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Introduction

 


The very fact that you are reading these words
means I have accomplished what I set out to do by writing An
Involuntary king. Let me explain.

 


My parents sent me to a one-week summer camp
run by our church out the road from Juneau, Alaska, when I was
twelve. By some happy chance, they asked if I could stay for the
second week as they were going away. During that second week, I met
a girl a year younger than I named Laura. We both loved to play
act, and we and two other girls started playing Indian princess.
Laura was Princess Sunshine.

 


Now I should explain that I almost never played
female roles. I was a solid fan of Richard Greene's TV series, The
Adventures of Robin Hood, and when I could rope friends into
playing Robin Hood with me, I was always Robin. From an early age,
I preferred the active male characters. I was more likely to play
the brother when we played house. I will leave it to child
psychologists to explain this. In my opinion, male characters were
just more interesting. I mostly still think they are, even though
many more interesting female characters are available
now.

 


So I was the Indian brave, whose name I do not
recall, who was in love with and charged with rescuing Princess
Sunshine. Somehow, after only an hour or two, Indian Princess
Sunshine turned into medieval English Princes Sunshine. Laura and I
were both Peter O'Toole freaks, and I named the suitor of Princess
Sunshine "Lawrence" in honor of his role as Lawrence of Arabia. He
became King Lawrence and she was queen Sunshine. We actually held a
royal wedding in the lovely chapel at camp made by a huge evergreen
tree's branches. We got to dinner early so we could claim the seats
of honor at the top of the "T" formed by the tables. I do not think
the other campers had any idea they were attending the wedding
feast of a king and queen.

 


What happened next was the tipping point for
all of this because, when our short time together at camp was over,
Laura had to go back to her town, Ketchikan, and I back to Juneau.
Now this was long before the Internet, and text messaging. It was
even before long distance calls were something one made casually.
All we had were letters. We decided to write to each other, as Nan
and Laura and as Lawrence and Josephine.

 


Unfortunately, to persist with the fictional
correspondence there had to be a reason why the royal pair was
continually separated. It became difficult to maintain this, so at
some point about a year or so later we switched to "scenes", which
were what we called the stories about Lawrence and Josephine.
Between us, we wrote dozens of letters and then stories. The
opportunity to write fiction at such a young age with a partner who
shared the enthusiasm was a priceless gift to my
imagination.

 


The enthusiasm for the stories eventually waned
for Laura, but grew into an obsession for me. I was the one who
developed many of the supporting characters, and I lived excitedly
each day for the mail in hopes Laura would have sent me the next
chapter of the story we were writing together. In the meantime, I
roped friends into playing new characters. I remember sitting on a
city bus in Chicago, where we had moved, feeling lonely and wishing
that at the next stop Lawrence, Josephine, Shannon and Rory would
get on and come sit with me.

 


Who did the name "Josephine" come from? Laura
doubts this version of the event, but I remember when she told me
she was changing Sunshine's name to Josephine after having read a
novel about Napoleon's empress. It was about this same time that I
decided that since the encyclopedias seemed to skip the intervening
years between the Romans and Charlemagne, we should set the stories
in the late 8th century, just before Charlemagne was made Holy
Roman Emperor in 800 AD. Not knowing one thing about the
Anglo-Saxon era in English history, and Laura not caring one way or
another, we continued to set the scenes in castles and have the
semi-villain Elerde of Brittany speaking French. Even when I first
started rewriting the stories in 2006, they were anachronistic in
the same way. The first scene showed Lawrence taking the keep's
stone steps three at a time on his way to his father's counsel
chamber.

 


Laura lost interest in the stories when she was
about seventeen. For a few years, I tried to talk friends into
writing with me, and I had some success. There was Linda who played
Heather (Shannon's wife in the old stories) and Sean, another bard
("Sean of Connery", incidentally); Suellen who was Michael to my
Samir, not in the final version, but Roddy MacDhui, Samir's lover,
is); and a couple others. I had by this time created Shannon
O'Neill and Rory McGuinness -- the fruit of my growing passion for
Ireland after seeing Disney's The Fighting Prince of Donegal.
Finally, the lack of interaction with others on the scenes meant
they lapsed. After a few half-hearted attempts at continuing the
writing alone, somewhere around my second year in college I put all
the stories away and went on with my life.

 


Fast-forward a few decades. I had started an
online group called "Ghostletters" and after a period of being off
the group, I decided to come back. I was casting about for
characters to play on the group when my husband, Jim Tedford,
suggested I use my "Christenlande" (the original name for the
kingdom) characters. I had lost a lot of eyesight since I was in
college. I could no longer read the old stories, the inventory of
which had more than doubled when Laura sent all my own stories back
to me. I asked Jim as a Christmas present to put all my stories
into a document I could read with the speech output software on my
computer. He now knew the characters in the stories as well as or
better than I did. Grateful on two counts now, I decided to play
two characters, Lorin, Josephine's brother, and Juliana, the king's
mistress. It was in fact a story about Juliana that led me to start
rewriting the old stories. I got to the sexy point in the story
only to find that part missing. It struck me that as an adult I
could now write about sex from experience. I started rewriting the
whole Juliana thread. I had a blast. And I decided to rewrite the
entire story, from beginning to whatever end I selected from the
many I had tried.

 


I wrote all these stories and posted them on
Ghostletters. As they grew from a few to dozens, I realized I was
writing a novel. It would be a novel that would have a special
purpose, and that is to immortalize my characters that had meant so
much to me, to give them a life independent of me. Conceivably,
they would live after I was gone, and not be dissipated thought
waves but something still catching people's imaginations. This is
why I said at the beginning of this introduction that the very fact
that you are holding this book and reading it means my purpose is
fulfilled.

 


Whatever happened to Laura? I found her soon
after I started writing the stories again. She was not sure she
wanted to get involved in the project, but as we talked by email,
she warmed to the subject. I gave her veto power over Josephine's
characterization and actions. As a result, Josephine got more
interesting and active. Partly because of that, Lawrence also got
more well rounded. Our mutual favorite character always was and is
Rory, the gentle, spiritual, devoted admirer of Josephine. As we
talked about storylines involving Rory, it came to both of us that
Rory deserved a true love of his own. Laura and I started writing a
story, set some years after the end of this novel, where he
realizes the folly of his spiritual love for the queen and finds
and marries the woman he was meant to be with. I am afraid you will
have to visit my web site (www.nanhawthorne.com) to learn more
about that!

 


I am very proud of this book. I hope it is a
ripping good read for you. I am proud of the effort I have made to
make the book more authentic for the era I chose. The castles have
made way for the timber walled fortresses, the knights in shining
armor for the gruesome shield-wall. Lawrence and Josephine, as well
as others from the old stories kept their anachronistic names for
the sake of my own nostalgia, but other things and places come
closer to the actuality.

 


Laura and I also decided that some of the old
storylines were just plain wrong. We once called the stories
"Faithful Forever". Read the book to see if that title was
accurate, but I will tell you now, there is no Juliana in this
novel.

 


I have included maps, a list of characters and
a glossary for your use. I welcome comments and questions about
this and future novels. My profound hope is that you will come to
love these characters, (well, except for Gadfrid and Malcolm --
I'll leave to you whether Elerde is villain or hero), and will pass
them around to friends so the fellowship can go on for years to
come.

 


Nan Hawthorne

 


Bothell, Washington State

 


June 2008
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Author's Note

 


Everything in this novel is fiction. Nothing in
it should be taken as historical fact. The characters are entirely
figments of my and my friend Laura's imaginations and should not be
regarded as representations of any person living or
dead.

 


The information in An Involuntary king on
medical treatments using herbs should not be taken as advice or
instructions.

 


Further, as this novel represents an adaptation
of stories we wrote when we were teenagers, certain elements, such
as character names, are completely anachronistic and preserved as a
tribute to our earlier stories. I did a great deal to make
Lawrence, Josephine, and their world authentically late 8th century
Saxon, but in every circumstance, storytelling and preservation of
the old stories took precedence.

 


I am creating a web site that will include the
old stories we wrote, new stories about the characters, and other
tidbits for those who enjoy this novel and want more. You can find
it by visiting http://www.nanhawthorne.com. You can also contact me
by email through that site. And I dearly hope you will.

 


Nan Hawthorne

 


 


An Involuntary King

 



PROLOGUE

 


"My lord, riders approach. 'Tis the king's
banner."

 


The young man turned to see the sunburst and
sword of his father's flag. He stood waiting on the stout stone
bridge over the Trenta. He was tall, like the king, and had his
coloring: sandy hair, sun-tanned skin, remarkable blue eyes, and
his warrior's build as well. He was clad in mail and a thick blue
wool cloak. He was the ætheling, the heir to the throne of
Críslicland, the kingdom that was no more.

 


"Peter, my son!" the lead rider of the small
company of armed men called. Peter saluted him, fist to chest, and
his grin broadened. He approached the stirrup of the horse that
bore his father and reached up to help the older man
dismount.

 


"I don't need that, not yet anyway." King
Lawrence swung his leg over the horse and hit the ground with
perhaps a little too much bravado. As they walked together back to
the side of the bridge, Peter noticed his father limping. It was
the old, very old, thigh wound. As the king aged, the leg troubled
him increasingly.

 


Peter looked at his father. He was still a
strongly built man with the developed shoulders, chest and arms of
a man of the sword. His eyes were as piercing as ever, but there
was gray in the once dark blonde beard, and wrinkles at the edges
of his eyes and lips. "So, you come from Lincoln. Is it done then,
Father?"

 


Lawrence glanced sideways at his eldest child;
now well into his own adulthood. He leaned his forearms on the
stone barrier of the bridge. "Aye, the treaty is signed, sealed and
in the Bishop of Lincoln's hands. You are looking at earl
Lawrence." He looked down at the passing water of the
river.

 


"Regrets?" Peter asked. His tone was
amused.

 


His father's wry smile was all the answer Peter
would get. "I should be asking you that, son."

 


Peter sighed and looked upriver. "You know my
thoughts on it all. You really had no choice. Either give it up
willingly or Offa would eventually have taken it."

 


"Or the raiders," the older man
inserted.

 


"Oh, I think I could have handled the raiders."
He quickly added, "My liege."

 


"Nay, not liege any more."

 


Peter joined his father leaning on the bridge.
"I can remember when I was terribly little looking up to you and
thinking you would be king forever. But then I also thought you
were king of everything."

 


Lawrence grinned at his profile. "Then you
weren't impatiently waiting for me to die so you would be
king?"

 


Peter laughed ruefully. "I didn't even think of
that. Mother never allowed us to talk about a time when you or she
would be gone. It was almost like a superstition she
had."

 


"Not almost. It was a superstition. She would
not let me talk about it either. Only once." He looked to the west
and the Roman road that led from the bridge to the stronghold and
town of Ratherwood.

 


"Was that the time you were in siege and she
had been caught behind the battle lines?"

 


"Aye, and we had a bittersweet reunion. I
thought I would never see her again. Or you and your brother and
sisters." He cast down his eyes. "That was a very long time
ago."

 


"This bridge was here then, right?" Peter stood
back and surveyed the heavy stone structure.

 


Lawrence followed his gaze. "Aye, it was. It
was built when I was a boy. Your uncle, the ætheling then, and I
went with our father to be betrothed to the king of Affynshire's
daughters. King Edwærd and my father first started making plans for
the bridge during that visit."

 


Peter laughed aloud. "You were betrothed that
young? How old was Mother?"

 


Lawrence now stood and stretched. "I don't
know, don't remember. Eight, I think. She was a wild
one."

 


Peter settled his back against the wall, his
arms crossed. He loved the stories of his parents' early years.
"Wild? In what way?"

 


The king scratched his head and considered.
"Imperious, though she denied it. She was in no hurry to warm up to
me. I found her in a tree and told her girls should not climb
trees. It wasn't fitting for a lady."

 


"I remember this story. That's when she
replied, 'I am a lady and I climb trees, so that means it must be
fitting."

 


Lawrence chuckled and nodded. "She was
holding...what was it? A cat? No, a coney. She dropped it and I
caught it. That's when she decided she would agree to marry
me."

 


Peter laughed and slapped his father's
shoulder. "That sounds like Mother, all right." He left his hand on
his father's shoulder. Looking around again, he said, "So this
bridge went up after that. It must bring a lot of memories
back."

 


Lawrence leaned to look at the river. "It does
indeed." He looked over at the eastern bank. He lifted his arm to
point. "I was just over there when I learned I was to go with my
own father and brother to war."

 


"The war with Nifhmund? Your uncle?"

 


"Aye. That's when everything changed. When
everything fell apart."

 


"Not this bridge," his son proclaimed, slapping
his palm on the stone. "It will last forever."

 


Lawrence shook his head absently. "Nay, my son.
Nothing lasts forever."

 


Peter could see his father was drifting back
through more than a score of years of memory. He took a pensive
position of his own, enjoying the silent companionability with his
father.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Be great in act, as you have been in
thought;

Let not the world see fear and sad
distrust

Govern the motion of a kingly eye:

Be stirring as the time; be fire with
fire;

Threaten the threatener and outface the
brow

Of bragging horror: so shall inferior
eyes,

That borrow their behaviors from the
great,

Grow great by your example and put
on

The dauntless spirit of resolution.

Away, and glister like the god of
war,

When he intendeth to become the
field:

Show boldness and aspiring
confidence.

 


King John, Act 5, Scene 1

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


On the east bank of the River Trenta, a very
young Lawrence gazed at the stone bridge and marveled at its
construction. It was far from the first time he had sat astride his
horse and examined its sturdy stone supports and smooth steady
span. He remembered as he did every time he saw the bridge from any
angle or distance how he had slipped while fording the same river
here ten years before. He heard his father say he would discuss the
building of a bridge here with the king of Affynshire, Edwærd, when
he and his two sons arrived for their betrothal ceremony. Edwærd
had applauded the plan. Lawrence saw the fruits of the plan: a
bridge that he thought must last forever.

 


"Lad, have you drifted off into a reverie yet
again?"

 


Lawrence looked as if he was startled out of
sleep as he whipped his head around to see his commanding officer,
Athelwick, who sat on his own horse, in full mail and helm, the
latter showing only his short graying beard but not his thinning
red-brown hair.

 


"Commander, forgive me. I was but momentarily
distracted by the sight of the bridge," Lawrence explained feebly.
This was not the first time Athelwick had had to rebuke him for
inattention on patrol duty.

 


"You know what I am going to say," the officer
of the king's housecarls said in an even voice.

 


Lawrence realized he had let his posture slump.
He sat up straight with his chin up and stared straight ahead, as
he answered in an earnest tone, "Aye, commander! You are going to
tell me that not only might I die if I miss what I am here to watch
for, but all of the men under my command could die as well." He
hesitated, and then added, "and that being a king's son does not
change that."

 


Athelwick gazed at him, and then asked, "Since
you already know that, why are you behaving as if you did
not?"

 


"Lack of self-discipline, commander," Lawrence
responded. "I will not do it again, I promise."

 


His commander continued to gaze at him. "Do you
really mean that this time, boy?"

 


"Aye, commander. I mean, I meant it last time
as well... but I...but I..." He let his voice trail off at the
hopelessness of the defense.

 


"To mean to and to do are two different things,
Lawrence," the older man said in a kind voice. "Continue your
patrol. And keep your head out of the clouds this time."

 


Lawrence struck his chest with a fist by way of
a salute, then turned his horse and caught up to his small party of
men who had stopped some distance away.

 


"Longing for his pretty bride?" Oswald
joked.

 


"As shy with girls as he is? I don't think so,"
quipped the East Anglian Rædwald with a smirk.

 


The newest and youngest member of the group,
Edwin of Skirbeck, was surprised. "How can you talk like that about
him? He's the king's son!"

 


Oswald reached over to cuff him on the side of
the head. "You just never mind, puppy. Be quiet and do what you are
told."

 


Lawrence rode up to them with a shadow of his
humiliation still clouding his face. He muttered, "Why we have to
patrol a safe bridge I don't know."

 


Rædwald examined where his fingernails of his
right hand would be visible without thick leather gloves. "My lord,
I know not, but mayhap 'tis to keep impatient brides from crossing
into Críslicland to demand their conjugal rights?"

 


Lawrence's cheeks held a tinge of color, but
his pressed lips broke into a broad smile. He laughed, "Why,
Rædwald! You didn't tell me you had a sweetheart in Cromwell!" The
others laughed their approval of the young man's riposte. "Come
along, you wastrels. This riverbank won't guard itself."

 


 


Athelwick saw that the commander of all of King
Arneth's armies, Horsa, was coming up fast.

 


Horsa returned Athelwick's salute, looking
after the boy as he rode away. "I saw him go all stiff when he
answered you. What were you rebuking the lad for this
time?"

 


Athelwick smiled indulgently. "The same
thing-his dreaminess. He's a good soldier, and a very good fellow,
he just seems to drift about somehow. No direction in
life."

 


"That's the same as his father at that
age-always thinking something over. "He sighed. "I am afraid the
lad will have no time for that quite soon."

 


Athelwick looked up. "Why? I mean, my lord,
what tidings? Has Nithmund...?"

 


"Aye, our good king's bad brother has finally
made his latest intentions clear. He is putting about the story
that Arneth was a bastard of their mother's and that he is rightful
king."

 


"That again? No one believed it the first time
he said it, why would they start believing it on the seventh
time?"

 


Horsa shrugged. "Seven is lucky for him? I know
not. All I can say is that he is a willing dupe for some very
unpleasant men. That saintly woman. 'Tis a blessing she's gone to
her reward and cannot hear such calumny from the mouth of her own
son." Making the sign of the cross, he went on, "The king has
summoned his son."

 


"He's to go with the army then? God grant he is
ready."

 


Horsa was spurring his horse away as he
replied, "I am sure he is."

 


 


Lawrence dashed into the great hall and quickly
over to the trestle table set up for the war council, stopped
short, and smoothed his clothing and hair. He waited to be invited
to join the group of hard and serious looking men around his
father, the king. He caught the eye of his elder brother, the
ætheling Arneth, who would be king himself someday and looked every
inch of the ruler in the rough. He nodded to him, and then cast his
eyes over the assemblage. The men were the familiar ones; his
father's most trusted advisors, as well as an honored guest, the
king of Affynshire, Edwærd. He had not even realized the father of
his betrothed was in the kingdom. He saw that all were solemn and
worried, and he shaped his own demeanor to the
atmosphere.

 


"Ah, my son, you are arrived," his father
greeted him. "Lawrence, there are unfortunate tidings. My own
brother, your uncle, has raised an army and has attacked our
garrisons at the estuary of the Humber and cast abroad that he
means to take the throne. My throne, and your birthright,
Arneth."

 


The king paused, looking hard at his younger
son. "Lawrence, you are a housecarl. You and your brother Arneth
will join me in meeting Nithmund and quelling his
ambitions."

 


Lawrence thrilled at being called upon to join
in battle. Like other young men who learn to fight, he was
frustrated with no way to use his skill with weapons and strategy
other than in games and riding back and forth along a peaceful
border.

