both of whom he turned over to William."
"Godwine being Harold's dad?"
"Yes. But this claim of William being designated… Did the archbishop make it up, or was it made up by William himself to reinforce the appearance of his having an agreement with Edward, now that he had a couple of hostages to show? We have no sure way of knowing, but it's not the first time William pulled this trick of claiming to be someone's heir. He did the same to snatch territory in France.
"And why would Edward give Godwine's relatives as hostages to his own agreement? Further, why didn't William give counter-hostages—for that's the usage of the day."
"Then, likely no promise was made to the Conqueror?"
"Correct, Colin—all false. William has few scruples when it comes to gaining power, so he wouldn't cavil at a lie—or several of them. And by the way, it's early to refer to him as The Conqueror. If we do our job, that title will never be awarded.
"Further, there was a potential heir more closely related to Edward than either William or Harold. This was the Aetheling Edgar, Edward's grand-nephew. He's in his mid-teens, and considered too young, or perhaps too weak, to effectively defend England. Yet you'll notice William didn't offer the throne to him, regardless of the rights or wrongs of Harold's claim."
"Wasn't there something about Harold killing off this Edgar's father?"
"Yes—Edward the Exile, the nephew of Edward the Confessor, who'd been driven off as a child when the Norse ruled England for a time. He was brought back to England from Hungary to be the next king, but died soon after arriving. Unsurprisingly, a rumor later arose that Harold assassinated him. But if so, how did he miss the son and daughters?"
"You believe Harold is clear of the crime?"
"I imagine most historians would concur. Next, was there in fact a quarrel between Rome and Canterbury that would cause the Pope to back William? There was a small problem with the Saxon who was appointed to replace the Norman bishop Godwine drove out, but there's no evidence the Pope condemned England or its ruler. We can probably toss out the supposed Papal Bull and banner—more propaganda."
"There's Harold's oath, sir. Surely you can't get past that."
"Ah, the notorious oath. One thing Norman sources admit—it was gained through duress and trickery, since Harold was William's captive at the time, and he wasn't aware of the holy relics. And there's more to it—we can't be sure the oath was in fact sworn. As far as the relics, don't you think Harold would have questioned why he was required to swear with his hands on two covered chests? The story doesn't ring true."
"You don't believe he ever swore an oath?"
"Not the way the histories have it. After all, who wrote the histories, Colin?"
"The Normans. But why would Harold have put himself in William's hands in the first place?"
"One source states he was on a fishing trip, and blown off-course. Possibly he was on a mission to retrieve the hostages—his brother and nephew. Regardless—from the moral, practical, and legal viewpoints Harold is rightful King of England.
"He's a decent man, then, sir?"
"Evidently he's an effective leader, or he wouldn't have been elected. He's personally brave and his men willingly follow him into battle. His first marriage seems to have been a love match, but he put that woman aside when the chance of a dynastic alliance came along. So, who’s to know?
"Like most of these people back here he's extremely acquisitive, and not overly scrupulous when gaining property and income. He's donated large sums to the church, but in this day and age it's a method of buying your way into heaven."
"The Englisc government is better for the people?"
"Easier on commoners, more rights for women. Except for the sticky detail of slavery, a freer society than the Norman. The Englisc commonwealth is in many ways the best-governed in Europe. As I see it, Norman rule set this back, with negative effects for European civilization and human rights."
"What's the big deal with Halley's Comet?" Gephart asked.
"Well, the last time I saw it—in the nineteen-eighties—there wasn't much of a show. Big disappointment, in fact. I'm hoping we'll get a far better view in a couple weeks. If you're interested in its effect upon the credulous, it was taken as an ominous warning."
"We oughta put it on our shields—an emblem."
* * *
Morning found Dimarico back in the doldrums. Still overcast and beginning to spit rain, and they'd probably have to slog through mud. What a day.
Last night he'd needed to deal with a drunken Tobie—his favorite sot had managed to sneak booze again. It was a bad drunk, with Tobie predicting waste and ruin.
They were all going to get sick. Many would die from lack of care and medicines. Their wounds and injuries would go untreated, un-alleviated pain would drive them mad. Any woman who chose to have children would suffer the torments of the damned, and if she didn't choose to have them, tough luck!—no birth control.
Soon they'd have intestinal problems from dirty food and water, plagues and pandemics would tear through their ranks, inoculants couldn't be developed, surgery without anesthetics followed by recovery without painkillers would make operations synonymous with torture. And old age—arthritis with no anti-inflammatories, cancer with no X-rays or chemo, cataracts with no lens implants. No eye glasses, hearing aids, prosthetic limbs, insulin. On and on it went.
It was terribly depressing and far too close to the truth. Tobie only brought these up when well-soused, but it was obvious he was sincerely worried. Add a few more cares to those already in Dimarico's backpack.
They needed to figure out antiseptic methods and agents, create medicines, find opium poppies and refine morphine, develop inoculation. How he was to do those on top of his other concerns he had no idea.
~
~
Chapter 39 - The Fyrd
Hu nemned eart thu—how named are you?"
"Robert Tobie."
"Hu nemned eart thu?"
"Wulfnoth Aelfcild, thegn eac fythertoga."
The fyrdwisa—posse leader—looked to Dimarico, who explained, "A title of renown in our land, as one who leads wigan—soldiers."
"Hu nemned eart thu?"
"Ealhstan."
"Hu nemned eart thu?"
"Barry Sutton."
"Hu nemned eart thu?"
"Bug-off-mate."
"Hu nemned eart thu?"
"Colin Small."
* * *
Guthmaer had set out to join these fascinating and powerful outlanders, stealing a good horse and money at Wherwell to facilitate his attempt, and thereby presenting the Americans with a dilemma. Bowmen they needed—trouble they wished to do without.
After considerable debate they sent the runaway ahead into the next town, Waelstow, to leave horse and money with a solid-looking citizen to hold for, His master, who would give reward.
The ploy had worked, possibly because Guthmaer demonstrated more aplomb than one of his status should.
They stopped briefly in town to recruit and dicker over supplies, giving Guthmaer time to pass through and hide down the road, rejoining them well beyond sight.
For a disguise he was bathed, his hair cut and boyish beard shaved. They dressed him in clothes from Tobie, plus Pierce's hat and Edith's boots.
He squalled at the hair-cutting. They were making him into a theow—a slave! A great insult, and a crime under Saxon law if forcibly done. It mattered nothing that most of the Americans had short hair. He only subsided when offered the option of being left behind.
Next day the fyrd arrived from Wherwell.
Unlike Ecglaf's motley band, this consisted of twenty well-armed men accompanied by a full complement of followers, ready for business or trouble. The column closed-up to receive them, and Dimarico primed himself for another negotiation. With Manaea by his side, he stepped from between the wagons.
After exchanging greetings the fyrd-leader demanded the runaway. Upon Dimarico's invitation the man dismounted to view the ranked troops.
Osric, looked piercingly at each man, demanded a name and received from each a straightforward response until he came to the American next to Sutton. A western hat low on his head, this one looked him in the eye and said, "Bug-off-mate." Small answered next, and the questions passed by. After examining every man—American and Englisc, warrior or carter—the fyrd leader turned to Dimarico.
"We have gained the steed and a few of the peninges he thieved, for the nithing went through Waelstow before you, leaving them to slow our chase. We shall find him ahead, no doubt, but grasp him should you come upon him."
* * *
"And whose idea, Jack, was that foolish charade?"
"The troops. They figured some nonsense would sound better than him attempting one of our names, so they drilled him on something simple. Good thinking, I'd say, but we're lucky Ozzy's technique was primitive."
"Not so primitive as you think. He was looking for nervousness, but it appears Guthmaer hasn't a very tender conscience—not necessarily a good sign. We'll have to keep him in costume until the fyrd returns and we're past this whole area. We can't afford any slip-ups."
"I'm more than happy to have another archer, particularly one with promise."
"You'd better hope it doesn't come back to bite us."
In every settlement they now spent hours resting and feeding the footsore oxen, attempting to buy arms, armor, and clothing—and recruiting. Truncating the testing and interviewing, they managed to find a few potential warriors, and began adding youths, often boys in their mid-teens, to act the part of squires to their cnihtes—geoguth to their duguth.
And Dimarico looked for others—scribes and trained workmen, and perhaps an experienced leech or intelligent trainee for Tobie.
~
Chapter 40 - Just Great
The comet came on magnificently, a grand display in unlit night skies. Whatever ill it boded for the superstitious Englisc, it seemed to bring Dimarico good, for they gained several decent horses—including one sturdy enough to carry his two-hundred forty pounds.
He made daily mounted side trips in his search for property, perforce leaving Manaea behind but taking a strong escort.
Swann wasn't pleased with their general situation—Dimarico traveled without the protection of Manaea yet took an appreciable amount of force with him—including Wulfnoth Aelfcild, the one Saxon whose situational awareness Swann trusted.
And lack of archers! Not as if no one used the bow—on the contrary, it was a common hunting weapon, and every better-born soul showed skill with it. Yet when given a choice of being part of the shieldwall or of a corps of shooters, the former was the near-inevitable choice.
In the Englisc experience swords, spears and axes won battles—arrows were a weapon of harassment, something to force real warriors to keep their shields up. Even seeing American marksmanship wasn't enough to change many minds. Besides, the lindweorud—linden-men, shield-warriors—often got to wear an expensive chain-mail hauberk, a prestige item redolent of high status.
Supplies and transport worried him, as well. Although Swann honestly respected Dimarico's intelligence and knowledge, it was aggravatingly difficult to get certain concepts through the man's thick skull. Despite interminable discussions, he couldn't help but notice Dimarico tended to come back to his original ideas the next go-round.
Swann had no worries regarding tactics. He'd be in command, and he intended to have his orders obeyed by Dimarico as well as everyone else. Logistics were another matter—Dimarico's ultimate responsibility.
The man liked to squeeze a pening till the eagle screamed. They'd be less likely to run short of cash, but the question was whether, when push came to shove, he would part with what was necessary.
What if they couldn't, in the five months left, accomplish their recruiting and training, make or buy the arms and armor needed, obtain enough horses and wagons, line up food and fodder and firewood?
Nor was he sure how to fight most effectively with the weapons available. Arrows could be compared to bullets, although drawing a bow was certainly more fatiguing than firing a rifle, and wasting ammunition a sin. Spears? Not the same as a bayonet charge, this idea of forming a wall of shields and stabbing, stabbing.
Historical re-enactors provided no clue—they used their blunted weapons underhand to avoid hits to the face, the exact spot the Englisc aimed for.
Defense against cavalry was a puzzle, and no Saxon was of aid there, none of them having faced cavalry in infantry-loving England. The Bayeux Tapestry showed three modes of attack by horsemen with spears—overhand, underhand, and thrown. How was he supposed to handle all those?
Tentatively, he figured on a squad of eight or twelve. For the randwigan—shield-troops—half cempan and half esnes. For the sceotwigan—shot troops—there would be no differentiation. In each case, the squad leader would be lined up in his squad.
Each bowman would shelter behind a rectangular shield-like barrier with two spikes to hold it in the ground. And besides plenty of arrows and extra bowstrings he hoped to have replacement bows. Beaduscrud—battle clothes or uniforms—the bowmen would carry mainly on their backs, but extra gear would be needed. Their armor would be light—a buff or perhaps a boiled leather set, plus an iron helm.
Four squads would compose a platoon, making it simple to form a square from the basic two-deep line formation. If deeper ranks were required they could stack squads. Tactical maneuvering would be straightforward, commands few and brief. Each platoon would have a commander and assistant, a couple runners, and a leech-helper. Beyond that it would be himself, Manaea and Dimarico plus more errand-runners, and plenty of teamsters and horse-holders.
Simple enough in concept, more difficult in execution—for this was mere theory.
* * *
"Yee-hah!" Dimarico trotted up in the proverbial cloud of dust and vaulted from the saddle. He'd been walking his poor tired horse today until the urge to make a big entrance overcame him. Nor did he so much vault from the saddle as slide off the pad, because he hadn't yet found a big enough saddle-tree. Still…
"You got one!" LeeAnn shouted.
"I sure did, and it's just great! Yee-hah!"
~
Chapter 41 - There It Is!
"Eight hides—two to three square miles. Everything we need, and twenty-thirty miles to Sandlacu."
"I thought a hide was one hundred-twenty acres. Isn't two square miles—"
"Presumably depends on productivity, Edith. Hide is a fiscal term. Some are much smaller than one-twenty, others larger. In this case there are bare-looking hills good for nothing but sheep. Near the river and beside a couple of streams running down to it, there are meadows and some farmland."