 


"Settle down, little brother," the ætheling
said. "This is not a time for rejoicing."

 


Lawrence colored and bowed his head
respectfully at his brother's words. He stood quiet and attentive
as the older men and his brother examined maps and discussed the
numbers, nature, and outfitting of the force they would need to
defeat the intended usurper. He tried with all his will to stifle
his excitement.

 


 


Coming out of the great hall, Lawrence saw his
friend, Ansovald the Frank, a diplomat's son, who had learned just
moments before that he had won the right to accompany Lawrence as
the young men went off to their first battle.

 


The two worked diligently to prepare for war,
keeping their exuberance between them. There was enough to do that
they could not do it all in each other's company. That was why
Lawrence found himself in the stables getting his horse's tack in
shape when he felt a strong hand on his shoulder. He glanced up
from where he was sitting on a stool polishing his horse's bridle.
It was his brother, the ætheling, Arneth. The young man's face was
stern, and Lawrence awaited a rebuke. Instead, he saw the barest
hint of a smile touch the edges of his brother's lips.

 


"Lawrence, my brother," Arneth began. "You have
made our father and mother and also me so proud of you over the
last year or so."

 


Arneth chuckled as he saw Lawrence's
dumbfounded expression. "I don't blame you for looking like that.
Father chided me last night for holding myself aloof from you. He
told me you would be my right arm someday, the first lord in the
kingdom and my most trusted, loyal thegn. I realize he is right. I
think I was just... jealous of you."

 


"Jealous? Of me? But Arneth..."

 


Arneth raised a palm to stop his younger
brother. "I know. I beat you every time, but you have a way about
you that draws people to you, as if they sense in you strength or
wit that will enclose and keep them safe. I admire that greatly.
But that is not what I wanted to tell you."

 


Lawrence gaped unashamedly at his brother's
outpouring of himself. "What is it, your grace?"

 


Arneth looked around for a stool and hooked one
with his booted toe. He collapsed his long frame onto it. Seated,
his knees were almost under his chin and had his arms been loose at
his sides, they would have bent on the straw on the ground.
Instead, he crossed his muscular arms on his knees and gazed at his
brother over them. "Lawrence, you need to be ready."

 


Lawrence grinned. "I am ready! I have all my
armor cleaned and in the best repair."

 


"That's not what I mean, Lawrence." Arneth took
a deep breath. "You need to be ready. To be king."

 


Lawrence's mouth stayed open on his next word.
He peered into Arneth's eyes, tilted his head at an angle, and then
slowly shook it. "Nay," he said deliberately, "I shall not be king.
That is your destiny."

 


"My brother, you must be ready. Anything could
come of this war. Our father could be killed. I could be
killed..."

 


Lawrence shot up to his full height from the
low stool, still holding the leather bridle and the polishing
cloth. "Arneth, stop it. Really, your teasing is getting to be
tiresome. This is not something to joke about." His face bore a
hint of anxiety as well as resentment.

 


Arneth gestured him to sit again. "I am not
teasing. " He waited for his long-legged brother to make up his
mind and sit again.

 


He leaned forward and put a hand on Lawrence's
forearm. "My brother, it may all come to naught. It may just be
battle jitters. But start thinking as if you could come out of this
king. I beg you, for my sake. I need to feel I can count on
you."

 


Lawrence looked at his brother's hand on his
arm. He dropped the cloth and put his hand over his brother's. "Not
that I have any valid reason to, but I promise, Arneth, I will
think of that. For you."

 


Arneth nodded slowly. He freed his hand,
clamped it down on Lawrence's shoulder and returned the usual grim
look to his face. "Thank you. See to that buckle. It's
loose."

 


The Saxon stronghold consisted of a barrier of
vertical timbers as tall as two men, encircling numerous smaller
outbuildings around a large timber hall. These buildings had a
variety of uses, one of which was sleeping quarters for the
highborn. Queen Edith had one of these, a stout hut made of timber
and with furs on the floor rather than the usual rushes.

 


She lay covered almost to her neck in wool
blankets and several furs. She trembled slightly, and her bent
hands were on the covers close to her chin. Her once brilliant gold
hair was lank and faded, but her blue eyes were as piercing as
ever, perhaps even sparkling more with the pain she lived with day
and night. The room was dark and smoky from the small brazier that
heated it. Her loved ones nevertheless knew there were tears in her
eyes and they were not from the smoke.

 


The king and his three children stood silently
in the queen's chamber. "Come to me, my sons," her once musical
voice came in a rasp.

 


Lawrence allowed Arneth to take the first step,
but followed him immediately to sit at the other side of his
mother's bed. Each took one of her crippled hands.

 


"Arneth, my first born," she said to the older
boy. "Take care of your father."

 


Arneth said softly, "I will, Mother, I promise.
And I will look after Lawrence as well."

 


She smiled at him, and then cast a merry look
at Lawrence. "My golden one, you don't care to hear your brother
speak of you as if you were still a child?"

 


Lawrence smiled. "Nay, but I know he means
well." The two young men playfully cuffed each other across the
woman's twisted form.

 


Edith spoke again, her smile faltering. "My
golden one, come home to me. Soon, for I know not whether I will be
with you much longer." The tears appeared again.

 


"I will be here, as will we all, and you shall
dance at my wedding," Lawrence said giving her that special smile
that only belonged to his mother.

 


Edith said, "My sons, kiss me and take your
leave. Your father and I have our own goodbyes to say."

 


Arneth and Lawrence stood in unison, then in
unison leaned to kiss one cheek each. They stepped back.

 


"God go with and keep you, my darlings," Edith
said to her sons.

 


In the morning the armed procession set off on
their way east for the encounter with their fates.

 


 


Lawrence stood by the well and cast an
exhausted gaze around the burnt out village. He was no longer the
exuberant young man champing at the bit for his first taste of
battle. He was dirty, blood and smoke staining his clothes, mail
and even his face.

 


As grim and repulsive as battle was, it was
what his uncle and his soldiers had done to the villages and
countryside that most appalled Lawrence. They set fire in
tinder-dry woods to keep the king's army from meeting them in a
position that would have been difficult to defend. The animals that
could not flee fast enough were burned alive. Worse still the
villages. The cottage he stood nearest was burned with the family
inside. One daughter tried to escape the falling burning thatch and
had been stabbed in the stomach as she ran out, her eyes streaming
with the tears of fear and smoke. She had, Lawrence concluded, been
too young for even the most savage men to rape. The rest of her
family was still in the crumbled hut, body parts visible, but not
recognizable as to whether child or parent. The heat shrank their
bodies and burned away hair and clothes.

 


Lawrence turned away from the scene and leaned
over the side of the well, cupping his hands to drink. He staggered
backward when he saw the face. Another young girl, old enough to
ravish, was tossed into the well after and held under to drown. Her
bulging eyes stared straight up at him, her mouth fixed in a cry
for help. He turned, doubled over and retched on the ground.
Standing again, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he looked about,
hoping no one had seen. All he saw on the faces that looked his way
was understanding. One man who was passing put up a gauntleted hand
to his shoulder and squeezed, saying nothing.

 


Ansovald beckoned from the other side of the
grisly well. Lawrence hurried over, slowing as he saw his
expression. "What is it? What has happened?"

 


"Your father wants you. He wants to tell you
himself."

 


Lawrence knew the arm his friend draped over
his shoulder as they went to the command tent was meant to comfort
a terrible grief.

 


His friend stayed outside as Lawrence pushed
through the tent flap. Being full day the sun shone through the
fabric of the tent and lit its interior. He immediately saw his
father who sat on a campstool leaning forward, one hand over his
eyes and the other holding a message. His brother Arneth stood with
his back to Lawrence, his right arm in a sling from a blade wound
on his shoulder, his head bowed. Lawrence froze.

 


King Arneth looked up into his younger son's
face. His cheeks were damp. He raised his shoulders in a deep sigh.
Looking anxiously at him, he said, "My son, your mother is
dead."

 


Lawrence's eyes grew wide with the shock.
"How?"

 


His brother Arneth cast an angry look around at
him. Lawrence knew what that meant. They all expected Queen Edith
to die soon. They prayed she could hold out until they were all
home.

 


"She is out of pain and with her maker," the
king announced mournfully. "We should rejoice that she suffers no
more." He made the sign of the cross. He held out the message for
Lawrence to take.

 


Lawrence stretched it between two hands, read
it, then folded it up neatly. There was no more in it than he
already knew or guessed. The steward shared that Edith died
peacefully, telling the man before she slipped away that her pain
was gone and she wanted to sleep.

 


 


King Arneth was a broken man after that. He
seemed disinterested in the outcome of the war. It took the
ætheling's coaxing to keep him from dropping into a melancholy so
deep he did not stir from his tent. The young Arneth reminded his
father that his own birthright was at stake. They must defeat
Nifhmund or die themselves. He was comforted to see his father
rally again to the task.

 


While his brother was encouraged by his
father's new enthusiasm for battle, Lawrence thought he detected a
more sinister meaning to the change. He talked it over with
Ansovald.

 


"He seems like... well, like he wants to die.
He wants to engage in battle so fierce that he loses his
life."

 


His friend listened seriously. "You may be
right, my friend. Do you think he is risking others' lives as
well?"

 


Lawrence looked into his friend's face with his
own brow furrowed with worry. "I don't think so... I don't know...
well mayhap..."

 


"Have you talked to your brother about this?"
Ansovald asked.

 


Lawrence shook his head. "Nay, I dare not. He
would have my head."

 


Ansovald agreed. "Very like. I note his wound
is not healing."

 


"It is festering. I can hardly sleep in the
tent by him for the reek. He must be in a great deal of pain."
Lawrence sighed. "I just don't know."

 


"Don't know what?" his friend
queried.

 


"Don't know... anything. What is happening,
what to say, what to do."

 


 


The king told his sons soon after that he had a
message from Nifhmund saying he was holed up in Crowland Abbey. "He
threatens to kill the monks if we don't grant him what he
wants."

 


"What are his demands?" asked the ætheling with
little apparent concern.

 


The king put his palm on his forehead and
replied, "Well, at least it's not the crown."

 


Horsa answered for him. "Nifhmund wants a full
pardon and safe conduct back to his fortress at
Tetford."

 


In every voice, there was the sharpness of
derision as they exclaimed. "The man has some balls," cried the old
earl of Skirbeck, Guthlac.

 


"Father, we cannot allow him to harm the
brothers!" Lawrence spoke up with passion. He tried not to notice
the indulgent smiles of the older men around him.

 


But King Arneth had and returned the looks with
challenging eyes. "Of course not. We shall comply with his demands
within reason."

 


Lawrence subsided.

 


His father continued, "We will ride to Crowland
in the morning. It is a nasty marshy place, but thankfully the spot
he assigns for the parley is on the solid ground north of the
fen."

 


 


The king rode at the head of the procession,
flanked by his two sons. The terrain changed rapidly as they neared
the fens. The area was a mixture of growth and desolation. The
River Welland spread into a murky and unpredictable estuary with
many tiny islands from some other time when the area was dryer. It
was difficult going for the small number of mounted men but far
more difficult for the warriors on foot. More than a few times a
man in full armor slipped into a deceptively solid looking spot and
must be pulled out by his companions before the armor's weight
caused him to drown.

 


When at length they reached the spot that
Nifhmund named, the king called for the army to stop where they
could see down a slight rise to the edge of the river.

 


"There they are, standing on that high spot in
the middle of the river," the younger Arneth called. "With the
green branch to signify they come in peace."

 


There were two men, Nifhmund and another. Their
troops were visible on the opposite bank. Lawrence thought their
numbers were considerably less than he approximated a few weeks
before.

 


Lawrence pointed down the slope. "Look, they
are beckoning us. Shall I ride to learn what they want?"

 


King Arneth's eyes were narrowed. Slowly he
said, "Nay, I will go. I can see what my brother wants. He wants to
meet there." He cast a quick grin at his sons. "Neutral territory,"
he remarked humorously. "Alfgar, "he called to his aide-de-camp,
"let's see what the blackguard has to say for himself."

 


The younger Arneth sat his horse and glared
with malice at the men on the island.

 


Lawrence called, "Father, wait, there's
something amiss here," but he and Alfgar were already dismounting,
handing their horses' reins to soldiers, and were cautiously
stepping out into the water.

 


The king's sons stayed mounted as they, and the
soldiers on the slight incline from the river's edge, watched the
king and his aide make their way without mishap to the island.
There they stood in front of their counterparts, clearly exchanging
discourtesies, when Nifhmund and his aide made sudden
moves.

 


Dropping the green branch, the aide pulled his
sword from the scabbard over his shoulder and, before Alfgar could
react, he sliced into the man's neck where it met his shoulder.
Alfgar staggered back, making room for the other man to bring his
sword up into his belly. The man twisted the weapon in his guts and
dragged it up towards the breastbone.

 


King Arneth reacted quickly to the sudden
movement and drew his own sword, facing his brother. Nifhmund
registered fear as Arneth took a step towards him. then the
inexplicable happened. King Arneth stood up tall and let his sword
arm fall to his side. Those on the bank behind him could not see
his lips move in a prayer and then turn up into a grin. They could
see Nifhmund's look of surprise, then of triumph. He took aim with
his own sword.

 


"Father, nay!" the ætheling screamed and sprung
his horse forward into the water. Lawrence's hand went up
instinctively to stop him but to no effect.

 


The king lay crumpled on the ground at
Nifhmund's feet, gutted like his aide. The usurper had a wild grin
on his face, but it faded when he realized his nephew was riding
toward him. His own aide moved forward to intercept the young man
who dealt him a blow with his broadsword from his saddle that split
his helm and his skull down into his brains. Arneth rode past him
howling with a mix of pain and savage fury as he reached his
father's killer.

 


Lawrence surged forward in company to come to
the aid of the ætheling. There was a shout from behind them, over
the edge of the low ridge. He realized all at once, why the enemy's
numbers seemed decimated. Half the army was waiting to come up
behind the king's men! The soldiers were forced to turn away from
the combat on the island in order to face the attackers. Horsa,
Lawrence saw, deftly formed the men, and turned, ready in a
shield-wall. He turned back to his brother's fight.

 


Arneth was faltering before his father's
brother, for though an able swordsman his festering shoulder wound
made him weak. Lawrence urged his horse forward into the water, and
as he saw that the ætheling was sore pressed, he pushed his mount
to rush forward. The horse slid on the mud under its hooves and
toppled sideways into the river. As Lawrence nimbly leapt off to
avoid being pinned under the animal, he heard an awful scream,
sounding of fury and despair.

 


Landing on his feet with enough force to drive
his boots into the muck, he regained his balance and looked up to
see with horror that his brother had fallen with his own horse onto
the ground. Arneth's scream came when he struck his inflamed
shoulder onto a gnarled root. He was not dead. He was stunned.
Lawrence pulled his boots out of the muck and hurried, breathing
hard, towards where Nifhmund was making his way around the fallen
horse to the ætheling. "Nay!" Lawrence tried to scream, the anguish
constricting his throat. He choked on the pain as he saw Nifhmund's
sword come down just where his brother lay obscured from his view
by the horse's writhing body.

 


Unless Nifhmund was utterly incompetent, the
ætheling could not be anything but dead or dying now. Into
Lawrence's mind came his brother's prophetic entreaty while they
talked in the stables. "You must be ready to be king." Here he
stood, alone, his father's armies hard pressed behind him on the
north bank. He roared with rage and ran forward, sword drawn to
take the first action in his young reign.

 


Nifhmund was overcome with triumph, his brother
and his pup both dead at his feet. He looked up amused as he saw
the lad hurry forward. He would have the blood of the younger pup
as well. He took a step forward to meet him.

 


Before he could even lift his sword to strike,
he realized he was far too close to the boy. They should have been
at least a sword's length apart, but here was the pup, almost nose
to nose with him, the eyes staring red hot into his own. He felt
his own knees weaken. He looked down and saw it, Lawrence's sword
buried up to its hilt in his belly. It must be sticking out the
back. In an irrational action, he tried to look over his shoulder
to see. Pain filled every part of his body. He looked back and saw
Lawrence's face set in a rictus of hate and triumph. He thought he
saw a tear start to spill out of one eye onto his beardless cheek.
He felt his own bowels loosen. He collapsed and died.

 


Lawrence had to grip his sword's hilt to keep
it from pulling him down with the body. He yanked it out with all
his strength. It came free. He stood a moment transfixed at the
sight of the dead man, came to himself and dashed over to where his
brother lay dying with a terrible gash in his sternum.

 


"Arneth!" he cried as he fell to his knees
beside him. He tore open the laces of his brother's mail and
brigandine to help him breathe.

 


Arneth groaned and opened his eyes. Struggling
to see clearly who this was hovering over him, he recognized his
younger brother. "Lawrence," he gasped.

 


"Aye, Arneth I am here." Lawrence felt Arneth
grasp his hand, bared of his gauntlet in order to manipulate the
laces. Arneth's hand gripped his hard, squeezing it until it
hurt.

 


"Lawrence," the ætheling croaked again. then he
made a terrible noise in his throat and his grip relaxed. His arm
dropped. He was dead.

 


Lawrence stared in horror. He put his head down
on his brother's armored chest and wept. "This is not how it was
supposed to be!" he wailed. "I can't do it. I can't be king.
Arneth, I need you."

 


 


Lawrence was too stunned to hear the battle
raging behind him. He only looked up from where he knelt gazing at
his brother's dead face when he saw a hand reach around to gently
close Arneth's staring eyes. It was Ansovald, who used the same
hand to grip under Lawrence's armpit to help him stand.

 


"My father?" Lawrence asked dully.

 


"He is dead. Here, give me your
sword."

 


Lawrence balked. "I'll take care of it." He
stooped to his father's dead brother and used the man's cloak to
clean the blade of blood. He realized, as he saw that plenty of
blood had had time to dry and was not coming off on the cloth, that
he must have knelt by his brother for much longer than he imagined.
He looked up questioningly. "The battle?"

 


Ansovald nodded. "It is won. What few of the
usurping commanders survived made it south and into East Anglia.
Horsa sent a party to the abbey. The monks said Nifhmund was never
even there."

 


Lawrence let his friend propel him by the arm
back over the river channel. At the point where his horse slipped
he asked, "My horse?"

 


"She's fine. After you jumped off, quite
impressively by the way, she panicked and ran off. Edwin found her
and brought her back."

 


Out of the water and climbing the small hill,
Lawrence asked almost too quietly to hear, "Now what do I
do?"

 


Ansovald stopped him and turned him to face
himself. He put his hands on his shoulders. Looking directly into
Lawrence's glazed eyes, he said, "Be a king, my friend."

 


They turned and topped the crest of the hill.
Before them, the ground was covered with the bodies of the dead and
wounded. Monks circulated among them looking to wounds. One of the
priests the king brought with them went through and shrived all who
could manage the sacrament. The steady low intoning of the priests
and the quiet talk of the monks were matched by the moaning of
wounded and dying soldiers. From time to time the low humming was
fractured by a scream of pain or a man begging, for water, for his
wife or mother, for supreme unction, for help, for a
miracle.