"Not much arable, then. Would you call it rich land?"
"Umm, perhaps not. Part of it is, probably, but it's mainly a sheep-raising area—some cows, some goats and pigs, of course."
"And are there only eight families or…"
Dimarico chuckled. "I think we've seen enough by now to know that's mere historical hearsay—the idea that so much acreage can support only one family! My theory—more a surmise—is during the early Saxon years, when a spear and shield were enough to take to war, a hide could support one warrior and his sidekick. In later times, when a man and his backup needed expensive gear such as byrnies and helms and horses to go on campaign, the present five-hide standard came into being. Conceivably another of Alfred's innovations."
"How populous?"
"I didn't take a census, but I imagine thirty to fifty households."
* * *
"What a dump!" Sheila sneered. "And stink! The worst place yet,"
"Exaggerating, as usual."
"You drop the vow of silence, Bricky?"
"I can't keep quiet with you spreading your absurd tales."
"How many people, Sheila?"
"Dunno, Barry—maybe a hundred. And the scrawniest, dirtiest…"
"Do they produce a lot of wool, you think?" LeeAnn asked.
"Not from the look of their clothes."
"Is it scenic, at least?"
"Geez! What you should want to know is, can they feed us?"
"How's the housing?"
Sheila snorted in disdain. "Shantytown!"
* * *
Dimarico frowned at the oxen. "Wish we could stir these beasts—it's a crime to waste these long evenings."
"Is there space for training?"
"Plenty, Jack—one of its best features. Open hills and gullies. Simply have to chase off a few sheep."
"Timber?"
"Not as much as I'd wish. Oak and beech and such—ash and others."
"How many people, do you think?"
"At a guess, maybe one fifty."
"Have a smithy?"
"Yes. One man and a helper. He's their general mechanic—jack of all trades."
"Master of none?"
"We'll soon find out, I imagine."
"Is there a mill… water power?"
"Ye-sss, but it's down."
"Is there a pub?"
"Trust you for that, Bob."
"No, I'm serious—I really need to know."
* * *
Sheila still held court.
"How bad is the smell—seriously?"
"Seriously bad. It was a hot day, though, so who knows? Lots of manure and privies, I guess. And lots of hogs and dogs and geese and bare-naked kids running around."
"And the actual look of the people?"
"I told you—scrawny, dirty, sullen. Didn't look happy to see us. Tried my best to grin at them, too."
"That explains it—they were frightened."
"Shut up, Blitzen."
"You have such an effect on me, Miss Borgia."
"Well, look," Dasczo said, "you're claiming every single thing is the worst in England. That's your attitude with everything—always negative."
"You'll find out!"
* * *
Swann continued to probe. "Any other advantages, skills, resources?"
"An attempt at a fishpond—can't say what yield. Fair number of geese. I didn't notice anything we'd call manufacturing. Should be wool, and there's plenty of stone."
"How are they for horses?"
"No great number."
Everyone was rather listless until Swann opined, "Well, it's a start."
After this recital of deficiencies even Dimarico lost enthusiasm.
* * *
On the road next morning passing horsemen spoke briefly to Dimarico. He turned and announced, "Tostig has hit the Isle of Wight, which explains the beacon-fires we saw. We're on schedule, history-wise."
Swann caught up to him. "We agree to pass this by ."
"Sure. Nothing significant happens for awhile. Since we haven't settled anywhere, we're probably free and clear. Once we've moved in, of course, we're fair game for the militia, the tax man, tithes, the moneyer, hundred moot… Soon Harold should call out the fyrd for invasion duty. I don't know if the men he's gathering to oppose Tostig will slide into that, or if it'll be an entirely different levy."
"What do we have to supply?"
"Formerly two men—and their backups, of course."
"You'll buy out of the fyrd obligation?"
"That's my plan… until the big one, of course."
"But by then two…"
"Or three, what with this defense to counter Tostig."
"Three levies will have been called out, served, and gone home?"
"Precisely. I foresee Harold releasing the last on September eighth, assuming they use lunar months, then William lands on the twenty-eighth. Unfortunate timing, but understandable since winter storms would be starting, leading the Englisc to think the threat was over. And there might have been—will be, I mean—a skirmish at sea, with the Normans getting the worst of it. Records are unclear."
"Five months—not bad. However, recruitment is lagging, and we’ve a major supply problem—horses, wagons, weapons, armor—and food."
Dimarico gave him a long look. "I'm relieved to hear you appreciate the problem—it's bigger than yours."
"Possibly true. But regardless of that, we can't wait until September to get our men, then hope to train them."
"Supply is still the bottleneck, and we have building to do, as well as manufacturing. I'm going to need a few of your people to help."
"What! Whom do I have to spare?"
"I'll need time to organize the community—clean the place, get to know the leaders—what trades there are. Two or three days minimum, then we start scouting nearby for your recruits and my skilled workmen. And I wish we had someone among the Americans who knows horses."
"LeeAnn won't serve?"
"A good rider, but her knowledge is superficial. Besides, she's busy with Tobie. Lachey is my main clerical resource, also good for planning. She'll have to be secretary and odd-jobs specialist."
"You'll need an assistant for Kinnard. Regardless of how he's coming along with the language, he's a terrible communicator. Who's going to help out there?"
"You know, Jack, every problem that crops up, whether fighting or administration, I always end up sorry we didn't recruit more people before we jumped. A few of those retired Marines of yours would be real helpful—a couple of sharp officers or NCOs."
"Far be it from me to say I told you so."
"Your forbearance is saintlike."
* * *
"There it is!" Dimarico shouted from the front of the column.
Swann hurried forward, arriving as the first wagon topped the rise. Aelfcild had led the scouts down to a stand of trees several hundred yards ahead. Swann peered through the binoculars, then handed them to Dimarico. "Can't see much—only a few buildings… and sheep, of course."
"Beyond the wood you'll be able to make it out. High ground on this side, and a steep drop to the ford. Low ground on the far side."
"In Aelfford itself."
"Right. Marshy near the river, meadows with plow-land beyond and part way up the two streams. Garden plots up in the hills fit only for hand cultivation—never get ox-teams into them."
Lachey called, "Can you help me?"
They turned to lift her off her wagon. Swann signaled to Manaea to halt the column, then join them.
"Near the ford the path is built up with rubble, and there are two great flat stones—dark, not chalk like the local rock—one lying on either side. I imagine it's where the name came from."
"Are they dolmens?" Lachey asked, her imagination fired by a glimpse of hills rising green and white above the trees.
"I assume so, but toppled over."
Swann grinned. "The elves brought them?"
"Exactly, Jack. Older inhabitants, probably pre-Celtic. It'll be interesting to study the superstitions of this folk, what with the name and monuments."
Aelfcild trotted up. "It is clear between the trees."
Dimarico eyed the sun. "Nine or ten. We can be there by noon if we push."
* * *
Thank whatever we're finally getting somewhere. Tobie had begun to think they were on a never-ending journey—an interminable dry journey. At least he could look forward to a drink. Thus far every hamlet boasted a brewery or two. And fresh bread—good hearty stuff that stuck to the ribs.
Probably inherit another passel of peasants to look after. Lord! He'd pierced enough boils these past weeks to last him the rest of his life. Seemed the most popular ailment hereabouts, not as if there weren't plenty of cuts and scrapes, too—and smashed fingers and toes, wounds full of pus and filth, what looked like TB and other wasting diseases he didn't even want to think of. Worse yet were the sick kids, many without proper food and care. And babies with diarrhea. Lucky for him, they'd usually moved on before he had to see them die.
They themselves had mostly stayed healthy this far, trading on residual immunities and the effects of good diet. Yet how long would it last? Medicines were holding up—so far relatively few courses of antibiotics had been needed. One nasty-looking case of septicemia, but it cleared up with a poultice—lucky SOB!
And they didn't seem to have brought any modern plagues back with them, assuming nobody carried HIV or some other ghastly social disease.
They were entering another bunch of woods. Always dreaded these after the first donnybrook—hiding under the wagon, eyes closed tight. Darn glad he'd never been roped into being a medic or EMT—trauma emergencies weren't his thing.
Oh, for peace and quiet! If he was stuck in the Middle Ages, at least let it be placid, never mind the others wanting to run off and get themselves killed.
Peace and quiet—what a laugh! Not if Blondie had her way. Always after him over one thing or another—asking questions, doing favors, talking his ears off. As if he didn't know what that was about!
What a flirt she was, teasing him like the others. Better than Sheila, of course—half guy, half dyke, and half Amazon to boot. Now LeeAnn—he could see why the men would go for her. Seemed to be an airhead but showed more smarts than you'd think—and cute as a bug. If he were twenty years younger… well, thirty—before he'd started on the sauce.
Aw, what was the point of yearning? His life had been settled once he fell for the alky—no changing it at this late date. Drink was better than a woman or anything else. So much simpler to deal with than responsibilities of work or family. When all was said and done, you could always depend on a bottle and a good buzz.
Missed the kids though. His wife, now… Couldn't even bring up her face any more. But the kids… Oh, God! That was the other side of it. Once you slipped low enough you needed booze to numb the memories.
Young Wulfie… He'd been right there, the kid was quick. He'd been surprised when the lad's old man came up to him, apparently on his own. Turned out Cameron had let something drop. He didn't know if it was to help him or to keep the Englisher happy—didn't much care.
But, by God!—he'd been promised a real helper. When was that going to come through? How was he going to take care of a hundred or two manure-smeared sharecroppers with no skilled help?
~
Chapter 42 - Simple Souls
"Good to see you back in form, Ian."
"Am I now?"
Small sought a topic of conversation. "Well, I… I don't think Sheila much understood your Borgia reference."
"What does she understand? Silly mannish cow."
"Fine-looking, though."
"Think so, do you? Well, go for it, then—you'll not find me a rival."
Small thought his countryman might have been humbled, yet here he was, the same caustic Ian as before.
"These Yanks! Trust them to hand out promotion to the least experienced amongst us. Gormless!"
"Also Aelfie. He seems a good man, Ian."
"A good traitor, maybe—a backstabber. They're fools! If you can't see it I don't know what you can see. Gone over to them, have you?"
"It's not…" Smalle wanted to like his friend—so he thought of him, at any rate—but it was difficult. The Americans… Well, the fact was most of them were likable, and he didn't share Brixby's cynical outlook. As far as the leaders went, he couldn't help but respect them. Dimarico had been generous enough—and though he missed his family, at least he'd left them well off with the man's help.
He understood part of Brixby's dissatisfaction. He wasn't himself happy with being referred to as an American—wished they'd brought more English along, and could give the old country more credit. He rather longed to say to these Saxons, I'm an Englishman, too, you see. Hardly practical, though. Why couldn't Ian recognize it?
"Look at this sty! One thing the strumpet has right—it's the worst yet. The Eyetie was on a fool's errand when he took it. Where do we even sleep? Not an empty shed with a sound roof in the whole place. He'll take proper care of his coin, but we'll be under the wagons again.
"And you still besotted with these fools. When will you learn, I want to know? Wait till he offers us to leave—if he ever does. Be sure I'll be gone like some great bird."
* * *
"Not all here, are they?" Swann was puzzled. They stood in a dry meadow well back from the river, a few mature trees providing shade for the gathering. Dimarico was offering a meal to the stead—leaders and dependents both, yet many hadn’t showed.
"Would you have thought these folk would turn down a feed?"
"I'm not sure it's the hungry ones who aren't showing." Dimarico pointed. "Here are a few stragglers coming."
"Who's missing?"
"The smith, Ceolwald the obnoxious, Eadhelm the loudmouth, maybe a couple others. Mighty standoffish, too, some of them."
"Something strange is going on. Was the previous lord so bad they're afraid of us?"
"Not the impression I got. Well, it'd be his reeve who kept most contact with them except for once a year, perhaps. He seemed a reasonable fellow."
"Eager to dump the place, though."
"Three lifetimes—me, you, and Saipele, since I've no family. A written agreement properly witnessed, but I believe it needs to be affirmed by the hundred moot."
"You, me and Manaea—we could all be gone by Christmas."
"Sure, it's what I used to help convince him—the inherent gamble."
"You'll be marrying—get an heir and fill in one of those lifetimes?"
Dimarico chuckled and shook his head. "Let's get started. No waiting for the fashionably late."
* * *
They'd met with the landholders the day after arrival—taken a census, viewed the resources. The place contained approximately one hundred thirty souls from codgers to crawlers, plus a dozen theowes—slaves—belonging to the better-off. Twenty-one heads of households, including two widows, were called to a meeting.