 


The two young men stood and gazed down at the
scene, numb. Horsa looked up to where they stood. He stopped his
progress through the bodies and shouted in his loud, resonant
voice, "The king!" He fell to one knee facing Lawrence, drew his
sword and held it point skywards, close to his nose, in a show of
respect and fealty.

 


Ansovald turned to Lawrence and knelt. Slowly,
then more rapidly, all who were standing did the same. Even some of
the wounded drew themselves to sitting positions, and if they
lacked a sword struck their chests with their fists. Lawrence's
eyes caught the movement of a few men lying on the ground
struggling to lift swords into the air. The cheering started and
drowned out the underlying thrum of priests and monks and moaning
men.

 


Lawrence's first impulse was to kneel as well,
it struck him, as Ansovald knelt facing him, that they were all
kneeling to, saluting and cheering... him. He thought again of his
brother's exhortation to be prepared to be the king. That was what
Ansovald meant. Standing upon the ridge, his boots, his mail
hauberk, even his face splashed and soaked in mud and his brother's
blood, he had a moment of panic. The impulse came for no reason he
could fathom, and Lawrence stood up straight and tall, his stance
strong and his sword at his side. He firmed his jaw and grimly
accepted their salutes and cheers.

 


Prepared or not, willing or not, he was the
king.

 


 


The shock and disbelief wore off as King
Lawrence and his army rode back to Lincoln at a pace determined by
the dead and wounded carried in the train. Traversing a diagonal,
the way along Roman roads and through fields and woodlands took
them the furthest distance in the kingdom. Horsa rode on one side
of him and Ansovald on the other. The three were silent. Down the
line, men carried two litters with the two Arneths' corpses. A few
men among the soldiers joked and sang, for the war was long and
hard on them all. Lawrence, riding along with a set jaw and an
angry countenance did not begrudge it to them. Occasionally Horsa
or Ansovald would catch the other's eye and gesture with his chin
to the king. The other would look at the unchanging frown on the
young man's face and glance back up with a look of understanding
and concern.

 


Inside Lawrence's mind was a whirlwind, like
the spiral of air in a courtyard that picked up dust, leaves,
anything that could be sucked into it. Grief, confusion,
uncertainty, a longing to be home or at least alone, and all of it
scattered around by the anger he felt. Still but a boy, he already
forgot what it felt like to be young and careless.

 


His temper was short. It seemed as if everyone
kept coming up to him, either wanting something or expressing their
condolences, and all with that obsequious respect, bowing, "my
liege this" and "sire that." He wanted to run away from it all. He
could not be king, he should not be king and, what's more, he would
not be king. He snapped at all who approached him, even Ansovald,
who gave up trying to talk with him as they camped for the night.
He wanted to be left alone to grieve in silence.

 


He did not run away. He couldn't. He had a duty
to perform.

 


The town and fortress of Lincoln was at last
before them. At the gates mothers, wives and sweethearts who had
not traveled with the soldiers to take care of their menfolk waited
tensely to see who would come home and who would not. As the men
filed through the gate, shrieks of joy were interspersed with the
eerie sound of keening. Lawrence glanced up at the vertical timber
of the stronghold's ramparts knowing he could be greeted only with
grief. He registered the puzzled murmuring of those who now saw but
one of the three royal men who left a few months before. As he
passed, there was shock in voices that greeted the bodies of the
brother and father he lost. He heard more than once, "But, he is
the king now? He is so young." He lowered his eyes and thought how
strange that they were speaking of him. He smiled grimly. No, they
were talking about a lad who left a few months ago, not about him.
They didn't know him.

 


 


The new king's mourning had little time to work
itself through. He was pressed into governing, or at least
appearing to govern. He sat in council meetings and attempted to be
heard by his councilors but found himself more tolerated than
included.

 


"I don't know what to do," he confided in
Ansovald. They are about as sure of me as I am of
myself."

 


His friend shook his head. "Your grace, why do
you think they hesitate about you?" His tone was
leading.

 


"My age, my inexperience, the fact that I can't
even grow a proper beard yet, the fact that I am only a junior
officer, the fact that I am not my older brother." He scowled, "And
why do you insist on calling me that?"

 


Ansovald sighed. "I call you that, your grace,
because you are the king and that is the way one addresses a king.
And to remind you that that is what you are now." He laughed at
Lawrence's irritated expression. "Don't you see that your lack of
confidence is as plain as the beardless chin on your face? Why
should they treat you any differently than you treat
yourself?"

 


Lawrence shook his head. "I know you are right,
but...how do I develop that confidence? I have to be a king to act
like a king and I don't feel like I... can be...A king."

 


Ansovald's reply was to pat his friend on the
back and to send a confidential messenger to Ratherwood.

 


Behind the scenes, others were expressing
Lawrence's doubts.

 


Lord Teoful of Stamford was vocal. "The boy is
too young. He is too easily brought under the influence of others
who may not have the kingdom's interests at heart. Look how he
turns to foreigners for advice. That boy Ansovald whose father is
the tool of Carolus, king of Franks. And Horsa, a fine soldier, I
will grant, but still an East Anglian. I shouldn't be all that
surprised if Edwærd brought his daughter from Affynshire to marry
off to the lad, then decided to stay and rule Críslicland as well
as his own kingdom."

 


One of Teoful's predictions came to pass in
part. Indeed, Edwærd did come, summoned by Ansovald. Lawrence's
pleasure in having this longtime friend of his father's arrive did
not go unnoticed by his detractors.

 


"My lord, I welcome you to Lincoln!" Lawrence
felt some of the tension drain out of him at the very sight of the
older man. "I know I should have invited you to my father's and
brother's funeral ceremonies, but I was in no mood for a gathering.
Some of my councilors were sore wroth with me, but I demanded they
follow my commands. I am the king now, after all."

 


Edwærd put his hands on the young man's
shoulders. Looking into his face he replied, "Aye, my son, you are.
But you need to exercise that control in a measured way." Seeing
the frown on Lawrence's face, he quickly added, "But I am not here
to lecture you. I am here to serve you."

 


The young king subsided. More than anything, he
wanted this man to take over, to relieve him of the burden of
kingship. The words that would have invited this stayed unvoiced.
He could not know how much that reassured Edwærd.

 


 


In council, the call was for punishment for all
those conspirators in the usurping attempt and the rebuilding of
ruined villages and defenses. Lawrence asserted himself into the
wrangling to insist that the fyrd, a sort of militia pulled from
the ranks of able-bodied men, not bear the punishment that others
with more resources and influence avoided. They were forced to
fight for their local lords and chieftains and could not, should
not be subject to the same harsh judgment."

 


"But your grace," an elderly councilor
countered, "if we don't punish them who shall we have to punish?
Most of the men who led them have run to East Anglia, Mercia and
Northumbria!"

 


Lawrence scowled. "Shall a man be punished for
another's sins only because that other is not present? That is not
justice. We have weapons to punish those who commanded the fyrd. We
can take their lands. We can ask the lords of the lands they have
sought refuge in to send them back to answer for their
crime."

 


Lord Teoful spoke up, "This is so, sire, but
how can we be sure the fyrdmen will not rally again to their lord's
heirs."

 


Lawrence's jaw set. "Those heirs will be
dispossessed. Marry, I think that showing the fyrdmen mercy will
earn us more loyalty than compelling it. If you wish, we can ask
them to swear their oath to us... To me. Methinks they will be glad
to do so."

 


To Lawrence's consternation, the discussion was
tabled rather than having the council concede to his commands.
Sitting against the wall of the council chamber, Ansovald bowed his
head at his friend's capitulation. How he wished Lawrence refused
to allow the delay.

 


Increasingly Lawrence turned from the advice of
his father's council and sought the support of Horsa, Ansovald, and
King Edwærd. They coached him to remember he had absolute power
over decisions such as the punishment of the fyrdmen. Edwærd
praised him for the insight that loyalty can come from mercy and
justice. At the same time, Lawrence heard other decisions he made
criticized. Edwærd questioned his decision to bypass a state
funeral for his father and brother. Ansovald earned himself a taste
of Lawrence's rage when he dared to suggest he was deferring too
often to his council.

 


"God's teeth, man! Be a king and dominate! Be a
king and make concessions! I see that though my council is not
allowed to correct me, you are!" The blue eyes were full of
fire.

 


Edwærd said, "My lords, will you leave us? With
your permission, Your Majesty."

 


"Good God, that unnerves me! Hearing you call
me that. Aye, go."

 


Hiding their own dismay, Ansovald and Horsa
took their leave of the two kings.

 


Edwærd started to put an avuncular arm across
Lawrence's shoulders but thought better of it. He instead crossed
his arms over his chest. "Lawrence," he began, "you have every
reason to rebel."

 


Lawrence's defenses were up but he appreciated
the use of his Christian name. "It all feels wrong. And when I get
advice it's contradictory." There was a sullen note in his
voice.

 


Edwærd thrust up his lower lip and nodded. "It
seems that way, but really it's not. You want a hard and fast rule
that can be applied to everything. Do you have absolute authority
or do you not? The problem is not that there is no one rule, but
that the one rule is something else entirely, something you have
not thought of."

 


Lawrence looked at the older man, interested.
"Something else?"

 


"Aye, the one rule is that for every action,
every decision, you must stop and think, think what the
consequences will be. It is not just a matter of what you want, but
what you want to see happen in the future." He went over to a table
and leaned back against it. He looked directly at Lawrence's face.
"Let me show how this applies to the two actions you either did or
did not take."

 


Lawrence nodded thoughtfully and took a
seat.

 


Edwærd began, "The funeral. You wanted to get
it over with. You wanted to mourn privately. All quite
reasonable... if you are not the king." He smiled at Lawrence's
look of annoyance. "Rites such as royal funerals are part of the
structure of your people's lives. We want them to love us and be
loyal to us. We do that by ruling wisely and justly, but they need
more. They need to see royalty as glorious. They adored your
father. You took their right to mourn him publicly away, to see the
pomp and drama of his and your brother's funeral. "

 


Lawrence frowned but did not
interrupt.

 


"More than that, you had a chance at a state
funeral to show yourself to not only the people of your kingdom,
but the lords of your own realm and representatives of others. They
could have taken your measure, seen both your strength and your
compassion. They would have seen you in charge, leading the
procession, garbed as a king and with your crown. Have you even
worn it yet?"

 


Lawrence sighed. "Nay, it feels like
stealing."

 


Edweard's eyes flashed. He leaned forward to
glare into the young man's face. "That is precisely the sort of
thing you need to get over! It isn't stealing any more than wearing
a sword your father bequeathed to you. One thing I demand of you...
you must stop that childish talk. You are the king whether you like
it or not, and you had better start behaving like one."

 


Lawrence bore the tirade, then gave Edwærd an
unexpected sly look. He stood straight, tall, and glared down at
the older man. "Your grace, may I remind you that you are a guest
in my court and in my kingdom? I will ask you to show more
respect!"

 


Edweard's startled look quickly changed to
laughter. "Now that is more like it!" he affirmed.

 


"But, your grace, I can't simply act imperious
all the time. How can I be myself, be a man and be a king all the
time?"

 


Edwærd thought, his bent fore knuckle under his
bearded chin. "Here is something I did when I was first king of
Affynshire. I was much older than you are, but I was still
uncertain. What I did was to think of someone I thought of as
kingly, in my case my uncle who was king before me. I pretended to
be him. You would want to pretend to be your father..."

 


Lawrence shook his head. "Nay, 'twould be my
brother. I don't think he had any idea of it, but I always looked
up to him, almost as if he was a god."

 


Edwærd stood and went to put his arm across the
young man's shoulders. "Lawrence, he knew. I recall your father
once telling me how Arneth worried that he might lose your respect
someday by doing something foolish. In sooth, he knew."

 


Lawrence looked into the man's eyes and smiled
sadly but gratefully. "I thank you for that." He looked down at the
floor for a moment. "Let me try that, thinking and acting like
Arneth. You were going to tell me the thing I did not do was stand
up to the council when they tabled the discussion of whether to
punish the fyrdmen who fought with Nifhmund. I'll try
that."

 


He stepped out from under Edweard's arm across
his shoulder and walked to the other side of the chamber. He
turned, stood with his eyes closed for a few moments, summoning his
brother Arneth's demeanor, poise, seriousness, and strength. He
took a deep breath, opened his eyes and stood tall and
resolute.

 


"My lords, I am quite clear on this. We will
conclude this discussion, but know that I shall not veer from my
position. If we punish these fyrdmen, we will lose. We will lose
their work upon the land. We will decimate their families, their
villages. They are our people though they fought against us. They
faced death if they did not follow their lord's whim. But if we
show mercy, respect, understanding," he emphasized the last word,
"they will be redeemed and grateful. They will become even more
passionately loyal to us than those who fought with us. We must
punish the lords, but we must not punish the common
fyrdmen."

 


Edwærd beamed. "You have it! Every inch a
king." He smiled at Lawrence's self-congratulatory smirk. "And I
can tell you now, from what Ansovald and Horsa told me about that
very discussion, you show a quality that Arneth could never have.
You will be a better king than he ever could have been."

 


Lawrence gaped at him, frankly disbelieving.
"How? That cannot be!"

 


"It is. Arneth would have been firm, strong,
unyielding, but you have compassion and foresight. Arneth would
have been a good king... A very good king. But, Lawrence, you have
it in you to be a great king."

 


 


In his summons to a council meeting, Lawrence
laid out the purpose of the discussion he planned. He would return
to the discussion of the fyrd. He had new councilors to induct. He
would call the Witan in a six-month to talk about certain reforms
and changes he would propose.

 


Lord Teoful frowned at the message the servant
had delivered. The boy was acting as if he was unquestionably the
king. Time to put a stop to this masquerade.

 


Lawrence came into the council chamber flanked
by Horsa and Edwærd, Ansovald entering behind them. The councilors
stood and bowed to the two kings. Lawrence did not sit but stood
tall at the end of the table. He looked different somehow. He was
standing very straight and wore a thick gold chain of his father's
around his neck. He wore his sword. He looked at each of the men
through hard eyes.

 


Some of the councilors sat up straighter,
either encouraged or cowed. Others retained their reserve. They
watched as Lawrence glanced at King Edwærd.

 


"My lords, we have several things to discuss.
We will hear last comments about the topic of punishing the enemy
fyrd, and then make our decision. By which I mean my decision. We
have decided to summon the Witan in a six-month, for we have some
changes we wish to make, some projects to start, and other ideas we
wish to advance. Further, we wish today to set a date for our
coronation and...." with a smile at Edwærd, "our
marriage."

 


His councilors took his words in but were
silent. Teoful stood and proclaimed, "My lord, you cannot plan your
coronation. Your crown is not secure. It is the right of the Witan
to select the man who can best lead and protect this kingdom.
Though he must be of the kin, he must also be mature, a war leader.
You are the first, but unproved."

 


Lawrence stood and stared. He had not had any
forewarning of this development. His first impulse, to rage at the
man and the council, was quickly submerged by panic, THEN a
creeping feeling that this might be the way out. He did not in fact
have to be king.

 


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Edwærd
cross his arms over his chest. Lawrence recognized the reminder
signal. Arneth, what would Arneth do?

 


Lawrence composed himself, shut and reopened
his eyes, and asked evenly, "And being aware that either the acting
king or the full council may call the Witan to discuss a challenge
to the succession, might you have someone in particular in mind as
a better candidate?" His words ended with an acid
flavor.

 


"Lord, that is yet to be discussed," Teoful
replied tersely.

 


Lawrence turned and started to pace. "Let's
see. The king must be of the kin," he began in a sardonic voice.
"Everyone in my family is dead. Nifhmund's son, my cousin is even
younger than I am. I think there is a distant kinsman who is a
warrior somewhere in Cumbria... no wait; he died in battle with the
Irish. That leaves only..." He stopped and glared at Teoful. "That
leaves me."

 


He saw that not only Teoful but also some of
the other members of his council set their jaws, communicating
intransigence on the matter. He glared at them.

 


"Sire, if I may speak?" he heard King Edwærd's
voice at his shoulder.

 


Lawrence turned his head to look at him. He
tried to read the man's impassive expression. He nodded
curtly.

 


"Sire, this is also the custom in my own
kingdom, and in sooth, it is a good one. There is no need to rush
into a coronation if there is no actual threat, and I know my
daughter will be the happier to wed should she be a six-month
older. And this may be the best opportunity for you to act as king
for all to see, who shall judge your worth with more to go on."
Edwærd had smiled at his mention of his daughter, but his look at
the last was respectful and calm. That alone made Lawrence's mind
up for him.

 


"Well spoken, my lord. And I should be happy
indeed to have the chance to prove myself." He turned back to
Teoful. "Are my councilors content to maintain the status quo, my
rule until the Witangemot? With my oath that the Witangemot shall
convene in a six-month and I shall abide by its decision regarding
kingship?"

 


Teoful looked uneasy, but his fellow doubters
urged acceptance of the lad's oath. The members of the Witan in
their many and far strongholds would be informed as soon as
possible that they were summoned in a six-month to confirm or
choose anew the king of Críslicland.

 


Lawrence still stood. He pursed his lips and
cast a stern gaze about the assemblage. "All right, any further
talk about the punishment of Nifhmund's fyrdmen? Speak if you wish,
but unless you have something new and compelling to say, I know my
own mind on this. And until the Witan chooses another, I am yet the
king."

 


Any mouths that started to open to offer an
opinion shut again. The king waited for a breath or two. "It is
decided. The fyrdmen will not be punished. They shall, however,
each be required to take an oath of loyalty to me or-should the
Witan choose to elevate another-to the one who is rightful king of
Críslicland." He held up both his hands palms forward when members
of the council made noises of protest. "I said, I know my own mind,
and this is what is both wise and just."

 


Edweard's approval was written on his broad
face. Ansovald stood and regarded his friend admiringly.

 


"On to some projects to consider..." Lawrence
went on, finally taking a chair and sitting. He leaned forward on
his bent arms and continued in an earnest manner.

 


Lawrence sat with King Edwærd, Horsa,
Athelwick, and Ansovald in the great hall a short time later.
Edwærd was planning to ride back over the Trenta Bridge and go back
to Ratherwood and his son and daughter. The gathering now was to
get all the wisdom Lawrence could from the man before he was miles
and days away.

 


"I understand that provisional oaths of loyalty
have come from the better part of the fyrdmen who fought under
Nifhmund?" he asked Ansovald, who was in charge of the
notifications.

 


"Aye, lord, in fact I have not myself heard of
a single refusal. Some have deferred to the time of the Witangemot,
but most have willingly taken the oath."

 


Athelwick, a commander in the young king's army
and no longer his superior officer nodded in his grim, no-nonsense
manner. "Aye, 'tis true, sire, but those of my men sent to the
furthest frontiers have not reported back yet. They are the most
like to refuse."

 


Horsa put in, "They have more loyalty to their
own local lords."

 


"My next decision on this amnesty will have to
be what we shall do with those who do refuse," Lawrence
admitted.