First, Dimarico promised he'd hear their pleas for justice, and would judge righteously. He told of his plans to improve their economic life and repair the mill, then gave orders. The streams must not be fouled, animal manure and similar trash must be immediately spread on the fields or composted, privies and cesspits must be equipped with a shovel and pile of soil, and waste immediately covered. Further, buildings were to be put into good repair, and those who owed him labor would be expected to start work at once.
This went over poorly. Perhaps, Dimarico thought, they'd heard such promises before and learned to discount them. Perhaps they looked on improvements as excuses for the proprietor to increase rents. Perhaps… Well, it didn't matter what the reason—let affairs play out. Actions spoke louder than words, after all. He repeated his strictures regarding cleanliness, invited them to a feast for Saturday middaeg—early afternoon—then let them go.
Dimarico planned an ox-roast, since cusflaesc—beef—had been scarce in the Americans' diets so far, most animals ending up as dairy cows or draft oxen, and being slaughtered well past prime. He assumed the local folk would look upon it as a delicacy for the same reason. To get the prospective carcass he traded trained draft animals for two young beasts owned by Ceolwald, who worked one-hundred-fifty acres with the aid of two gebur families plus his own, and two slaves.
Despite the advantageous exchange, the sullen geneat seemed resentful his animals were to be used for food, and showed slight deference toward his landlord.
When told of their wish to hire warriors and trainees, Ceolwald excused himself. Although he owned a scyld and gar, and a helm from his father's father, and had gone a-fyrding in his youth, he no longer soldiered. As for his son or renters, he needed all to work the holding. Ceolwald and his dependents were among the missing.
They—Dimarico, Swann and Kinnard—also met with Ulf Smith, further known as Ulf Brad—broad, a descriptive for his form—and Ulf Blaecnaegl—black nail, perhaps a descriptive of his thumb after a slip of the hammer—and Ulf Naefig—the poor, a comment on his obvious wealth. Whatever his other eke-names, it became obvious one not applicable was Ulf Helpendlic—helpful.
Besides his smithy with its one assistant, Ulf farmed and grazed eighty acres with the aid of slaves and one dependent family. He was repairman for the entire community, working on plows, wagons and hand tools alike. A large backlog cluttered the garth, awaiting his attention. It appeared Ulf worked at his own pace, relishing the leverage he held over those who counted on him for repairs, often on credit.
Dimarico brought up the mill repair and ironwork for weapons, mainly spear and arrow points. But Ulf already had so much to put right—look at it! Additional work was beyond him and his one helper. Take on another hand? No, it wouldn't do—he must handle the fine work himself. Another man would be in the way and eat up his substance. Skilled help? Not to be found here, and it was even a question whether his helper—theow that he was—could adequately learn the trade and be trusted by himself.
Further, much though he was honored by the offer to join the lord's gang, he could not leave his work, even had he still the hardiness to go on fyrd.
Oddly, no such offer had been made to him.
Nor had he sons to send as heorthcnihtes, and surely the lord wanted none of his daughters, har har har. Others on his holding? No, his dependent could supply no youths. Sad, was it not, how few would or could defend their lord and land?
Ulf and his folk failed to show themselves at the feast.
They met with the brothers Leofric and Leofwig, who between them—with the help of their families and share-work from several smallholders—tilled one-hundred acres and grazed a great deal of common. These two wished to know the opinions of the notables in the community—Ulf and Ceolwald among them—before making any decisions.
After encouragement, however, they each promised to send a teenage son to try for the heorthwerod. They and theirs were here.
Eadhelm worked one-hundred-eighty acres of tilth and waste, and was responsible for supplying three of the six swine due the manor's holder. Other than animals he raised mainly barley, which he sold exclusively to the primary brewer in the manor, one Wihtgar. He worked his land with the help of two grown sons, one slave, and part-time smallholders. He offered no potential recruits, and expressed freely his skepticism concerning invasion.
The age of the Northmen was over, and didn't the king have huscarles enough for any defense?
Neither Eadhelm nor Wihtgar was in attendance.
They viewed the mill and found it a well-built structure with vertical-plank walls, a tight puncheon floor, and good roof. The drive shaft and stones looked sound but every piece of auxiliary gear had been damaged, and the flume gate had gone missing.
Kinnard examined the equipment. "These things—they've been hit by something."
"Perhaps a smithy hammer?"
"They didn't break from… well, from being run too hard or worn out. Why would people destroy something they need?"
"My guess," Dimarico said, "is they—the leaders and agitators, at least—didn't care to pay the lord and his miller for their flour. Ever hear the old riddle? What is the boldest thing on earth? A miller's shirt, for it clasps a thief by the throat every day. They damaged this, certainly, and probably ran the miller off."
"Hardly makes sense, though," Swann opined. "How do they bake?"
"There was a hand-mill at the first place, Jack—didn't you notice? And possibly a lot of these households are using querns. Devilish amount of work, but as Dale points out, this was no accident."
* * *
"Come, min leode—my people—eat to your heart's content, and your belly's, too! Good Leofflaed our baecestre—bake-woman—has made loaves, and ale aplenty as well. You see butter and drippings to smear on your bread, and wyrtmete—vegetables, salads—for those who yearn to eat greens. Eat well, quaff deeply and be blissful, for none knows what tomorrow holds."
As the feast progressed the Aelffordes became more and more genial, although a few squabbles and one outright fight broke out. Dimarico's troops and retainers enjoyed it as well, and an entire ox rapidly melted away under assault by a hundred ravenous souls. The afternoon wore on into twilight, the carcase became a pile of bones tossed into the fire or fought over by dogs, the bread and vegetables disappeared, and the beer trickled toward its end, yet few left the frolic.
"You'll have to send them home," Swann opined. "I have a feeling this is going to be remembered a long while."
"I need to give them a proper send-off, and remind them of the clean-up I want done. Not much has been accomplished yet."
"Remind them?"
"Of course. I consider it important, as does Tobie. Why?"
"You've told them once."
"Yes, but as I say…"
Swann only looked at him.
"You think once is enough? No second chance?"
"Look, Cam—you should know these people a great deal better than I do, but I know this—they're not used to being coddled, and they might interpret your cordiality as weakness. I'm getting negative vibes, and I suspect a firm stance is warranted."
Dimarico asked no further advice, but when he rose to bid the crowd good evening said nothing of privies or repairs. He told them instead, that heads of households were to attend a mot at noon Monandaeg, and obtained promises from various individuals that those missing would be informed.
"Happy now, Jack?"
"I assume you'll have a surprise for them."
"That's my intent."
"Good tactics—surprise is always a force multiplier."
"Do you think of everything in military terms?"
"It makes the world much easier to comprehend for simple souls like me."
~
Chapter 43 - Nor Is This All
Dimarico was ready to be in a foul mood as the folk assembled. A tooth was killing him, so much he was almost ready to let Tobie try some dentistry. But the man was a tad too eager, swearing he could put Dimarico into such a buzz he wouldn't care at all about pain. Blast! He knew it'd have to go soon or he'd have an abscess, assuming he didn't already.
A large half-dead beech cast thin shade, while a fitful sun shone. He and Lachey sat on stools behind a trestle table as people slowly accumulated. Eyeballing the sun didn't lead to promptness, he supposed. He worked to keep his expression bland despite a scowl that was fighting to come out.
No others coming, it appeared, although some were surely missing—Ceolwald and his gebures, and Eadhelm and Wihtgar. Otherwise, all seemed to be there, even Ulf and his dependent. Good enough for now.
"Welcome and sit ye down, if ye wish, for we shall be here a time. At first meeting I told ye of work to be done." Did a few faces show apprehension—maybe guilt? "Now speak ye of what is done and what yet undone, and I shall start with…"
"Leof hlaford—Dear lord."
Leofflaed, that pesky example of Saxon feminism, was on her feet.
"I have much to do at the bake-house if morning Sun is to see new loaves. If you are to speak of what you said before, pray let me go to my work, for I remember well your words."
What gall! He almost grinned at her presumption. Very well, my dainty baxter, you shall be foremost.
"Leof Leofflaed," The repetition—Dear Dear-beauty—gained a few smiles. "You shall have your wish in this wise—I shall hear you first. Near to your bake-house stood a huge mound of stinking offal made of burnt crusts and ale-waste, and the dirt and scraps of your hall and table. Have you taken this away?"
She hesitated, and he waited.
"No, lord, not as yet."
"And among your buildings many a hound has left its dung while pawing at the mound. Have those leavings been shoveled up? Have the coarse weeds been cut down? Further, have your gangpyttes—going-pits, privies—been set with earth and shovels for to keep away worms and flies? Have these been done? Have any?"
Crestfallen, Leofflaed took a few moments to regain her poise.
"Please, lord, I am but a poor widow with many winters upon me, and no son for to oversee matters. Before light I rise to scrape coals from the ovens and put in dough. When Sun comes up I must take out hot loaves and make ready to hand them out for the folk to eat.
"Then a little rest have I, till mixing and kneading and raising begin—after dark in winter-time—and yet my work is not done, for the fires must be laid and lighted and watched. Thus it is, Lord Caemryn, for one in my way of life, with naught but heavy work and hardly time to sleep or eat, and looking forward to the end of life in hope to cease from work. Along with this is the serving and, in season, the brewing of ale and other drink—and this is something which never ceases by light or by dark.
"When then, lord, shall I find both strength and time to clean after hounds and all, lest the folk go unfed and thirsting?"
Dimarico rubbed his face considerably during this recital, and even at its conclusion could not trust himself to speak without guffawing. He dared not look at Lachey but was sure a snort had escaped her at one point. He composed himself and slowly rose to his feet, avoiding a direct look at Leofflaed, who stood with bowed head and shoulders, the weight of the world upon her slight frame.
He cleared his throat and wiped away an incipient smile.
"Not twice before in my whole life, I truly believe, have I heard a tale of such woe. Without doubt, this whole stead owes you much for your ceaseless work and hardship, dear baxter and brewster."
He covered his mouth and coughed, peering at Lachey from the corner of his eye.
"I must, however, point out one or two matters you seem to have overlooked. First, I believe you are well paid for your toil and trouble, having much sceatt from the other folk, and countless many also of my own peninges only two days back."
A few chuckles issued from his audience.
"Few here are more able to hire help than you, for you—poor widow or no—are among the wealthiest in Aelffordstede."
Outright laughter this time.
"In your bake-house and brew-house are many who help in the work, and you are well used to hiring. It is not one elder-woman's hands alone."
He waited but she made no reply.
"Here is the bot—fine—I lay upon you, Leofflaed. Today, if you have loaves left, have six brought here for us, with drink enough to wash them down."
A shout and laughter rose from the crowd, while Leofflaed reddened and squirmed.
"Should you have no loaves, I shall have them collected early tomorrow, but bring drink, for soon throats will be dry. Also on morrow morn, I must see two cnapum—boys—with scythe and shovel and handcart, doing what you remember well."
Dimarico said this wryly but not unkindly, and now he smiled at the woman in quite a forgiving manner. But Leofflaed had not yet capitulated.
She bowed low and said, "It shall be as you say, aethel hlaford—noble lord."
Was there a touch of sarcasm in her speech?
"Yet I must tell you that before this seofonniht—seven-night—is past no loaves shall anymore be made."
Dimarico waited her out, and after a pause she went on.
"The watermill no longer turns. Flour must be got at port—market—yet my cart is gebrocen, and not made whole."
"How many days has it been waiting to be made right?"
"It might be five or more, Lord."
Her voice revealed a certain amount of satisfaction, he thought. She might have been set down by him, but here was a chance to score a point against someone. Well, so be it. They had the full attention of Ulf, certainly, and most of the others as well. And he was pretty sure a cart stood among Ulf's collection of un-repaired items.
Dimarico called out to him. "What has it need of, Smith?"
Ulf stood, smoothing the ends of his mustache before replying.
"The pole to which the beasts be yoked—it has come free. A great deal of—"
Dimarico cut him off with a gesture.
"Tomorrow your cart shall be made whole," he told Leofflaed. Or, he added to himself, master smith will be a sadder but wiser fellow. He could always lend her a cart if need be, but this was a convenient situation.
Ah, look there! Ulf had spoken earnestly to his companion, who now was running to his horse. Off the fellow went at a brisk trot. Well, well, how interesting. Was this the start of a rebellion? Should he have worn helm and byrnie today? And Leofflaed was starting up again. Didn't the woman know she was beaten?