 


Horsa's look was speculative. "Have you not
already considered that, my lord?"

 


Lawrence sat back in his chair and crossed his
arms over his chest. "Aye, from ere I gave the order. But I should
wish to keep that choice as open and flexible as possible, for the
reasons some might be reluctant may enlighten what the final
decision should be."

 


The men sitting with him nodded their
agreement.

 


A servant had brought the king and his
companions a new pitcher of ale when they heard a commotion at the
porch of the hall. Lawrence sat up and called to a servant to find
out what passed. Before the servant could reach the door at the far
end of the hall, a man in travel-worn clothing and mail burst in
accompanied by members of the king's housecarls.

 


"Your Majesty, I bring tidings from Spalding.
Ships have beached there with many a fighting man aboard. The men
of Spalding who did challenge them have been killed. The war bands,
for so they seem, have taken the village and appear to plan to
march north."

 


Lawrence shot up. "God's body, the old
conspirators, I'll warrant. My crown is not yet warm upon my head
and already I must do battle." He called to the servant who brought
the pitcher. "Here, get this man food and drink and whatever else
he requires." To Horsa he said, "Make ready the housecarls, then
send to the earls to summon what fyrd you deem sufficient." He
added, "Athelwick, you go with him and assist him."

 


He turned to Edwærd, "Mayhap my lord you should
make haste for the bridge tonight. 'Tis not your quarrel, plus you
are more valuable held in reserve."

 


Finally, he turned to his longtime friend.
"Ansovald, will you stand in my stead when I must go to
war?"

 


Ansovald looked doubtful. "Teoful will not be
happy with me at the steering board."

 


"To hell with Teoful. I need someone I can
trust." Lawrence called for his body men to meet him in his
bedchamber. "When he is refreshed, send the messenger to me. We
must learn all he knows of these blackguards and their
intent."

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Horsa, who rode along with the other high
commanders, sidled his mount over to Lawrence. "Unfortunate weather
to be traveling in the Fens, sire." Ever since they had set out
south from Lincoln, the skies had grown dark and
threatening.

 


The young man peered up at the sky with a
baleful look. "Aye, if it rains we shall have soggy footing. Bad
enough for the horses, but much worse for the fighting
men."

 


"And mayhap making fords impassable and even
flooding out bridges."

 


Lawrence gazed at Horsa. "Aye, we shall have to
think of that. Instruct our scouts to assess different routes as we
ride forward. Best not to arrive at Spalding already
spent."

 


The company had dry lodging once they had reach
Grantham, the stronghold of Earl Harold. The man's hall was large
enough to house many of the king's chief warriors, with more
billeted in other buildings and the stables. Even those relegated
to tents were free of moisture as the stronghold was atop an
earthen mound and well drained.

 


Lawrence sat at meat with his commanders and
the earl, an older man. He seemed wary of the young king when he
had first arrived. Athelwick noted with some amusement the sidelong
glances the earl cast at the king. It was as if he was not certain
Lawrence was not an imposter Once Lawrence had commanded him to
stay in his own fort and prepare to defend it from the rebellious
forces, he relaxed palpably and settled to more good-natured
company..

 


One of the scouts sent ahead to see what the
pouring rain had done to the roads arrived as Lawrence was about to
put down his last cup of ale and bed himself down with the others
in the hall. The king called for ale and food and gestured to the
fellow to sit with him near the long firepit, for the man was wet
and cold.

 


"Sire, the Fens are swollen above the level of
the path that skirts it. The fords are down, but the old Roman
bridge over the Welland is passable. It may not be for much longer,
as the water level of the river is rising as well."

 


Lawrence saw that the man's mantle was soaked
through. He leaned forward, took hold of the mantle, and removed it
from the startled man's shoulders. The king stood and drew his own
mantle from where he had sat on it on the bench. He stooped to
throw the mantle around the man's shoulders. As he sat again on the
bare surface of the bench, he asked, "Is not the bridge near? What
is the name of the village? Is it not leading into
Mercia?"

 


The scout sat stunned, so Horsa answered for
him, "Nay, my liege. That part of the Fens is in dispute, for the
tidal flooding changes its boundaries as oft as the seasons
change."

 


Lawrence looked doubtful, "But for certës, if
there is a bridge built there it is on less changeable
land?"

 


The scout looked from the chief commander to
the king, inserted, "Aye, but both ends of the bridge are in a
section of the river wholly in Críslicland." He leaned over to
brush rushes aside so he could scratch in the dirt with his belt
knife. "This is the Welland." He dragged the tip of the knife from
left to right slanting slightly down. "It ends, of course, at The
Wash. Spalding is here." The Wash had not become blunt from
centuries of erosion of the Midlands soils yet, and he poked his
belt knife on a spot on the north bank of the river. "This is
Grantham, the Ermine Way, and here is the bridge... at Stamford."
To the west he notched a spot considerably north of the river on
the edge of the Fens, drew the knife roughly south to where it
intersected the Welland. He stuck his knife at that point to
indicate the location of the bridge. With his forefinger he
smoothed the crumbled edge of the river line all the way to
Spalding. "This is the south bank and it is wholly in
Críslicland."

 


"How do we get back onto the north bank? Here?"
Lawrence pointed a be-ringed finger to a spot south of
Spalding.

 


"Should we be wasting our time going about in
such an indirect way? Is not the Fen causeway faster?" Athelwick
wondered.

 


The scout shook his head. "If we try to travel
by the causeway we will soon find ourselves knee deep in muck. Not
only should we take as long to journey to Spalding, but our men
will be exhausted and moreover provide easy targets along the
way."

 


"The Roman roads are hard and stay drier. We
may be looping about but we will make good time," Horsa
affirmed.

 


"We must make haste while the river and Fenland
is not so soaked even the bridge is awash," Lawrence agreed. To
Athelwick he said, "Go and tell the commanders to ready their men
to leave at dawn for the south. Do not tell them where we are
headed, not yet."

 


As he sent the scout to find a warm spot near
the firepit to sleep, he stopped him with a hand on the man's
shoulder. "Good work. What is your name?"

 


The young man acknowledge the compliment. "I am
called Edred, sire."

 


"You are observant and of good judgment. I want
you to join my household as my aide-de-camp. Will that be
satisfactory?"

 


Edred gaped. "Satisfactory, sire? Indeed, aye,
indeed! But, my lord, will he?"

 


"Don't worry about him. Harold is anxious to
play his cards judiciously." Lawrence smiled wryly. "You realize
that the Witan may select someone else as king."

 


Edred looked into the king's eyes, trying to
discern how serious he was. There was a hint of humor but it seemed
the king was aware of the vagaries of fortune. "Aye, though I think
it not likely. In any case, sire, I will be your oathman whatever
you will be in this world." He stood straight and struck his
chest.

 


Lawrence's eyes sparkled though his face was
serious. "I thank you, Edred. Go get some rest. Nay, keep it for
the night," he added as Edred started to remove his mantle to
return it to the king. "I will get blankets from Earl
Harold."

 


 


In the morning, Lawrence awoke to much shouting
and clamor in the courtyard of the stronghold. He sat up, swinging
long legs from the bench on which he had slept. He felt his cover
slip down his back, turned to retrieve it and found it was his own
mantle. His new aide-de-camp, Edred, stood before him, bowing and
smiling.

 


"What is all that noise?" he asked, nodding a
good morning to Edred.

 


Edred's smile broadened. "Come see for
yourself, my lord."

 


Lawrence cocked an eyebrow, but stood and
followed the man to the door of the hall. He came through into the
early morning light and was nearly blown back again by the sudden
uproar of voices. Hundreds of men were standing in the courtyard,
too many to hold it, and the mob was still appearing outside the
open gate. These men, and not a few women, were armed however they
could manage and, seeing the young king emerge, cheered Lawrence at
the top of their lungs.

 


"It's your fyrd, my liege," Horsa said,
appearing at the king's elbow. "Most are veterans of your father's
forces, but a large number are those who fought with Nifhmund but
have sworn an oath to serve you. Some have never fought before, but
came with their kinsmen to fight for Good King
Lawrence."

 


Lawrence glanced over to the chief commander
with an openly astonished look. "Aye?" he breathed.

 


Horsa smiled his answer and clapped the king on
the shoulder familiarly. "They have been arriving all night." He
stepped back so Lawrence could take the lead and step out to greet
his swelling army. And that was not the only thing swelling. So was
the king's heart.

 


 


The bridge at Stamford was a stout one made of
wood, bearing up well it seemed in the rushing water. Though the
water was indeed high this was the shallowest spot in the Welland,
so the water had risen to cover the banks up to the level of the
bridge. There was no way to avoid getting wet, though so long as
soldiers avoided the swiftest flow they should not fear being swept
in and drowned in their mail surcoats.

 


Horsa indicated the bridge with a nod of his
hoary head. "We are all already soaked to the bone, my liege," he
said to Lawrence. "Even those of us on horseback. I don't suppose
having to wade through all that water will be of much
consequence."

 


Lawrence gave him an absent glance. "I suppose.
But we might ameliorate the situation some. More vexing than the
wading is the footing. It looks safe but I think we need to do
something to ensure no one slips." He turned in the saddle to
beckon some men-at-arms forward. "Get some rope. Pull up that heavy
wagon. Someone check in the woods there for logs we can
use."

 


"Shall we make camp, my lord?" his chief
commander asked.

 


"Nay, this should not take long," the king
replied confidently, and swung his leg over to dismount.

 


Over the next half hour, he directed men to tie
the two lengths of rope to the axle of the front wheels of the
cart. He had two of the smaller logs braced against the wheels to
keep the cart from moving forward. Men with axes cut longer logs
into shorter lengths.

 


"We have to get these ropes attached to the
bridge. " Lawrence glanced about the assembled fyrdmen who had
rushed forward to pitch in to the hard labor. "You there, with the
green cap. And you over there, holding the long spear. "He had
called forward two of the tallest, broadest men Horsa had ever
seen. "You will take the ropes, but also place these cut logs like
stepping-stones. Understand?"

 


Horsa and Athelwick quickly stepped to direct
other men to pass the cut logs to the huge men who had tied the
loose ends of the ropes to their belts. On the edge of the river
they placed two wood stepping-stones side by side and stepped up
onto them. They reached around for another wooden cylinder after
another, moving ahead to place another each time.

 


When the two large men had finally stepped onto
the surface of the wooden bridge, they tied their ropes to the
nearest pier. Lawrence himself jerked on the rope with all his
might. It was secure. He turned his face to his men and broke out
into a wide smile as they thundered their approval.

 


Once they had crossed the Welland without
serious mishap, save for one bundle of spears that fell from a
wagon when the drover got reckless, the war band was again on easy,
relatively dry footing.

 


Edred was correct; the Roman road was virtually
mud-free. The king of Críslicland arrived at the point south of the
river and Spalding only as tired as a couple days' march would make
him. It was late afternoon when they arrived and made camp. The
clouds broke and the sun shone out, and there was as much sunlight
beaming from the faces of the soldiers as down from the
heavens.

 


Resting in the king's tent, Horsa went over
plans for the attack. "We must make the crossing before dawn. We
can attack the camp from which the rebels are harrying Spalding at
first light. They will not, God willing, be expecting to be
attacked from the south."

 


Lawrence paced about the small space, swinging
his bent arms so that one fist clapped into the opposite palm with
each forward swing. "Tell the men to make use of the riverbank mud
once we are across. Have them smear it on every surface of their
armor and weapons that might reflect light. No sense alerting the
sentries, for even if they do not expect an attack from the south,
sentries will notice if the rising sun in the east strikes a sword
blade or a polished helm. Let's not sacrifice our
advantage."

 


The camp was well out of the way of the road
leading to the bridge across to Spalding where it would be unlikely
anyone would stumble across it. Lawrence had the fighting men up
early to give them time to cover the distance between the camp and
the bridge before first light. He left Horsa in command of enough
of a force to waylay any enemies coming from the south and also to
prevent any who might try to flee in that direction after the
approaching battle.

 


The soldiers huddled as silently as men clad in
shirts made of small metal rings could manage. The mud spread over
the mail not only prevented light from reflecting off it but also
helped muffle some of the sound. Lawrence directed Athelwick to
take his force to the ships beached on the south side of the river.
He ordered Horsa to take charge of those who would stay and guard
the south end of the stone bridge.

 


Lawrence stood before the assembled forces and
cupped his hands to his mouth so they could hear even though he
spoke without shouting. "When you have heard me, pass on behind
what I say. The bridge is lightly guarded. We can take them
unawares with a handful of men. As the light shows in the east, we
will cross the bridge as quietly as possible. No horses. Wrap your
feet in cloth if you are wearing boots." He paused to let the words
be passed along behind to all. "Their camp is ahead of the bridge,
a little more than an arrow's shot from the wall of the town. It is
shaped like a crescent moon, all the way around the town save, we
must assume, for where it abuts the river, which is as high here as
upstream." The murmuring caught up with him. "We will spread out
and will be able to walk into their camp. It is quiet. There are
sentries, but most are on the far side, looking for attack from
Crísliclanders." He grinned and quiet laughter greeted him. He
could hear quiet voices whose inflection showed they asked what the
joke had been. He continued, "As soon as you are across the bridge,
move to your position and form a shield-wall. When we are all in
place, I will signal the attack by moving from my position in the
middle of you all. Move into the camp. Keep in formation from side
to side once you encounter the tents. You know what to do with
those." Again there was light laughter. He put up a hand and it
silenced.

 


He paused, looked down, standing firm he called
out louder than before, "We must end this treachery once and for
all. This time none of the traitors will get away. I want no
prisoners of rank. The fyrdmen may live, if you deem it, but will
not survive the day if they do not make good for their enmity to
the crown."

 


He stood scanning the eager faces before him.
With a sharp nod he said, "Now take your positions, good soldiers
of Críslicland." A muted cheer faded as groups of men made their
way to their appointed tasks.

 


Just a stone's throw from the south end of the
bridge, Edred and several other men crept quietly forward. The
guards on the bridge were standing at intervals on the hump of the
bridge. Those they could see were muffled in their cloaks, shuffled
their feet and huddled close to the stone sides of the bridge for
warmth.

 


Nearer to the ships, Athelwick watched Edred
who was visible in the starlight. He saw the young man raise his
hand in the air. He turned to a small cluster of his own men and
said, "Ready."

 


Edred watched the guards on the bridge. When he
dropped his arm an awful cacophony of squawking came from
Athelwick's direction. He and his company dashed forward, taking
advantage of the startling noise to rush the guards and dispatch
them before they could sound an alarm. The guards had been so
surprised that they neither saw nor heard their
attackers.

 


"Well done, ducks!" Athelwick commended his
men. "Get to the ships and wait until the king's men are across the
bridge. We will board the ships and kill the men guarding
them."

 


Lawrence's squadron, making up the largest part
of the forces, crept forward and over the bridge, each man carrying
a stout round ashwood shield and seaxas, axes, and spears. Some of
the fyrdmen carried sharpened sticks, hoes, and even threshing
flails. As the men reached the far end of the Roman bridge, they
alternated left and right, taking up position in two long lines.
Last to cross the bridge was the king himself, coming to stand in
the front line and between the two halves of the shield-wall. He
overlapped his own heavy shield with its iron boss with the shields
of the men on either side of him. They were silent, waiting,
listening to the muffled sounds of the camp, where a few dogs
barked but none seemed to take heed.

 


Lawrence watched the sky to the east. As he saw
the rays of the morning sun break through scattered clouds, he
signaled to a man on the crest of the bridge to light a torch with
his flint and tinder, knowing that as soon as he saw it, Athelwick
would send his soldiers forward onto the ships. Lawrence himself
turned to face the camp and stepped forward, signaling the lines of
the shield-wall to do so as well, creating a wedge of
destruction.

 


The shield-wall pushed forward as one. When the
men in the camp who were awake looked in the direction of the noise
of men bearing down on them they saw a solid wall of painted ash
bristling with spears and other weapons moving inexorably forward.
Their own shouts of warning woke the sleeping men, who hardly had a
chance to leap up and grab helms and weapons before the wall was
just a few feet away. They had no time to form a defensive wall of
their own. The king's men came forward, repositioning to skirt
tents, regrouping to form a circle around each one before
investigating whether there were men inside. When the tent proved
vacant or the men within were killed, these same men from the
shield-wall melded back in behind those who had stepped beyond.
Those soldiers stepped over campfires deftly, engaging and cutting
down any man whom they encountered. Soon they were stepping over
the wounded and dead.

 


The resistance was fierce once the king's
shield-wall had reached into the camp. The men there had more
warning and therefore a chance to get ready for them. Lawrence was
in the front line of the wall, his shield up and the man behind him
holding his own shield over the king's head to protect him. When a
spear came forward, glanced off the king's shield, it stabbed
behind him, and he felt the shield over him slip back and down and
heard the man cry out. With little delay, another shield was above
him and another man behind him.

 


Lawrence kept his seaxa ready to attack his
enemies and to go to the aid of the men on either side of him. A
man bearing down on him with an axe cried out as Lawrence's
right-hand companion thrust forward with his own seaxa, dispatching
the attacker before his axe even struck the king's shield. Minutes
later, the king returned the favor as a tall man bore down on his
defender with a long sword. Lawrence bent quickly to thrust his
blade under the man's shield and into his groin.

 


The wall kept moving irresistibly forward,
taking blows from and cutting down the enemy. Lawrence was almost
through the camp when he met a foe in better armor and better
armed. He did not know the face, but it was clear this man was one
of the leaders of the challenge to his crown. The king made a sound
that started out as a growl and amplified to a roar of rage as he
attacked the man savagely, almost stepping out of the shield-wall.
The man tottered back and fell over a comrade on the ground.
Lawrence and the two men on either side of him closed in and made
short work of the prone commander.

 


Though men streamed in from the flank of the
camp in a seemingly never-ending flow, the smell of blood and men's
guts was a palpable mass surrounding the king. The bodies piled up
enough to become barriers. When they saw their dead far outnumbered
the remaining force, the hapless enemy threw down their weapons and
waited for death or capture. They could see astonished faces atop
the town of Spalding's palisade walls in the full morning
light.

 


 


Within those walls the king and his commanders
occupied the largest house. Horsa complained of having had nothing
for his own troops to contribute, for no enemy made it across the
bridge. Athelwick had had little to do once the ships' guards were
slain. He reported the taking of three small boats of officers that
had set off from the north bank to reach the ships, only to
encounter their deaths as they tried to climb the gunwales. Men of
Spalding stood in the chamber beaming at each other and at the
king.

 


 


"How many lost?" Lawrence asked Edred, not
looking at the men of the town.

 


"Eighty-seven, my liege, with
one-hundred-and-twenty-three wounded," the former scout
supplied.

 


"How many of the enemy?"

 


"Six-hundred-and-fourteen dead, only a few
wounded and taken prisoner."

 


Lawrence chewed on one of his knuckles,
thinking. "How many of the captured are of rank?"

 


Edred replied without hesitation, "There are
seven, my lord, two of them ringleaders, the rest officers. And one
is..." He hesitated.

 


"Is what?"

 


"Your cousin, sire-Gadfrid."

 


Lawrence glanced up sharply, his look
incredulous. "The son of my uncle Nifhmund? I should have thought
he was too young to be engaged in battle."

 


"'Tis he for certain, and old enough, my
lord."

 


"Bring him to me."

 


Minutes later the dark-haired, dark-eyed cousin
of the king stood before him. He was hardly more than a boy, but
his eyes flashed as Lawrence sat back and considered him. His hands
were tied behind him and guards stood with weapons ready in case he
should try to run.

 


"Cousin, 'tis been a very long time since we
last met. I am indeed aggrieved that it should be under these
circumstances."

 


The boy shot back at Lawrence, "You killed my
father!"

 


Lawrence nodded slowly. "He had killed my own
and also my brother, the ætheling."

 


"Arneth was not the ætheling. I was. And am."
His voice faltered at the end.

 


"Only if you dishonor the woman who was both my
own and your grandmother. My father was king by right of descent.
Legitimately." Gazing at the boy's stony face, he tapped his
forefinger on his lips. "I will not hang you, my cousin. I will
take you as my prisoner to Lincoln. Methinks you need...
re-educating. You are young enough to learn the error of your
father's ways." Lawrence gestured to the guards. "Keep him bound.
He is coming with us."

 


Returning his attention to Edred, Lawrence did
not see the derisive smile on his cousin's lips as he was led away.
"Take all of the other officers and hang them from the riverside
wall of the town. " He turned his face to the townspeople present.
"Leave them there and do not take them down on penalty of your own
well being. They must stay where all crossing the bridge will see
them and know that traitors cannot escape from the king of
Críslicland."

 


Receiving boisterous promises of compliance he
turned to Athelwick. "I will leave the rest of the prisoners to
you, my lord. Bring those you do not execute to Lincoln for final
judgment."

 


Lawrence looked about him at his commanders.
"Let's go home and get ready for a Witangemot."

 


 


The triumphant army made its way back to
Lincoln via Roman roads and shortcuts known to fyrdmen in the
company. Encumbered with wounded men and prisoners, the going was
not swift, so the king's own household warriors rode with him at a
quicker pace and arrived first.

 


When Lawrence and his men arrived outside the
town and stronghold, he was greeted as he had not been on his
return from the battles that had killed his father and brother.
Colorful strips of cloth were hanging from every crossbar or pole,
and the people of the town were out in force to welcome their young
war leader. Only reluctantly did the throng part to allow the
riders through, and on each side of him radiant faces smiled at him
and hands reached to touch him. He himself looked bemused, smiling
almost shyly, reaching out with his gloved hand to touch fingers
and take hands. The crowd followed him with their eyes as he rode
through the open gate of the stronghold-his stronghold.

 


The young king swept into the hall filled with
the energy of his success and the welcome he and his troops had
received upon entering Lincoln. He stopped short to let his eyes
adjust to the dimmer light, started. Standing before him along
either side of the firepit were several men he knew well but was
not expecting to see for some weeks. His face growing wary, he
asked, with a nervous laugh in his voice, "Has it been a six month
already?"

 


Ansovald came towards him. The two friends
clasped each other's forearms. "Nay, sire, but the Witan has moved
the Witangemot up. They say they do not need to wait the full time
out."

 


Earl Guthlac stepped forward from his spot at
the fore. He went down on one knee in front of Lawrence. "'Tis
true, my liege. We have met already. We have chosen our
king."

 


Lawrence cast his eyes uncertainly about the
men in the room. Guthlac's nephew and heir, Botopher stood on the
left. He saw the earl of Grantham, Harold, standing some way down
the line. A tall harsh looking man some steps nearer was Sagar who
governed much of the countryside about Lincoln. His usual
councilors were present, including Teoful. The faces before him
held a mix of expressions, from pleasure to dyspepsia.

 


Lawrence dragged his gaze back to the kneeling
Guthlac. "And your choice, my lords?"

 


The earl stood and struck his chest with his
clenched fist. "All hail King Lawrence of Críslicland!"

 


The men in the hall shouted in unison the four
words uttered. Lawrence was astounded. He glanced at
Ansovald.

 


The Frankish lord smiled and said into his ear,
"The news of the fyrd rallying so quickly to you, and of your
overwhelming victory, reached them far faster than you and the army
could. They hurried here to proclaim you as of one voice. Those who
might have been uncertain knew that there was no point in opposing
you. Your return is indeed triumphant. And," he added warmly, "my
lord, you earned it."

 


Lawrence beamed. "It seemed at first that the
weather and the floods were against us. But I remembered something
King Edwærd told me. He said that a king must listen to others and
take good advice. The approbation belongs to those who offered
their knowledge and wisdom, not to the one who was
well-advised."

 


Ansovald put his hand on his friend's strong
shoulder. "Nay, my friend, your wisdom in taking the advice and,
from what I hear, the wit with which you innovated in this campaign
makes you the unequivocal king of this land."

 


With a slap on the Frank's back, Lawrence
gestured him forward. "It seems to me there are some great thegns
here who wish to do me obeisance. Methinks I should
comply."

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Not long before Lawrence's coronation, King
Edwærd presented his daughter, Josephine, to her husband-to-be. The
girl was introduced in pomp and ritual as befitted the occasion,
the meeting of the king with his queen and mother of a future king.
He sat in his ornately carved and decorated chair on the high dais
at the end of the great hall, ill at ease with the pretentious
ceremony. She came in on her father's arm, her head bowed modestly.
She was delicate and small, with long golden hair that shone like
sunbeams. Lawrence recalled that her childhood nickname had been
Sunshine. Her father beamed with pride at her as he presented her
to Lawrence.

 


The young king's palms sweated as the girl
raised her eyes to him. Their gazes locked. He looked into the
sweetest pair of blue eyes he had ever seen. She, who had feared
this meeting as much as he, took in the handsome face of this
earnest young man with broad shoulders and kind eyes. Their gazes
held. She smiled, and Lawrence's heart leapt with his first and
only true love.

 


He stood and walked to her, taking her hands in
his. "My lady, welcome to your citadel," he said, and hearing his
voice, she gave over her heart to him. She smiled again, curtsied
slightly and kept her eyes on his. The world was obscured with a
misty brightness as they bathed in each other's
presence.

 


"Good my lord, I am so happy to be here. And
with you." She looked into his face to gauge his reaction to her
boldness. She saw a bald delight come across his face.

 


"You are smiling, my daughter. I take it your
reluctance is fled?" Edwærd asked her as he led her from the
hall.

 


Josephine looked up frankly into her father's
eyes. "When Lawrence and I were betrothed, I was content. I wished
to be the wife of a lord, to live and have children on a country
estate. When he became king, I was loath to be at the heart of so
much concentrated activity. But now I have seen and spoken with
him, Father, I know he is my true love. I would be content with him
anywhere in life."

 


Lawrence was glad that the feast started so
soon after the presentation. He found it hard to let Josephine's
hands go as she left to dress for the feast. Though the two had
time to spend together after the first introduction, neither had
had any idea what to say to the other. They stood and looked into
each other's faces while her father smiled on them with
joy.

 


Lawrence fidgeted around the doorway to the
feasting hall. When he saw King Edwærd escorting his daughter
across from the guest quarters towards the hall his face broke into
a smile of delight. She was resplendent in cornflower blue, a color
most becoming to her. The gown was tight across her breasts, with
silver cords that crossed between them. She wore her hair loose,
and it sailed lightly behind her down her back as she turned and
saw him waiting. He darted forward and, barely acknowledging her
father, took her hand and led her to the high table where he
escorted her to the seat beside his own.

 


While the household smiled at them and winked
at each other, the young people sat and gazed at each other between
glances at their trenchers to choose something to eat. Lawrence
laughed aloud with pleasure when Josephine reached over to his food
and picked up a red berry and popped it into his mouth. She stole
one from in front of him and popped it in her own, perhaps the most
adorable thing Lawrence had ever beheld in his life. He marveled at
her crystalline laugh, a sound to enchant for a
lifetime.

 


Lawrence shyly ventured, "So you have not
changed your mind, my lady?"

 


Josephine looked at him puzzled. "Changed my
mind about what, my lord?"

 


He smiled, took her hand from where it lay
between them on the table. "You once told me, 'All right, I will
marry you.'"

 


A delighted smile shone on her lips and the
corners of her eyes crinkled with it. "My lord, I keep my promises.
And that is one I am most joyous to keep."

 


He thought his heart would break right in half
with gratitude, in front of all. His voice was hoarse, "Oh, my
love. I am so happy to hear you say that."

 


They spoke little and seemed reluctant to be
drawn into conversation with those who sat near them. Even Ansovald
found himself relegated to the back whenever the girl was present.
During the days Josephine would glance about her as she walked with
her father through the stronghold, hoping to catch a look at her
intended, and likewise Lawrence found it difficult to focus on
business. He darted to a window or the open door of a room to see
if his beloved was passing where he could see her.

 


Edwærd kept them apart for the time being, not
trusting the young lovers not to steal away by themselves. He could
not watch her all the time, however, and three days before the
wedding and coronation Josephine's heart leapt to find herself face
to face with Lawrence after each turned a corner of a lonely
corridor.

 


The two stood, awkward and unsure of what to
say or do, and cast their eyes about. Lawrence finally reached for
her hand. "My lady, may I kiss you?"

 


She blushed and stammered, "My lord, I-I want
you to, but it is not seemly."

 


He smiled and asked, in a jesting voice, "But
as king, may I not command it?"

 


She looked up at him. "Aye, but as a true and
honorable king you would not."

 


Her remark moved him. He bowed to her, still
holding her hand. "But as a man, may I not ask it from my
beloved?"

 


Her eyes widened with tenderness and she
nodded. He leaned and kissed her mouth gently and sweetly, the
first kiss of many thousands.

 


The wedding ceremony was bathed in the ancient
ritual of the Church. Both were resplendent in new coronation
garments, his shirt of fine white linen and his dark green
over-tunic embroidered with tiny sunbursts in thread of gold. She
was in red silk traced with gold embroidery. Both were bareheaded.
They felt as if they had been bound together with ethereal ribbons
that seemed unbreakable and eternal.

 


The elaborate pomp and ceremony of the
coronation itself was plenty to keep the young husband and wife
occupied in spite of their combined excitement and nervousness
about the night ahead of them. The ceremony culminated in the
placing of crowns, Lawrence's own from his father, and Queen
Edith's delicate circlet for Josephine. His was placed first, and
his new wife looked at him with awe. He had a dignity that did not
fit his youth. For his part, seeing the delicate filigree of the
gold on her perfect forehead made his heart brim with love. The
entire court watched the spectacle of the newly crowned royal
couple as they walked arm-in-arm to what seemed to them like a
never-ending wedding feast.

 


Josephine's ladies in waiting finally came up
giggling to spirit her off to the royal bedchamber. Lawrence
fidgeted in his seat, pale and anxious. He picked apart chunks of
bread, one after the other, and seemed to have gone deaf to all
words directed to him, until at last his own servant came to lead
him away to be prepared for bed.

 


King Edwærd was one of the honored group of
courtiers who led the royal bridegroom in his nightshirt over to
the huge bed that dwarfed the small pale face of the new queen.
Lawrence was well and truly deposited in the bed next to her, the
covers thrown over both and all but one candle doused. The last
person through the door was Ansovald, who leaned his head in and
saluted Lawrence. They were left alone.

 


Lawrence propped himself up on one elbow and
gazed at his love in the faint light of the one candle. "Josephine,
I...I..." he stammered. I've never really done it, made love I
mean, before. Some fumbling in haystacks with peasant girls,
nothing much really."

 


Josephine reached up a small hand and stroked
his cheek. "I have only even been kissed once, my dearest, by you.
I think we will know what to do."

 


He tentatively reached for her and kissed her
long and deeply. He let a timid hand rest on her waist and felt her
respond shyly. He took her breast in his palm through her
nightdress. She shuddered.

 


Their bodies responded as each tested an
amorous touch or kiss. Lawrence let his tongue slip between his own
lips to touch hers, but she did not open them to admit it. He
started to withdraw his lips from hers, but she tightened the arms
she had placed about his neck and pulled his face tighter to hers.
Her mouth opened in invitation. He met her own tongue with his. His
moan of pleasure signaled his growing ardor. He pulled back, got to
his knees on the bed beside her, and pulled off his shirt. She
looked at his naked body, her eyes wide. His arms and chest were
deliciously sculpted, and his abdomen was tight and hard. But it
was his manhood, standing out and rock hard, that riveted her. She
found a lust within her she had only guessed at.

 


Lawrence's face was taut with his building
urgency. He reached for her and drew her to her knees. When she
pulled her linen bed gown over her head, he gasped, "Ah!" When she
could see again she found him gazing at her breasts and belly. He
reached to stroke the gentle curves, touching her nipples with his
thumbs, making them grow into hard nubs. She shuddered. He pulled
her tight to him and kissed her again, his hands exploring her
breasts, belly, thighs and the smooth roundness of her
buttocks.

 


She felt him struggling for control of his
passion. She made it that much more difficult by beginning to
explore his body. She put her palm on his chest and let her fingers
twirl clumps of his chest hair. She felt his muscular arms, sighing
at the fire his touch ignited in her belly. She reached around to
squeeze his butt cheeks, bringing a surprised gasp from him. Then
she let her palm glide down his abdomen to touch his rigid shaft.
She took it in her hand and squeezed gently. Lawrence could no
longer restrain himself. He took her by the shoulders and pushed
her gently but firmly back on the bed.

 


 


Crouched above her, he let his own hand sweep
down her belly to her womanly cleft. The hair was soft and golden
there, and the fingers he dipped into her came back glistening with
moisture. He smiled and let the fingers reenter and stroke. Her
eyes shot wide as she gave a small cry in reaction to the intense
pleasure she felt. Instinctively she spread her thighs.

 


 


Lawrence looked into her face questioningly. At
her nervously smiling nod, he assured her, "I could never willingly
hurt you, my love." He bit his lower lip with concentration,
reaching again to her brimming womanhood. He glided two fingers
into her, feeling the tautness of her maidenhead. He probed and
inserted another finger. She felt pain as he stretched her hymen to
its limits. She cried out as it tore. His face was full of woe.
"I'm sorry, I wish I knew another way." She shook her head and
encouraged him to go on. He massaged the tender surface of her
opening with his fingers which came away red with her
blood.

 


"Please, Lawrence," she pled. "I want to feel
you inside me."

 


"Oh, my dearest Josephine," he rasped hungrily.
As she arched her hips to receive him, he positioned himself and
slipped his turgid manhood into her. The moment of complete
connection felt like a locking, a permanent bond. It had not hurt.
She was wet and slippery and the door had been opened to love. They
moved together instinctively. Josephine felt a fiery tide of
pleasure building inside her. She rode it, letting it go where it
would. She opened her eyes long enough to see a look of wonder on
Lawrence's face. She felt a laugh bubble out of her as her release
came, her laughter ending on a low deep moan. She heard his own
drawn-out groan as he joined her, releasing his seed in pulsing
jets into her.

 


Josephine woke to find herself naked in a
strange bed. She looked around sharply and relaxed. Next to her in
the bed lay her new husband, his face soft and at peace as he lay
on his side asleep and facing her. She rolled over to face him and
gazed at that face, remembering. She reached to tenderly caress the
soft down on the young chin, and Lawrence's eyes slowly opened. He
looked back into hers, smiled and reached for her. They wrapped
their arms around each other and made love again, more confidently,
and more slowly.

 


Too soon, the knock came at the door. Lawrence
called out, "Wait!" He put his legs over the side of the bed and
stood, naked, and came to her side of the bed. He lifted her gown
from where it had fallen on the floor and helped her sit up and put
it on. He reached for her cloak and wrapped her in it. Only then
did he cross again to his side and retrieve his own cloak. He
looked at her, "Ready?" At her smiling nod, he called,
"Come!"

 


Three ladies of the court came in with
Josephine's father and other court officials. The oldest lady
explained, "We have come for the sheet, sire." Lawrence nodded and
came back around to Josephine, putting an arm around her, keeping
her on his side away from the intruders, and leading her to a bench
along one wall. He saw her deep blush and put himself between her
and the others, shielding her, tenderly protecting her from
embarrassment.

 


The ladies came forward and pulled back the
covers. They beheld the required stain of blood from the bride's
torn maidenhead and nodded, calling the men to witness that the
queen had been a virgin and properly bedded by the king. The lady
drew off the sheet and folded it so it could be shown to any who
might doubt.

 


Lawrence muttered, "Barbaric
custom."

 


Josephine's father came over to her, and,
looking Lawrence in the eye, reached around him to take her hands.
He kissed them and smiled. Josephine stole a look at Lawrence's
face. It betrayed a comical mixture of pride, bravado, challenge
and embarrassment. She suppressed a laugh and smiled back into her
father's face, still blushing.

 


"My daughter," he said, "are you a woman, a
happy woman?"

 


Josephine nodded and caught Lawrence's look of
pleasure and boyish pride.

 


A servant meekly came forward and, bowing,
handed the king a flagon. "Y-your gr-graces," he stammered, "My
Lord Ansovald begs you to take this spiced wine as a gift on your
wedding morn."

 


Lawrence's eyes widened. "I almost forgot! Your
morning gift, my darling!" Reluctant to step from her side, he
asked shyly, "Can it wait until all are gone?"

 


Her father shook his head, "Nay, 'tis required
that witnesses see the giving of the morning gift." He stepped
forward and put his own protective arm around Josephine.

 


Lawrence smiled his gratitude for King Edwærd's
thoughtfulness, turned to a large chest in the room, and opened it.
From it he drew bundles of fine cloth, silk, linen, and more. Then
he presented a string of amber beads beyond price. Josephine's eyes
followed the bolts of cloth with astonishment. Her father hugged
her tight at the revealing of the even more lavish gift.

 


"My lord," the new queen said, "you do me
honor!"

 


Lawrence turned with a proud smile and said to
King Edwærd," All right, it's done. Now go, all of you, and leave
us in peace."

 


The ladies left the chamber, and Lawrence left
Josephine's side to speak to a maidservant as the men, including
her father, left as well. He returned to her and explained, "I
asked that another sheet be brought and put on the bed." His eyes
twinkled, "I am not through with you yet." This time she
giggled.

 


Those first days, sweet and playful,
alternately passionate, slow, and loving, they stayed in the
bedchamber and had their meals there. No one begrudged them the
time together. "They are so young," someone said. "This is a true
love match, "said another.

 


They talked as well, finally having the time
and privacy to learn about each other. Lawrence found his young
wife's regard for him as the king somewhat uncomfortable for him.
One time he said as much and she chided him. "My lord, you are the
king. All look to you for your strength and to be wise." Once when
she expressed concern that he was needed to address affairs of
state, he responded lightly that the thegns were capable and could
do without him. To his surprise, Josephine's sweet face broke into
a frown. "Nay, nay, Lawrence, they need you to guide them. They may
know what they know, but they cannot know your mind, and your mind
must guide them for the good of the kingdom, and of the people, you
are the king!"