"Two days shall it take to buy flour and return, Lord—and if a port-day be not yet, it might be longer to wait. Mayhap the flour—"
"Mayhap you can borrow a hand-mill or two, else the silver shall ring less often on your board. Go, dear baxter, and get the nap you stand in need of. Go! But before you sleep, if such you yearn for, send us food and drink, and hire you some youths.
"And now, good folk, peninges are more to my liking than bread and beer, no matter how tasty they be. I foresee ye all today will be adding to my wealth, for scant is done of the tasks I set ye. Answer my questions straitly, and when your feohbot—fine—is set, come up to the Lady Eadgyth and tell her how you shall pay, then make your mark upon the fell—vellum—under her letters. I begin with the smith, for he has a task before him which may not be delayed."
He gave Lachey a grin. His tooth had stopped bothering him, and he felt full ready for whatever bafflegab Ulf Brad might be prepared to dispense.
* * *
"Five shillings for stacks of dung! This shall not be. He must be struck down."
"Faugh!" spoke Ulf. "The stead is filled with warriors as a mere with frogs, and you call for striking? Hear and learn, Ceolwald Close-hand, hear and learn. Did I make plaint, or whine at my bot? No! I smiled and bobbed and thanked him."
"You are to pay but two shillings—nothing to my five!"
"Had you done as I, you might have been dealt with as lightly. Think, ceorl! First you are sour-mouthed over the oxen he traded, then you fail in your tasks. You are late to the mot—and be glad I sent for you—you leave your gebures a-working on your acres, and you scowl and scowl. Whence comes the five-shilling fine, think you?"
"The cotsetlan get by with a penny or two—or none!"
"Sooth, Wihtgar Witleas. Did they but start one task, he left them scotfreo. While those of us who have wealth… We did not fare well, yet have I a thought ye shall soon call me Ulf Snotorwyrde—prudent-speech."
"Fine words, Naefig, but if this keeps on we must all be poor. Deeds are our needs."
"So, Eadhelm—most times ready with words, but quiet this eve. Have you more to say or will you listen and thereby become wise?"
"If you have wisdom enough to spare, I have ears enough to hear."
"Well said! So—first, seem not stiff and unyielding. This might have done with the late reeve, weak and forgetful as he was, but this lord sees and remembers."
"Yes, and grins and grins while doing."
"Yet those smiles are well-liked by the small-holders. Saw ye that? Even as he fined them they smiled back, deeming he held no wrath toward them. This, Ceol, you might learn. If I know you, to your gebures you now go to regain the shillings he claimed."
"Why should I not? Was it not their foulness?"
"Gain their sceatt and eke their hate. Better to say to them, Although your foulness brought the fine, yet shall I pay, for I did not warn ye of this. Yet betimes I shall tell ye somewhat, and then let there be no holding back."
Ceolwald grumbled and looked sour.
Ulf nodded and went on. "With this lord we must smile and bend the knee, yet thwart him when safely it can be done. We must rasp him mote by mote until we have our will again, or he moves on to another stead. It shall not do to openly thwart him. Further, we must make better friends among the folk, whether our henchmen or landholders. Let us take the Leof brothers—"
"Yea, take them if you can. They ever seek the middle way, hoping to avoid the wrath of either side."
"Yet they have sons and I have daughters. If a match be made, I know who will rule the pair. And my maids lack not fair faces nor shirk hard work. If the bride-price be fair it shall go well. Nor is this all…"
~
Chapter 44 - The Rate We're Going
Worn down by another day‘s hard training, Swann walked with dragging feet toward his and Sutton's hut. Right-front, fifteen rods! Left, ten rods. Front, twenty rods. The drills crowded his dreams.
They shot at man-sized targets of straw and sticks, switching alignments and sight settings as swiftly as possible without plugging one another in the back. A rod was close to five meters, thus a distance of twenty rods was slightly beyond the maximum Americans were used to shooting.
The Englisc well knew their rods, a measurement taken from the pole used to control eight-ox plow teams. An acre, for instance, was defined as four rods by a furlong—a furrow-length—of forty rods, the area an ox-team could plow in a day.
The famed English long-bowmen of later times supposedly shot out to a furlong—forty rods or two hundred meters. Their technique had been quite different—mass firing without aiming at individual targets, a rapid draw and quick release designed to rain down a huge number of arrows on a closely-packed enemy. Nothing like the fanciful tales of Robin Hood or The White Company.
Swann's goal was aimed fire.
When they had sufficiently tired out their arms, or lost and broken enough arrows, they worked at tactics. "Sceotwigan or randwigan—who can get there most swiftly? The crag—run!" And more complex problems, such as setting ambushes or moving stealthily into a position.
The Englisc learned rapidly, although they looked with amusement upon these foreign ways. Was it needful to walk and run like geese in a flock? But Swann and Manaea ignored any chuckles from the ranks.
The recruits were in good condition from strenuous outdoor lives, and had some knowledge of the particular martial art each practiced. As new equipment was added—weapons, shields, helms and byrnies—they became more convinced the outlanders' ideas might have merit, the concept of gift-giving being important in Saxon culture.
Yet equipment—bows being the worst—was slow in coming.
Kinnard had proudly brought out his prototype, and Brixby, in his new persona of well-behaved soldier, eagerly volunteered to try it. Half a dozen shots proved it somewhat cranky, and on the last full draw it split, the upper arm smacking him on the forehead smartly enough to raise a welt and bring forth a gale of profanity.
Kinnard departed burdened with advice on deepening the grip-section and backing the bow-stave with various materials.
Fortunately they had recruited a few more men, and counted seven bows and nineteen spears among the Englisc… still far too few bows.
Enough of worry and planning— Swann wished to wash and take a nap. I'm not getting any younger, he again told himself. Tomorrow they would go on horseback despite his dislike of riding. At least it exercised a different set of muscles. A long leisurely ride through hills and dales, across the ford and up the road. That's the ticket.
"Mecgr! Mecgr!"
A young girl, Dimarico's servant, ran toward him.
"Yes, maiden?"
* * *
At Dimarico's hall one of their recent acquisitions from Laewes—Lewes—was laboring in highway-worker mode, standing and stroking his chin.
Dimarico had made a trip for purchasing and recruitment. He brought back men with various skills, including his pride and joy, a stanwyrhta—stone-wright—who was put to work building a strongroom on the end of the Dryhten's hall. Soon Dimarico came to understand why he'd been able to un-bond him cheaply, and his delight in gaining a bargain turned to ashes. The man was so extremely slow and conservative.