 


As she spoke to him, Lawrence found himself
feeling less like a boy playing with his father's crown and more
like a man, a king. He had felt the way those few around him saw
him, who could not yet see past the gangly boy who tagged along at
his older brother's side. Josephine's matter of fact acceptance of
him as the king made him feel that he must rise to the
responsibilities he had. What had commenced before and during the
border incursion became the core of his own
consciousness.

 


When they reluctantly emerged from their idyll
and joined the rest of the world, they had to bear the attentions
of all around them, the smiles, the knowing looks, and the
whispers. They also did not forebear to provoke them, with looks
and touches of their own.

 


At night, and when they could steal time alone
together, the young couple made love and talked. Lawrence would
share the business of the council with her and she would listen,
approving of his judgments or suggesting other interpretations or
insights into the conflicts and challenges that presented
themselves. Lawrence listened to her, taking in the differences in
how they thought and making use of her perspective to improve his
own decisions.

 


The thegns who still doubted Lawrence could no
longer think of him as a callow youth but instead began to see his
quick mind and resolve in action. He was confident, more forceful,
he even began to show a little of the roar this lion cub would
develop as a man.

 


 


The king's cousin, Gadfrid, remained at
Lincoln, no longer held in restraints but free to participate in
the doings of the stronghold. Arriving with the king's forces after
Spalding, the lad had decided to acquiesce. He gave all sign of
penitence for his treasonous opposition. Lawrence concluded that he
had been right, that Gadfrid was young and angry at the killing of
his father, the inept usurper. He made every effort to treat
Gadfrid as if he had never transgressed. Ultimately, though not
with the complete support of Ansovald or Horsa, Lawrence pardoned
him without reservation and let him take his place on the
Witan.

 


Gadfrid still chafed, as Lawrence had not
returned his father's lands to him. He struggled to maintain his
composure when the king assured him that "when you are older I will
consider your request."

 


While he watched the royal couple engrossed in
each other without shame, Gadfrid was forced to make the best of
the situation. He had a small cadre of friends whose taste in
amusements mirrored and amplified his own. His humor was dark, his
attitude scornful of all that his peers valued, and he found
animals, children, and other helpless creatures fit to receive the
anger he could not visit on the king.

 


 


The hopeful and delightful mood was fated to
end with sorrow. On the horizon loomed a hard loss for Josephine
and for Lawrence as well. King Edwærd was dead of injuries gotten
at a hunt. In the midst of their grief, the young couple was faced
with a difficult situation. The throne of Affynshire was empty. The
heir, Josephine's brother Lorin, was young and bookish. The
kingdom's Witan would not accept him. An alternative must be
found.

 


Lawrence traveled to Ratherwood in Affynshire
to assist with choosing a successor to his friend and
father-in-law. The young ætheling was traveling from Eoforwic where
he had gone to study at St. Peter's School. Lawrence wanted to
speak with him, to know his mind, but there was no time. A choice
had to be made or the lords of the kingdom would choose without
considering the bloodlines and fitness of their choice. The long
tension between the Celtic Britons and the invader Angles and
Saxons made the situation more volatile.

 


Lawrence was surprised when the Witangemot met
and the senior earl, Josephine's uncle, Earl Ceretic of Keito
Uxello in the Pennines, spoke to him from across the circle. "Your
grace, we lords of this land have conferred, and we have chosen to
offer a double crown to your lady, my niece, and to you as her
husband. You know our kingdom is fraught with strife between the
peoples, the Britons and the Saxons. My niece is the daughter of
her Saxon father, but also of the ancient Celtic line of her
mother. My own bloodline. We should have asked her alone but know
that she would not come without you. Further, we honor and respect
you. We beg you to take the crowns."

 


Lawrence protested, "But your nephew, my lord.
The ætheling. What of him?"

 


Ceretic was solemn. "Sire, Lorin has sent a
message from Eoforwic for the Witan. 'Twas he who first suggested
we name you and your lady wife. He is no soldier. He knows a
soldier is needed. He declines the crown... in favor of
you."

 


Lawrence sent for Josephine to come to
Ratherwood to share the decision. Her grief was softened by the joy
of a reunion with her brother who had arrived soon after she was
sent for. The pale head of the young woman and the dark one of her
brother pressed together as they held each other, weeping and
laughing.

 


The ceremonies over, Lorin came to his sister
and her husband. "Your graces, I have a boon to ask of
you."

 


"My brother, you should not stand on such
formality. I am your family and friend. Call me by my Christian
name."

 


Lorin balked. "Begging your leave, my liege. I
cannot. It is not my way." He paused. "I should like to come with
you when you return to Críslicland."

 


Josephine's face filled with sympathy. "Of
course, dear one. You should be lonely here."

 


"Nay, that is not the reason I ask." Lorin
hesitated. "I wish to be part of your court. I believe your lord is
a man of great vision. 'Tis my dream to serve such a one. To serve
in any capacity he should deem needful." His head was bowed, as if
afraid to see rejection on the older man's face.

 


Lawrence glanced at his wife. He appeared
struck with the honor of the boy's choice. "Lorin, lad, I mean,
your grace, I should be glad to have you with us. For my lady's
sake, and my own." He stood to his full height. "And for the good
of both our kingdoms."

 


Lorin looked up at him, his face wreathed with
pleased surprise. "My liege?"

 


"What are you waiting for?" Lawrence said
sternly, though his eyes were merry. "Kneel."

 


Lorin hastily doffed his cap and knelt.
Lawrence put out his hands and Lorin did likewise, letting the king
close his over them. He swore fealty to Lawrence and to the queen.
The smile never left his face.

 


Lawrence watched the young man as he carried
out every assignment the king gave him with common sense and skill.
Some months after he had joined the court in Lincoln, the lad
received a summons from his brother-in-law. When he scratched at
the king's chamber door, the deep voice called for him to
enter.

 


"My liege?" Lorin inquired, after making his
obeisance.

 


Lawrence stood and studied the young man
sternly. "Lorin, I have an office I needs must fill with a capable
man-high reeve. I need a man who can keep track of the legal needs
of the crown and of the people, no matter where they are in the
kingdom. He must be educated, of birth, but he also must be
temperate and able to recognize conflicting concerns of divers
persons."

 


"And you would like me to pull together a list
of those who are worthy of such an honor?" Lorin asked.

 


"Nay, my brother. I want you to take that
position yourself."

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Duke Gadfrid, lord of Tetforde and the king's
own cousin, looked up from a game of draughts. The Breton mercenary
commander, Elerde, stood in the doorway. He was tall, strongly
built, with black hair that tended to curls, and a short beard. His
eyelids, heavy by nature, over eyes as dark as a fatally inviting
cave, made him look perpetually bored and irritable.

 


"Ah, Lord Elerde, I wanted to speak with you."
The duke waved an indolent hand over the game board at his
opponent. "Leave us." He glanced over at the disheveled woman who
played with her long straw-colored hair as she sat in the corner.
"I said leave." With a pout, the woman followed the man out of the
chamber.

 


The Breton stood patiently waiting for the
chamber's-and stronghold's-owner to invite him to sit. Instead, the
duke leaned back in his own chair and laced his fingers behind his
head. "I imagine this assignment has not been quite what you hoped,
my lord?"

 


Elerde of Leon stood silent for a moment not
changing his dispassionate expression. "My lord? I do not
understand."

 


Gadfrid chuckled. "I mean, sir, that you are a
fighter. And once lord of your own domain. It cannot satisfy you to
sit and rot in another man's stronghold."

 


Gadfrid seemed to relish bringing up tender
spots in Elerde's past. But it was all true. He had been a lord,
still deserved the appellation. His younger brother's treachery had
altered all but that. Damned Mihail.

 


The duke expected an answer.

 


"Your grace, your pleasure is my
pleasure."

 


"I rather doubt that, my friend. But I take the
formality for its surface meaning." Gadfrid stood up from his chair
and came around the table to stand in front of the taller man.
"Would you not be happier to be engaged in intrigue and
battle?"

 


Elerde glanced down into the man's face. "My
lord, is there threat of war?"

 


"I have it on the best authority that there
shall be quite soon. It seems some Mercian lords covet the rich
pasture lands south of Grantham. When he learns of it, my beloved
cousin, the king, will come south from Lincoln to repel them." He
saw with satisfaction the glint of interest in the usually
inscrutable mercenary's eye. He moved to stand at an angle to the
Breton, breaking his stare.

 


"Are you going to be part of the king's force,
your grace?" Elerde was indeed interested. The duke was no
warrior.

 


"Nay, nay, I should prefer to send you in my
place."

 


Elerde turned to look directly into the man's
face again. He lifted one eyebrow. "Of course, your grace, as long
as my warriors and I am in your employ, we shall do as you
command." He waited for what he knew must be coming. There must be
more to this.

 


Gadfrid's lips were wide in a grin. He
pretended to focus on a piece of fluff that he also pretended to
brush off his shirt. "That's battle. What about
intrigue?"

 


Elerde shrugged, "But of course, your
grace."

 


"Good. Good." Looking up at Elerde, he
continued, "You are going to court to act as a commander. And as my
eyes and ears."

 


Elerde looked straight ahead. Spying. Was he
willing to spy for the duke?

 


Gadfrid read his thoughts. "As a source of
information for me. The same information as if I were there myself.
You understand."

 


Elerde nodded slightly. "You do not plan to go
to court yourself, my lord?"

 


The duke's grin faded. "That, sir, is none of
your concern. As far as anyone will know, you are a gift to the
king in his time of need."

 


A sardonic smile played on Elerde's lips. "That
time of need is my cue to leave, your grace?" He did not care for
the man's thinking he owned him. Employed, yes, owned,
no.

 


Gadfrid considered the man. Slowly he answered,
"Aye, and that should not be very long in coming. I want you to
make ready to leave. You will take a message from me to my noble
cousin advising him of my gift. You will choose a discreet soldier
or a servant to act as your courier. No one else is to know the
nature or recipient of your messages."

 


"Very good, your grace. Is that all?" Seeing
assent on the duke's face, he saluted, turned sharply, and left the
chamber.

 


In the garrison quarters, he gestured lightly
to one of his men. Lagu, one of Elerde's two trusted lieutenants,
came with him to his own chamber and waited. A slender man, he
stood near his commander's height, with long brown hair and a long
beard and moustache.

 


"Lagu, get the men ready to leave. We will be
posted to Lincoln to take the orders of King Lawrence should
any...difficulties arise. "

 


Lagu looked at his commander and saluted. "It
shall be done, Lord. I take it we shall be leaving quite
soon?"

 


Elerde sat down at his work table. "It looks
that way, my old friend, it looks that way."

 


 


News came to Tetforde regularly from all parts
of Críslicland. Elerde's mercenary force had time to prepare
themselves for a change of billet and the journey there. The news
came even before the king in Lincoln had it. Earl Harold of
Grantham sought help. Mercian raiding sorties across the border had
turned into more, into an army bent on conquest.

 


The duke lifted an eloquent eyebrow at the
Breton commander as the messenger delivered his tidings. Elerde
signaled his understanding. In less than an hour, the mercenary
troops departed for the king's stronghold.

 


The Breton mercenaries rode through the gates
of the timber walls of Lincoln. There was a great deal of activity
in the street, but it was concentrated they saw as they approached
the hill upon which the stronghold was built. Soldiers dashed
about, their officers shouting orders. At the double gate to the
yard, Elerde's way was blocked by spear-wielding guards.

 


"Your business, my lord?" their leader
barked.

 


"I am sent by his grace, Duke Gadfrid, to join
my soldiers to the king's." He produced a fold of vellum, but the
leader of the guards, no doubt illiterate, waved it
away.

 


"See that man, there, in the dun-colored cloak?
'Tis Duke Lorin."

 


Elerde looked where the man pointed. "Ah, the
clerkish duke whose name always makes his grace's lips purse as if
he had sucked a lemon," he thought. He spurred his horse forward to
the man, who held a wax tablet on which he was making marks with
the tip of a feather.

 


Lorin, the high reeve of Críslicland, looked up
at the Breton commander. "Please dismount, sir. I prefer to
converse on a level."

 


Once on the ground, Elerde noted wryly that the
Reeve was on a level with his collarbone. "Your grace," he said
respectfully, "I am sent with my army by his grace Gadfrid of
Tetforde to join the king's army."

 


Lorin considered the man. "You are
Breton?"

 


"Aye, a mercenary and leader of
mercenaries."

 


"And his grace already knows of the border
incursions? How?"

 


Elerde easily fell into a tone of disinterest.
"My lord, I only go where I am told and do what is
wanted."

 


Lorin acknowledged the reply, smiled. He
gripped Elerde's arm at the elbow. "You are welcome,
sir...?"

 


"Lord Elerde of Leon," the Breton
corrected.

 


"My apologies. Lord Elerde, you are most
welcome. I will take you to the king."

 


They and Lagu left the other lieutenant,
Heraral, to get their men and horses taken care of. Elerde noted
the strength of the fortress, the stone walls reinforcing the
vertical timber fortifications. The central hall was imposing. Lagu
caught his commander's eye, and Elerde responded with lifted
eyebrows. He stopped where he had stepped.

 


A woman had come out of the porch of the hall
carrying a large basket of twice-baked bread. She was no
servant-that was clear from her bearing as well as her clothing.
The fact that she wore her hair uncovered signified who she was. It
was the queen of whom Elerde had heard much, from Gadfrid's own
housecarls, and from the lips of bards. "Josephina," he breathed.
He watched the woman, small, slight, and golden-haired, as she
passed briskly, followed by two serving women, to deliver the
baskets to the army's quartermaster.

 


Lorin stopped and looked back at the Breton
commander's halt. He saw him watching the queen. His face was a mix
of humor and annoyance. "My lord, 'tis not seemly to stare at my
sister the queen."

 


"Your sister? There is so little resemblance...
but my apologies, your grace. I forgot myself." He stepped forward
again to follow his escort.

 


If the stronghold outside was busy, the hall
inside was a beehive. As armed men passed across Elerde's path, he
caught glimpses of the man whose presence cast a veritable glow
about himself. That would be King Lawrence, Elerde knew. He had
heard much of this man. Younger than himself by a matter of a few
years, he was yet a notable warrior in his own right. His victories
to date were exceeded only by the respect in which his governing
was held. A golden ruler wed to a golden beauty. They were a bardic
tale made flesh.

 


Lorin introduced him as he stepped through the
last barrier of hurrying men to the table where the king consulted
both a map and several commanders, including one stoutly made older
man whose hair and beard were snowy white.

 


King Lawrence looked up. He looked delighted.
"My cousin has sent this man?" he asked with apparent
gratification.

 


The High reeve replied in the affirmative with
much the same satisfaction. "Not only that, my liege, but this good
commander has a troop of trained fighting men."

 


Lawrence looked hard at Elerde, his face still
suffused with pleased surprise. He held out his hand. Elerde
started to dip to one knee to take the hand and dart a kiss close
to it. The king laughed. "Nay, man, stand. I meant to clasp arms
with you. We will be comrades in arms, I know it
already."

 


Elerde examined this approachable man with both
pleasure and some hidden derision. He knew all too well that men
who trusted too readily soon were stabbed in the back. He took the
king's arm in his.

 


The king looked at another man who stood at his
left shoulder. "Ansovald, will you see to it Lord Elerde and his
men are settled and receive proper instructions?"

 


As the man led him out of the hall, Elerde
observed, "Ansovald... a Frankish name, I think? A mercenary as
well?"

 


"Nay, my lord. A merchant and diplomat's son
who has become a willing part of this king's court. It's Lord
Ansovald, by the way."

 


His eyebrow raised, Elerde bowed his head in
acknowledgment. "Sincere apologies, my Lord Ansovald."

 


Elerde had hoped to catch another glance at the
beautiful queen, his mind full of the depth of the blue eyes he had
seen when she briefly looked at him as she passed. He did not see
her again, not at supper and not the next morning as he and his men
hastened to ready themselves. The king was leaving
immediately.

 


Duke Lorin sighed as the king came out to mount
his warhorse alone. "They have taken their leave of one another
inside." Seeing Elerde's questioning look, he explained. "She is
with child, and he has concerns that she has worked too hard and
weakened herself. He has asked her to stay within. It could be our
next king she carries after all."

 


"I do not see Lord Ansovald with the company.
Does he not fight?"

 


"Oh, aye, he fights. But the king has asked him
to take on an embassy to Cumbria. The king trusts him
implicitly."

 


 


The king sat in his saddle looking out over the
enemy lined on the north shore of the River Welland. The border war
with Mercia had gone on for many weeks, the king's army fighting
off the war bands that came across the river, wreaked havoc on the
Críslicland side, then returned across the river. The number of the
Mercian raiders seemed to dwindle, giving Lawrence hope that one or
two more battles would decimate the remaining resources and end the
tedious stand against them.

 


He was weary, and he was puzzled at the enemy's
persistence. The attack on the southwest frontier of Críslicland
was a grab for some of the very fertile land of the Welland and
Witham Valleys. But it had long since been obvious that the
incursion would be thwarted. He had asked his chief commander,
Horsa, on many occasions why he thought the empire building lord of
the Mercians, Offa, was hammering so relentlessly, but
ineffectively, on Críslicland's southwestern border. Horsa
shrugged. "Maybe he's bored."

 


"Well, in sooth, I know I am," the young king
responded.

 


The Mercian line on the bank was holding well,
considering their reduced numbers. Lawrence called his commanders
to council.

 


"We need to get this finished once and for all.
We need to trap them on this side of the river and kill them. If we
keep letting some slip back this conflict will never end. I will
still be here when my son is born and grown to manhood and fighting
at my side." His voice was eloquent of weariness. "I think it is
time we crossed the river ourselves."

 


Horsa did not hide his relief. "My liege, if I
may ask, what has changed your mind about crossing into
Mercia?"

 


Lawrence scowled. "I am aware, sir, that that
vexed you. Mercia's lord assured me that these invaders are simply
bandits, and my problem to deal with, and promised that any
incursion into his territory would be regarded as provocation to
all out war."

 


Horsa waited for the "But..." When it did not
come he ventured, "And, now, sire?"

 


Lawrence replied, "Now I know he was
lying."

 


Horsa respectfully bowed his head. "Very good,
my lord."

 


The king eyed him and went on, "Do you have a
plan, my lord?"

 


Horsa knelt on the ground. "I do, sire. He took
his dagger and drew in the dirt packed by many feet. "We should
send mounted fighters over the river downstream." He pierced the
ground with the sharp end of his dagger at a point in a line he had
drawn representing the river. "Each should be paired with an
archer, those with the longest range, who will cling to the horse
as they cross the river. The fighting men will leave the horses
with a guard, and they, and the archers, will creep to this point
and stay low and hidden."

 


Lawrence peered across the river to a spot the
chief commander had indicated, but let his look glide past so as
not to alert the enemy as to the strategy being formulated. "They
have cleared much of the brush over there, but they could not
flatten the slight rise of the bank. They do have sentries
there."

 


"We can take care of that, my liege," Horsa
assured, glancing with a grin at two of his scouts known for their
ability to move unseen and unheard. They grinned back, one of them
rubbing his palms together in anticipation.

 


"We pull an all out assault against the
Mercians over there along the bank," the king went on.

 


"That, sire, may have to be decided once our
own men are settled south of the river. It worries me that they are
sitting there, as if waiting for us to run them into the river,"
Horsa confided.

 


The men who would cross the river dispersed,
inconspicuously going in ones and twos to mount their horses
outside the view of the Mercians on the river. Likewise the archers
that would accompany them melted away, other men moving into their
places to give the semblance of the numbers and positions the
Mercian commanders had certainly determined earlier in the day.
Lawrence waited with growing impatience for the signal from the
opposite bank of the river that would tell him the fighting men and
archers were in position.

 


Meanwhile the mercenary Elerde came to the king
to comment on something the king himself had noticed. "They are
repositioning, sire. What does it mean?"

 


"The archers are moving to the flanks,"
Lawrence supplied. He and Elerde stayed quiet, observing, for
several minutes. "You don't think they are... ?" the king
began.

 


"Cannæ," Elerde inserted.

 


Lawrence looked at him speculatively. "In...
the second... Punic War was it? Hannibal?"

 


"If you can credit that their commander knows
about that. But with so few numbers?" He had felt a surge of
admiration for this Saxon king who knew of Roman battle
craft.

 


Lawrence smiled. "You are familiar with the
writings of Livy?"

 


"And Sillius Italicus," Elerde replied
mildly.

 


Lawrence asked, "Sillius...?"

 


Elerde's smile was ingratiating, hiding his
self-satisfaction. "Poet. His epic poem Punica." A pause.
"Sire."

 


Lawrence eyed him. "Ah. Indeed." He shrugged.
"Wasn't that the point? Carthage was outnumbered, but they managed
to trick the far superior Roman army and surrounded them. They say
50,000 Roman soldiers died that day... and also some senators and
Lucius Æmilius Paullus himself."

 


"But the Mercian commander does not have that
much cavalry. Archers instead?" Elerde had started to stroke his
beard in his concentration.

 


Lawrence turned so that he looked straight into
Elerde's face while his back was to the Mercian shield-wall. "If
this is the Cannæ formation, their goal is to envelop us. As we
have positioned half of our archers behind them, they will send all
of theirs around our flanks and close in to cut us off. As we
attack forward they will be on our backs. How could Paullus have
prevented it if he had presaged what Hannibal would do?"

 


Elerde thought about it. He replied, his hand
over his mouth, likewise hiding what they were saying from clever
lip-reading scouts. "If he had known the center would retreat
allowing the better forces to close in as his own men chased them?
If he had not been fooled by the crescent formation?"

 


"If this is the Cannæ strategy, they aren't
doing it very well. The Carthaginians did not have a river at their
back. They also waited until the Romans were chasing them before
they moved their flanks up. These Mercians are giving away what
they plan." Lawrence chanced a glance over his shoulder. "I think
we have unwittingly taken the first defense by positioning our
archers behind them. If this commander has used his least reliable
men for the center..."

 


Elerde shook his head, "I would not count on
that, my lord."

 


Lawrence began to smile, his lips spreading
gradually and his eyes twinkling. "I have it. Call the
commanders."

 


Elerde grinned back, though unsure of
Lawrence's plan, saluted and went off to collect men for the king's
commands.

 


It had not taken long for the orders to filter
down to every man in the shield-wall or to the remaining archers
positioned behind them. No one was to let the lines of archers on
the enemies flanks encircle them. Forewarned, they knew that
whether or not the shield-wall in front of them crumbled, they were
to stay focused both on the center of the Mercian force and the
archers taking up their peculiar position.

 


The Mercian spearmen, axemen, and swordsmen
pulled themselves into stiff and watchful order as they saw the
Crísliclandian shield-wall shift into a wedge. They were ready to
take on the fighters though the river was at their backs, knowing
that their archers would take the king's flank as soon as they
dashed forward to surround them. They shouted insults and threats
at the wall whose lines returned the ritual obscenities and
catcalls. They braced for the onslaught when shield would crash on
shield, the sounds of metallic collisions would begin.

 


One Mercian in the first line of the
shield-wall had a Crísliclandian spearman in his sights, shouting
and shrieking unintelligibly. He wanted to push forward to catch
the man before he shoved his shield forward but could not leave his
place in the tight line of overlapped shields. He leaned forward,
his axe ready to hand once his own spear was in some
Crísliclandian's guts. He did not hear the cries at first, and he
made nothing of the sudden jostling from behind. These sounds and
this eager shoving was what a shield-wall was. It was not until he
felt the man pressing forward to take his place should he fall,
suddenly vanish from behind him. He dared not look around, with
steely eyes a shield's thickness away from his own. Unwonted
movement at the corners of his eyes finally got the better of him.
He glanced to one side, seeing the shield-wall shattered. The
spearman he had menaced took the chance to shove the weapon he
carried up into the Mercian man's groin. The Mercian never saw from
what his comrades were running.

 


The men Lawrence had positioned across the
river had let loose a volley of arrows that easily crossed the span
of the river and into the backs of the Mercians in the back line of
their own shield-wall. Even the formation had stayed intact. It was
not until the third to last line started screaming and falling that
the rest of the shield-wall realized what was happening. They did
the worst thing men in a shield-wall could do. They ran. The wall,
which provided so much protection for the most vulnerable parts in
a fighter's body, melted away. Crísliclandian soldiers stepped in
easily to finish the panicking men off. Those few who made it to
the river and were able, slowly, in their heavy leather armor, to
wade to the other side, realized instantly how much they had lost.
The very men who had killed their companions had shot from there,
and the men-at-arms with them were waiting with weapons
ready.

 


Farther from the river Lawrence's cavalry, on
their small northern horses, were ready to break the lines of
archers who moved to outflank his center. At the moment the
shield-wall had started to fall apart on the Mercian side, the king
led his own horseman directly into the midst of the left row of
archers. Most of the archers were in position, crouched behind a
spiny hedgehog of spears sunk at an angle pointing towards the
horses. The rest of the archers were still moving to take their own
positions. Men-at-arms were scattered throughout.

 


Lawrence could hear the scream of horses whose
riders failed to guide them between the spears. He himself avoided
such a fate. He leaned over to the side in his saddle and slashed
away at the men-at-arms who were interspersed among the archers. He
prayed that Elerde's force was doing better. He did not have time
to look up and see the Mercian shield-wall cut to
ribbons.

 


The Mercian archers, who had been set to fire
arrows down on the Crísliclandian shield-wall aft lines, did see
it. They saw themselves cut off without hope from escape across the
river. They fell back, one by one and in groups, leaving their
positions and the fighting men. It quickly became obvious that the
strategy, whether informed or coincidental, would not succeed as it
had at Cannæ.

 


The ranks of the Mercian archers were
catastrophically cut down where they were or as they fled. But it
only takes one bow and one steady eye. As Lawrence wheeled his
horse around to survey the effect of the rush on the right line of
Mercian archers, an arrow flew from somewhere to the left and
struck the king in his thigh near the hip. He was stunned. He did
not register the simple detail that he had been struck. It took the
blood running down his leg to make him look down. He saw the shaft
of the arrow sticking out of his thigh and the blood pouring from
the wound. He was in a tunnel of fog. He reached down and broke the
shaft as close to this thigh as he could. The pain it caused was
excruciating, and his consciousness wavered. He struggled for and
regained his senses. He spurred forward to join in the routing of
the remaining Mercians.

 


The field was strewn with the bodies of dozens
of dead and wounded men. The king sat astride his horse gazing over
the carnage with a dazed expression. Elerde rode up to him and
cautiously peered into his face. "My liege?" he began.

 


Lawrence tipped sideways and toppled off his
mount onto the ground. A dozen warriors started towards him. Horsa
dismounted at once and went to him. They rolled him over and
several gasped when they saw the short piece of the broken shaft in
his thigh.

 


Horsa cried, "God's eyes, look at his britches!
He has been bleeding out for some time. Quick, make a litter and
take him to Harold's stronghold. We must get him to a healer
immediately." They made a stretcher from a shield and pulled the
king, who was already pale from loss of blood, onto it, and four of
the warriors ran with him to the hall.

 


Elerde held his mount back as the king's
body-men rushed after them. It was not his place. He would wait to
be called.

 


Lord Harold, the earl of Grantham, called to
servants to clear a space along the firepit in his great hall and
bring in a pallet and blankets for the king. They placed Lawrence,
senseless, on the cot and wrapped him heavily in every blanket and
fur that came to hand. He shivered in spite of the covers and the
nearby fire, which servants fed.

 


"Get the healing wench," Harold barked to a
servant. This was the woman Ælflynn who lived on his holdings and
was known for her skill with healing arts. His steward carefully
uncovered the king's wound to examine it. Harold heard his sharp
intake of breath.

 


The steward looked up at his master. "The arrow
is in deep, my lord. I wonder if the king broke the shaft off
himself. It is in the bone, methinks, which should have made that
easier, but it would have hurt something fierce."

 


Harold asked, "Can it be removed?"

 


The man examined the wound further. "I know
not. He has lost much blood, my lord. The bleeding has stopped at
last, but I should not want to have it start again. Methinks we
shall have to wait until he regains some of his
strength."

 


"Will he stay like this? Out of his
senses?"

 


"Aye, until he has replaced the blood he
lost... and that shall be hard. We must find a way to nourish him
but not endanger him further."

 


Harold considered. "All we can do is our best.
The wench will know more. I must send to the duke to tell him of
this calamity. At least I can report that the war is all but over,
if it be not in fact at an end." He went to his chamber and wrote a
message to Duke Lorin and, through him, to the queen. He dispatched
the messenger at once, knowing that he should wait until he knew if
the king would survive the night. Canny diplomat that he was, he
wanted the duke to know everything as soon as it happened. He
returned to his hall to see that the wench Ælflynn had come in with
her baskets of plants and other tools.

 


The young woman made Harold uneasy. She was
rail thin and her skin was extremely pale. Her eyes were so light a
blue they faded into the whites. But her hair, full and rich and
smelling of pungent herbs, was coal black. She seemed otherworldly
to the thegn, but he knew she possessed knowledge and skills
unequalled in the region, perhaps in the entire kingdom. He stopped
near the king's cot and watched her.

 


The woman first examined the king's wound,
making clucking sounds with her tongue. She cast an angry glance at
the steward, "Did you break the shaft off, sirrah?" She had a wild
look about her pale eyes.

 


Harold replied for his servant. "Nay, 'twas
like that before he fell. We found no other part under him when we
lifted him."

 


She frowned and went back to examining the
wound. "Mayhap the fall drove what was left farther in. It appears
that he lost much blood when he was shot and more when the arrow
was broken. I think there was a gush of blood when he fell." She
palpated the skin around the wound and sniffed at it. She demanded,
"Have you not cleaned the wound? Where are your heads? Bring me
very hot clean water and clean cloths."

 


Ælflynn reached into her basket and drew out a
dried plant, complete with desiccated purple flowers and roots
still attached. She took a mortar and pestle from another basket
and, tearing off the roots and leaves and pulling them apart, she
put them in the mortar and used the pestle to grind them as fine as
she could. When she got the boiling water, she pored it over the
plant matter and waited, going back to examine the shaft of the
arrow. "It has pierced the bone and done damage to the muscle. We
are indeed fortunate, it came nowhere near the blood vessel in his
thigh or he should have been dead long ago."

 


Harold addressed her, "Can the arrow be
removed?"

 


"Nay," she shot back sharply. "If you remove it
he will bleed out and die. Do you want that? We must build up his
strength ere we can remove it."

 


The king stirred and moaned. Ælflynn moved on
her knees to look into his face. She examined it quietly. "Poor
man, so much pain," she breathed.

 


The steward spoke up, "But the king is without
sense... he cannot feel the wound!"

 


The woman continued to look into the king's
face, her cool hand on his brow. "There is pain and longing here.
Deep loneliness."

 


She went back to her infusion and soaked a
cloth in it. She gave the mortar bowl to the steward and bade him
have its contents boiled down to a dark dense liquid. She went back
to the wound and carefully cleaned it, causing the king to stir and
moan again.

 


"Are you hurting him?" Harold
demanded.

 


"Aye. It cannot be helped, 'tis like a battle,
and the sting means the infection is retreating from the plant's
healing warriors." She continued to bathe the wound. She dried it
and took more items from her baskets, this time chopped bark and
strips of cloth. She put the bark in another mortar and took a
fresh pestle and ground it. She poured more of the water on it, but
only enough to make a paste. She took clean dry cloths and piled
the paste into the middle of one and wrapped it up. She applied the
poultice to the king's red and angry looking wound and tied it
firmly, but not too tightly, with another length of cloth. She
examined the blankets before she draped them back over the wound.
"Well at least these seem clean."

 


She went back to his head and pulled up his
eyelids in turn and shook her head as she examined his eyes. She
put her fingers between his lips and pushed them apart so she could
look at his gums. She picked up each hand and looked at the
fingernails. She felt his throat, then sat back on her heels. "He
is a strong healthy man. He will live if the wound does not bleed
more, and if there is no infection." She got to her feet and dusted
off her hands. "I will need a cot for myself. When he can be moved
he will need a chamber so he can rest. I will stay there too. I
need somewhere to sit. And in an hour bring me some clean water in
a bowl with a spoon. If he can take it, I will feed him some rich
meat broth tomorrow. He needs to replace the blood he
lost."

 


Ælflynn pushed the chair that was set by her
closer to the king's side and sat. She pulled her baskets closer to
her. She brought out a small cloth bag and handed it to Harold.
"Take this to your kitchen and tell them to make an infusion of it,
very strong, and let it cool. Make sure the water they use is clean
and boiled. Bring it to me in a flagon with a cup. "Seeing Harold's
interested look, she explained, "It is bistort, yarrow, nettle,
rue, red clover, parsley, and alchemilla. It will build up his
blood."

 


She turned back to the unconscious king. "His
name is Lawrence, is it not?"

 


Harold had started to leave with the pouch.
"Aye, but it is not fit to use his Christian name... he is the
king."

 


Ælflynn smiled and looked at the king's face.
"I know that."

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Lawrence was vaguely aware of someone stroking
his forehead with a cool, damp and fragrant cloth. He smiled and
reached for the hand. When a female voice gasped, he opened his
eyes to see a pale face surrounded by raven hair. He stared
blearily. "Who? Where?"

 


The slight woman sat back on a stool and gave
the king an odd smile. "Who am I or who are you?"

 


He thought a moment. "You."

 


"My name is Ælflynn. We are in Lord Harold's
hall in Grantham. You have been gravely ill." The look on her face
was... serious? Matter of fact? Unfriendly? The king could not
decide. He noticed she did not call him "my lord." A small thing,
but something that established relationships in their
world.

 


"Ælflynn?" he responded. "You are Lord Harold's
lady?" Her clothing was not that of the lady of the hall, but
Lawrence's wits were still befogged. His thigh throbbed and his
throat was sore and raw.

 


The woman gave him that odd smile again. "Nay,
I am but a country healer from his holdings." This time she added,
"my lord."

 


Lawrence looked around. They were in a small
windowless chamber lit only by torches and a brazier. He seemed to
be on a cot, and another cot lay against a wall at an angle to it.
There was little else in the room save for a table with various
dried plants and tools on it.

 


The king put his palm to his forehead. "Healer.
My leg...the arrow. The war?" He looked at her
questioningly.

 


"'Tis over, my lord. But you can speak to Lord
Harold about that." Ælflynn stood and went to the table. She lifted
a pitcher and poured an amber liquid from it into a cup. She
brought it over to him. "You must drink this."

 


He tried to prop himself up and fell back to
the pillow with a groan as pain shot through his thigh. She shook
her head, put her arm under his head, and pulled it up so he could
drink. He was shocked at the bitter taste. "What is that?" he
complained.

 


She reached to put the cup back on the table.
"'Tis what has kept you alive these many days. You lost a great
deal of blood thanks to continuing to fight with a grievous wound."
She shook her head again.

 


"Days?!" Lawrence cried and tried to pull
himself up again. "My wife! The queen! She must be told that I am
well!"

 


Ælflynn pushed him back down gently but firmly.
"Aye, she was informed of your wound. But not that you are well.
You are not well."

 


Lawrence cast miserable eyes around the room.
"I must speak with Lord Harold. Please, lady, bring him to me in
haste." He was visibly frantic.

 


The pale woman nodded grimly, stood, made a
slight effort at a curtsey, and left. Lawrence remained with his
arm across his eyes, anguished at the thought that Josephine would
be in Lincoln, suffering with fear at his injury. The child! Would
it hurt the child?

 


Several minutes later, Lord Harold returned
with the strange woman trailing him. Harold's face was filled with
concern. He went to the king's side and knelt by him. "My lord, you
are awake! I am pleased to see you are back in your
senses,"

 


Lawrence reached to take the man's hand.
"Harold, I thank you for your care in your home. Tell me, what
tidings of my wife? What have you sent to her about me?
"

 


Harold noticed that the king had not asked
about the war or his wound or any other matter than his wife. He
guessed that the woman had answered what questions she could, but
he would find out later. "I have sent to Duke Lorin, my lord, and
informed him of your wound and your dire condition."

 


Lawrence looked miserable. "You must send to
him again immediately to tell him that I am in no
danger."

 


Harold looked at Ælflynn. She said to Lawrence,
"But my lord, you are still in danger. If we cannot strengthen you
soon, we risk the arrow causing you serious damage. It may be in
the bone."

 


Lawrence looked at her, incredulous. "The
arrow? The arrow is still there?" He tried to lift his head to look
down at his left thigh. Harold prevented him from lifting his
shoulders from the cot.

 


"Majesty, when you fell from your horse the
arrow was driven in deep. We must wait until it is safe to remove
it."

 


Lawrence protested, "But I live." He looked at
the woman, whose grim face communicated that his condition was
still in question. He looked to Harold and took his hand again.
"Harold, you must write to Lorin anyway and tell him I am
recovering. My wife is with child. She must not be allowed to fear
for me. You must tell her I am well and shall be with her
soon."

 


Harold looked resigned. "I shall do that if you
command, but what shall I do if you fall more ill?"

 


Lawrence gave him a stern look. "Do it
anyway..." Harold nodded and bowed and left the chamber.

 


Ælflynn looked at the king. "You are putting
him in an untenable position." He ignored her comment.

 


"What is my condition, woman?" he
demanded.

 


She raised an eyebrow. She sat again on the
stool by his cot. "The arrow went in deep and may be lodged in your
thigh bone. We have not been able to remove it for fear that you
would lose more blood. We must finish building up your strength ere
we can remove it. I fear infection if that is not soon. I have been
giving you drink that shall help you grow more blood. You are young
and a healthy man. If we can pull the arrow and clean deeper into
the wound, you will live and mayhap not lose your leg."