The fellow had a partial excuse. A foundation four feet deep and three feet thick! Stone in every part! Stanlim—stone-lime, mortar—in every joint! Did the lord intend to erect a church?
In a sense, the answer was yes—a house of idolization if not worship, for here Dimarico's money would be stored, in the strongest structure feasible—oak-ribbed and beamed, stone-walled and roofed and floored, entered through the sturdiest of iron-bound doors, battened with numerous hasps and locks—a veritable bank-vault. Their riches would be safe against any reasonable threat.
If ever the man would move!
One assistant the mason had brought from Laewes, and soon Dimarico hired two strong boys for further aid, promising them a farthing a day if they did their best and quickest work. Decent wages and the chance to learn a trade secured plenty of applicants.
They dug and mixed and pounded and manhandled. With a donkey cart they collected suitable stones and carried firewood for burning pulverized rock into quicklime for mortar. He hoped their example would encourage speed from the mason.
Ah well, at least the work was sound.
* * *
"How's it going, Jack?"
They met outside the hall, standing well clear to avoid splashes from the mixing box or a flying chip from stone undergoing its final trim.
"Not too badly. Enthusiasm is high, and I think they're beginning to understand the necessity of coordinating movements. Equipment though…"
"OK, but that's not today's problem. A radboda came earlier with the fyrd notice."
"Not unexpected, is it?"
"No, but one of your NCOs heard of it. Let's go in and hash it out."
At a table near one of the few windows, Aelfcild sat with Manaea. Swann instantly guessed what the issue was.
Dimarico said, "He heard of the summons and came to volunteer."
"You've told him our policy?"
"I explained we intended to pay for replacements and save our warriors for the later invasion, but he's argued for the need to be represented, and made a few good points."
"In other words, he's found a good excuse to desert."
"Too skeptical, Jack. Saipele, you tell him."
"He says it's a big deal, sir. We look good in the eyes of the king and his officers, for one thing, and for another he wants to know how we can be sure Frenchies won't come now instead of later. Mainly, though, I think he can't stand the idea somebody else is gonna get the glory if there's a fight." He shrugged. "I dunno, Major—maybe we ought to let him get it out of his system."
"But we need him for training. Who else here has actual experience in this type of warfare? Who's the best at spear-work? Can you do without him?"
Manaea handled the sword instruction, introducing more use of the point, practically unknown to the Saxons, who used swords to slash and batter. Aelfcild led the training for spear and shield.
"Well, you know, Major, when you get down to it, he hasn't done any full-scale fighting, only skirmishes, although he's pretty good with the weapons. And, yeah, I do think we could get along without him, long as it's only a couple months."
Swann shifted to Dimarico. "And how do we keep him from running away? You've got to put money in his pocket, give him horses."
"We still have his family, Jack."
Swann agreed, but he disliked changing plans because one guy had a wild idea. All a waste, too, if events went according to history. Yet it was always a good idea to reward initiative—perhaps that was the way to look at this.
Switching to Saxon, Swann addressed Aelfcild, "What reckon you is needed?"
"Two fighters and two hyses are we to send with horses and weapons. Wulfbald could be one."
"He is needed here to look after your kin," Dimarico said, "and must go on with leech-learning—sooth? Jack, what other supplies do they need?"
"Full equipment. I believe LeeAnn has a few tunics ready, if the sizes happen to fit." To the Saxon: "Whom wish you to take?"
Aelfcild named his men, and Manaea agreed to the choices.
Swann said, "Bows and spears support one another. Let us also send sceotwigan."
"Where you most need training," Dimarico said. "Can you spare anyone?"
"If we can spare Wulfnoth and spears, we can forgo a few bows. Let's look upon this as learning field lore, even if I'm not sure it's wise. And a larger group is safer."
He turned to Aelfcild. "You must understand that unless there is battle, it is most wise for men to come back whole, ready for the great fight later."
"I understand, Mecgr."
Swann kept to Saxon. "Earl is the one, Cam, be he willing—and Guthmaer."
"Guthmaer? Truly?"
"I see no flaw with Earl to one side of him and Wulfnoth the other. In truth, he should be tame as a bearn when he comes back. How say you, Sergeant?"
Manaea chuckled and nodded. "Truly good for him."
"One more matter—if we are to send Earl with a follower, it is time to make him fythertoga."
As he said this he saw Aelfcild tense up, and knew the reason why. The poor joker guessed he was sending Earl out to spy on him—but while there might be some truth in the suspicion, Swann saw no reason to confirm it.
"And should we do that,” Swann continued, “it is wise to raise Wulfnoth higher."
Dimarico's brow furrowed. "What is the next rank?"
"The Sergeant and I shall mot it, and you may set his new fee."
* * *
As I hoped, and better. Not only could he go on fyrd but would have higher standing. His course was set. Despite his mother's doubts or the urging of the gilpna—boaster, yelper—Ihn, he would be true to Lord Caemryn. Yes, and to the Swain as well, though he loved him not.
The nithing—wretch—Ihn had come to him soon after crossing to Aelfford. The Dryhten offered ten pounds should Ihn or other Mrycaenisc wish to find new lords. If Wulfnoth and Wulfbald would fare with him, Ihn had said, he would share his pennies—but they must bring silver also, and make oath to keep nigh him.
Aelfcild chose to say neither yes nor no. If many of the outlanders went, he would deem it a sign he should go—and if few went, he would surely stay.
But none left—nor yet this weakling who had choked and cried at a little pain. They trusted their lord, tight-fisted though he might be.
Ihn had whispered to him of secrets—things not to be believed. That the Mrycaenisc had crossed not the sea but the years, that times and deeds to come were known to them, that he was himself not Mrycaenisc but Englisc, and that they had weapons that could slay as in tales of the elder gods.
Should they thieve those weapons and much silver beside, Ihn promised, not all the Swain's wigan could face them—they two alone.
A mad hound had surely bitten him. Engliscman! He spoke little of the Saxon tongue even now! The leech Tobig alone spoke poorer. And gain an earldom? Enough!
As for Wulfbald staying behind, he would not pine. The knave must learn of war and rough life, else how to safely hold land and kin if not by strength? Yet a winter or two more could do no harm. Well also would it be for him to stay near his brother, lest womanish ways overcome the younger.
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