 


Lawrence gazed at her grimly. "You are an
honest woman. I thank you."

 


She replied with a wan smile.

 


Lord Harold wrote to Duke Lorin, sending the
Breton to convey the message to Lincoln.

 


<begin exerpting>

Your Grace,

 


The king is sensible once more, although still
gravely ill. He has commanded me to write to you immediately to say
that he is recovering. I know that I am defying his wish by writing
the truth, but methinks you should want to know it. He is in fear
of the queen's despair if she knows he is still in
danger.

 


The woman Ælflynn is concerned that he has not
grown strong enough yet to pull the arrow, and that left in his leg
it shall cause the tissues to fester and grow gangrenous. At best,
that would result in his losing his leg to the hip. At worst, he
could die from blood poisoning.

 


The woman is a skilled and competent healer. I
shall give her all she needs to see to it the king survives and is
well.

 


He asks after the queen and her child. Please
send tidings of her well being.

 


Your servant,

 


Harold, Earl of Grantham

<end exerpting>

 


 


Elerde received his second sight of Queen
Josephine when he delivered this message into her brother's hands.
He bowed low as she came rushing into the reeve's chamber. "Lorin,
what is the news? Is my lord well?"

 


He gazed at her as she stood next to her
brother watching him scan the missive, her body clenched, relaxing
as he reassured her. She was even more exquisite than he
recalled.

 


She looked over at him. "Is this the man who
brought the message?"

 


"Aye, sister. This is Lord Elerde, a commander
in your lord's army."

 


She came to him, looking gratefully into his
face. "Did you see him? How did he look?"

 


Elerde bowed over her hand as he kissed it. "I
regret to say, your grace, that I have not seen him since the
battle. But I can assure you he is improving. His only thought is
of you and your child."

 


Color tinged her cheeks. "I thank you. I must
reward you somehow for your service."

 


"My lady," the man said in his accented voice,
"if I could have any reward 'twould be to see you smile
everyday."

 


Josephine blushed more deeply, but she smiled.
"My lord, if 'tis truly the reward you crave, I will ask you to
stay and escort me in to supper every night." She turned to her
brother. "Lorin, can we not spare another messenger so this good
soldier can stay at court?"

 


Still reading the message from Earl Harold, her
brother replied, "Of course, your grace."

 


Another messenger left with the reeve's reply,
plus a message from Elerde to his lieutenants to come north and be
billeted at the fortress at Lincoln.

 


Harold brought the message to the king to him
straight away. "My liege, he says this: 'My dear brother and king,
we have welcomed the tidings of your recovery with great rejoicing.
My sister has been much comforted. She and the child are well. She
wishes to come to you, but we have advised her against traveling so
far. I know you would agree with this. I have instructed Lord
Harold that he may call for any help he needs in ensuring your full
recovery. My sister begs you to do all you are told to recover and
not hasten your return at its expense.'"

 


The king was visibly reassured. He was able to
pull himself up a bit on his pillows. The chamber however had a
sour smell. The wound was becoming infected. It gave him much pain.
The woman told Harold and him that they could no longer wait and
must remove the arrow immediately or the wound would become rotten.
Harold set down the duke's letter and looked at
Lawrence.

 


"We must do this. Make whatever preparations
are necessary," Lawrence said.

 


The woman spoke too quietly to the lord for the
king to hear. The man nodded gravely and left to send a servant for
what she needed.

 


She came and sat by him and her look was not
without compassion. "My lord, this shall be greatly painful. You
may e'en fall into a faint. You are I know a brave man, but it
serves no purpose not to call out if you need to."

 


He returned a grim smile to her. "What shall be
done?"

 


Ælflynn cast down her eyes and Lawrence saw how
dark and long her lashes were, like delicate spiders standing on a
white tablecloth. "First we shall pull the arrow. If it is imbedded
we may need to use a knife to dig it out. We must stop the bleeding
and also clean the wound. We shall cauterize it, pack it, and
bandage it. I shall have to bandage it anew many times each day and
night."

 


Lawrence nodded. "And how long until we
know..." He looked into her pale eyes.

 


"Not long," she answered softly.

 


The servants came in with sheets, a small
earthenware bottle, some material that looked like cobwebs, and a
slender steel dagger. The king tried to hide his
apprehension.

 


Ælflynn removed the blankets that were settled
on his legs and hips. She drew up a short nightshirt exposing the
wound to the air. There was a rank and disturbing odor. He saw the
broken shaft of the arrow. His heart skipped a beat at the shock of
it.

 


The woman took the sheets and had one of the
servants raise the king's leg so she could place it under him.
Lawrence gritted his teeth and suppressed a groan. The woman shot a
disapproving look at him. "Cry out if you must," she commanded. The
servants exchanged glances.

 


Ælflynn took a kettle from the fire and poured
boiling water over something in a bowl. She used a pestle to
squeeze the water into the bowl's contents. She brought the bowl
and a cloth over and wetted it to clean around his wound. She
looked at one of the servants. "Put your hands in that hot water
and dry them. I want you to grasp the shaft of the arrow and pull
with all your strength."

 


The man cleaned his hands in the stingingly hot
water and took the cloth she gave him to dry them. He came to the
side of the cot and looked at Lawrence, "Begging your pardon,
sire?" He looked anxiously at the king who gritted his teeth and
nodded.

 


"Wait," the woman said. She went to her table
and looked for and found something. It was no more than a stick of
wood. She brought it to the king and bade him put it between his
teeth and bite down. "It will prevent you from biting your tongue
or lips," she explained. He did as she instructed.

 


The servant took hold of the stump of the arrow
shaft. The king winced. The servant started to pull and Lawrence
squeezed his eyes tight shut. The man had to put his foot against
the side of the cot to get leverage. Pull as mightily as he could,
he could not budge the arrow.

 


Ælflynn looked at Harold and sighed. We shall
have to cut it out." Lawrence was already pale from the pain. The
slim knife had been placed in the fire and was red with heat.
Ælflynn retrieved it and came back to the king. She looked into his
eyes. He nodded, put the stick in his mouth again, and shut his
eyes. Deftly the slender woman guided the knife into the wound and
felt for the bone. The smell of burning flesh was pungent. The
king's ability to bear the pain weakened and he began to moan. She
felt the tip of the arrow where it was imbedded in the bone and
with a deft twist she loosed it. She pulled on the shaft hard and,
with an awful squelching noise, it came out. The king screamed.
"That's it, Lawrence, that's it," she breathed.

 


As soon as she had tossed the bloody arrow to
the side, she took the cloths she had at hand and pushed them into
the wound to staunch the blood. She called to Harold. "Come here
and press on the wound with all your might."

 


When he took her place, she went to prepare the
next treatment. Harold looked into the king's eyes, which were full
of tears of pain. The stick had come out from between his teeth.
Harold started to reach for it and the woman shouted, "Both hands,
I said press with all your might!"

 


Ælflynn came back and peeled up the side of the
cloths and said, "Good, it is bleeding but the blood is clean. Move
out of the way." She pushed her master to one side and knelt by the
king again. She lifted the cloths and examined the wound. She made
tut-tut sounds and started to dab at the gaping hole with cloths
soaked in her solution.

 


The woman took the stick and put it in
Lawrence's mouth again. "This will be worse than before." He
blanched but took the stick between his teeth and waited. She
lifted a bowl that was at her side and poured an oily liquid onto
the wound. It was boiling hot oil and Lawrence screamed aloud and
doubled from the pain. The woman quickly stuffed the wound with the
cottony fiber and dressed it with more clean cloths. She sat back
on her heels and sighed.

 


Lawrence opened his eyes, which were dazed, and
looked at her. She put her hand on his forehead, "It is well, my
lord. The oil has cauterized the wound. It shall not bleed more,
and it shall not become more infected. You will live and, I think,
keep your leg."

 


His eyes spoke deep gratitude. They closed and
he fell into a stuporous sleep.

 


"Cover him warmly," she commanded the servants.
Sweat was on her pale brow.

 


Harold asked her, "What was that spider web
material you packed the wound with?"

 


She looked up at him with a smile. "Just
that-Cobwebs."

 


 


In Lincoln, Josephine found solace in the
company of the Breton commander, Elerde. She learned that he was a
remarkably erudite and well-read man for a soldier. He spoke and
read several languages, including Frankish and Church Latin. He
even spoke her mother's tongue, Brythonic.

 


"My lord, 'tis such a pleasure to speak in my
mother's tongue." Once she knew he could, the two of them rarely
spoke English. "I can speak thus with my brother, but he prefers my
husband's language."

 


"'Tis understandable," the ever-agreeable
Elerde affirmed. "It is the language of the court and kingdom, and
your noble brother is its servant."

 


Elerde found himself remarkably changed by her
company and interest. The closest Josephine came to seeing the
brooding commander was when she pressed him to explain how he came
to be so well read. She was startled to see the black loud that
crossed his face.

 


Elerde got control of his emotions and answered
her question. "My lady, I am the second son of a powerful lord. My
elder brother, Mihail, was to be the soldier. I received the
training as well, of course, but underlying that it was assumed I
might take to the Church."

 


Josephine could not help but laugh. She
explained, "I beg pardon, my lord, but 'tis just that you have
nothing of the Church in your looks and bearing."

 


Far from offending him, that laughter filled
Elerde with joy. His lips curled in an unaccustomed smile. "Nay,
'twas not my choice for myself, but it did bring me learning. And
that learning, most gracious lady, brought me to you." As he said
the last words, he brought her hand to his lips. He kept his eyes
on hers, gratified to see a tinge of pink touch her
cheeks.

 


She grew more demure as she took back her hand.
"Then," she went on with a subdued voice, "your brother is lord of
your lands? But no position for you, good sir?"

 


She saw the black cloud again. He cast his eyes
down and said with more bitterness than he should have liked, "Nay,
my lady. He is also fighting somewhere as a mercenary. He lost our
lands through mismanagement and thereafter to battle. He let the
estates fall to ruin, lost his armed soldiers through not paying
them, and when a neighboring lord attacked, he fled and left the
household undefended."

 


Josephine hesitatingly reached to put her hand
on his. "You were not there."

 


He frowned. "Nay, I was at Rome. I did not
learn about the loss until I reached home again... to find no home
to return to."

 


She felt his bitterness, but a word caught her
attention. "Rome? You have been in Rome."

 


Elerde seized the opportunity to follow a path
more to his liking. "Aye, and what a place it is, your grace. Aye,
it is the center of the Church, but 'twas the old Roman ruins that
stirred me. And the books!"

 


Josephine's face was lit with her eagerness.
"Aye, my lord, so should I have been drawn! First to the ruins,
thereafter to the books!" Suddenly timid, she ventured, "Have you
read any ...Catullus?"

 


Elerde's smile returned and grew. He took her
hand and recited:

 


<begin exerpting>

You, my life, promise that this love

of Hours between us shall be agreeable and last
forever.

Great gods, arrange for her to speak the
truth,

and to say this sincere and from the bottom of
her heart,

so that it is granted us to continue all our
life

this treaty of inviolable
friendship.

<end exerpting>

 


"Or would you prefer the Latin?" He exulted in
her rapt gaze.

 


"Cui dono lepidum novum libellum...Carmen 109.
I know it. I thought no one but my brother and I and our tutor ever
heard of Catullus, no less could recite it flawlessly." Josephine
looked up at him from under golden lashes, a look of childish
pleasure on her face.

 


Elerde thought, "No wonder her kin called her
Sunshine." Aloud he told her, "I have a slim volume of Catullus. He
is a favorite of mine."

 


Josephine tightened her grip on his wrist. "A
volume? You have a volume of poetry?"

 


"More than one. I shall get one for you from my
chamber," he offered, rising. "I happened to be talking about Roman
poetry with your lord, the king, just before his injury..." Elerde
immediately regretted bringing up the injury as he instinctually
anticipated its impact. Josephine dropped her hand from his arm and
looked down sorrowfully into her lap. "I am so sorry, my lady, I
did not mean to..."

 


Josephine stopped him. "Nay, 'tis fit I think
of my lord in his pain and sickness." She pressed a palm to her
belly. "I do so trouble for him. And we to be parents
soon."

 


Elerde knew the queen was with child. He
wondered if she had lost it as she showed no sign of a swelling
belly. But he heard enough gossip around the stronghold to know it
was not so. "He will return soon, your grace, and the two of you
will rejoice in your new little... is the word
'ætheling'?"

 


She looked gratefully into his eyes. "I know
you are right. I do my child, and myself, no good by fretting. But
I do so love him."

 


Elerde's eyelids drooped as he registered those
words he longed to hear about himself. Rallying he went on, "My
lady, he misses you as well. But you are right, dwelling on sorrow
will make for a glum child. Do you like to walk? Is it
safe?"

 


Josephine looked up excitedly. "I love to
walk... in the fields, along the river, in the woods! Walking is
just what the child and I need. Fresh air and exercise. I am so
tired of being cooped up under my brother's watchful eye. When
shall we go? Where? Do you really like to walk?"

 


Elerde beamed. "Most assuredly, my dear lady,
we can walk. Bring your woman and I shall bring one of my
lieutenants. We shall be well chaperoned."

 


Josephine gazed at him. "Did you know, my lord,
that you have a wonderful smile?"

 


Elerde, surprised, laughed. "No, my lady, I did
not know that."

 


 


Josephine was up early and in her walking
clothes. Elerde waited in the courtyard with his lieutenant, Lagu.
He heard her vexed voice as she came out of the hall with her
serving woman, followed close on by her brother who was
scowling.

 


"Lorin, leave off, please. I know what is good
for me, I promise. The midwife said some exercise will help me
carry and birth the child. I am in no danger."

 


"But sister..." the younger man
protested.

 


"Noble sir, fear not. I shall not let her fall
into harm. I swear that by my own life."

 


The reeve relented, his shoulders
slumping.

 


As they went through the gates of the
stronghold, Josephine said confidentially to Elerde. "He worries
so. You would think he was my elder, not my younger."

 


Elerde smiled kindly. "Methinks your brother
needs a wife of his own to fuss over."

 


"Mayhap," she replied. She looked sideways at
him. "And you, my lord. Do you not need a wife? Or have you one
somewhere?"

 


Out of the corner of one eye, Elerde saw Lagu
smirk.

 


"Nay, my lady, a mercenary may not have such
luxuries as a wife. Some of my men have one, two or even three
wives in places we have been ere this. But a nobleman, however
dispossessed, may not be so casual."

 


Josephine gazed at him with sympathy. "You
shall find love, my Lord Elerde. I can promise you
that."

 


"May God grant it," he said, reaching for and
kissing her hand. He thought to himself, "Is it possible? Could
this happen?"

 


They strode on at a sedate pace with their
companions following at a discreet distance behind them. They spoke
of Brittany and of her childhood land of Affynshire. He asked many
questions, praised her observations about his land, and took every
opportunity to turn the conversation back to her. At the end of the
outing, he lifted her hand to kiss. "May I hope for such joy again
soon, my lady?" She agreed happily.

 


Thoughts of her injured husband were never far
from Josephine's mind and heart. He wrote when he could, telling
her how he would return as soon as he could ride, how much he
longed to see her, how happy he was that they would soon be
parents. These missives drew private tears from her eyes. She
fought and prayed for patience.

 


She spent other days not in loneliness but in
increasing companionability and adventure with her warrior from
Brittany. She repressed a nagging sense that she should not be
indulging one person in the court over all the others, but the time
with the charming warrior allowed her to forget her sorrow and be
in the moment. She did her best to overlook all his touches as
innocent, unavoidable. Aye, he did sometimes have to take her arm
as they walked in the woods or the uneven meadows. It was nothing
to be worried about when he put an arm around her shoulder and
draped his cloak over them both when he saw her shivering. She
might not admit it, but she thrilled every time he touched her. Her
lonely body ached for her husband, and this man was giving her a
taste of what she needed.

 


The two of them found a hideaway, an old unused
hunting lodge in the woods. Elerde bade his lieutenant bring wine,
and they drank it together in the profound quiet of the woods.
There was nothing untoward, he told her. They were not alone. She
did not protest. He took that as the beginning of an invitation to
take their touching to a new level.

 


One beautiful bright day, as they set out to
walk along the river, she noticed Elerde whispering something to
his manservant out of her earshot. The man nodded and looked
towards the queen. She thought nothing of it, probably another
surprise like the wine. He was a thoughtful friend.

 


Elerde tried to keep his promise to Lorin, but
Josephine was her own woman. She was feeling young, healthy, and
full of vim and vigor. She wandered as she wished. Some distance
down the river, Josephine took off down a path that was entirely
hidden by the overhanging trees and bushes. She dared the warrior
to pursue her.

 


Elerde's heart thudded as he followed the sound
of her laughter, not from exertion but from his growing hope that
she was leading him astray for a reason. He purposefully let her
elude him to let Lagu have time to distract the serving woman away
from their location.

 


Elerde caught up to her and took her arm. "Dear
one, I think we are lost."

 


Josephine turned a level gaze to him. He called
her dear one. It was so sweet to hear, but... "My Lord Elerde, no,
do not say that."

 


He thought she meant that they were lost and
said, "My lady, fear not. I shall find our way home."

 


Josephine said, "First I must rest a bit. The
ground under that spreading oak looks dry... let us sit a while."
She started in its direction.

 


Elerde reached the tree before her. He reached
to her to help her sit. As she grasped his hand and started to
lower herself, he pulled her toward him and engulfed her in his
arms. He put his lips to hers and kissed her with all the ardor and
passion he had conceived for his beautiful queen.

 


Josephine did not resist. She was taken
unawares by his action. And it felt so good. To be in a strong
man's arms again... the man's lips on hers. His smell, the taste of
him... She had to battle up from a desire to melt
completely...

 


"Lord Elerde, no! You cannot!" She pushed him
away.

 


The look on his face was shock. "My lady, my
dearest, I thought... I thought you wanted me," he said in genuine
concern.

 


Josephine looked into his eyes and saw he was
entirely sincere. "Oh, dear Elerde, I am sore ashamed. I have been
giving you false messages. "She turned her back to him, not able to
bear the pain she saw in his face. "My lord, I am a married woman,
married to the king of this land. You are a warrior in his service.
You shall dishonor us both. I shall do like dishonor."

 


Elerde stared back at her struck by the
enormity of the risk he had taken, for himself and for her, a risk
he overlooked in his desire. He dropped to one knee in the snow.
She saw his long dark eyelashes. He held his hands up clasped in a
prayerful gesture. "My lady, please, forgive me. I am too rash and
too inconsiderate. 'Tis not your doing, only mine." He dropped his
hands and hung his head.

 


Josephine turned to see his plea for pardon.
She wanted to, longed to, forgive him, but she knew her only choice
was to play it cold. "Sirrah, I shall not speak of this with you. I
never shall be alone with you again. And I want to return to the
stronghold at once."

 


Elerde stood, formal and reserved, and gestured
for her to precede him up the bank. He walked straight and
dignified, avoiding her eyes.

 


Time seemed to have rushed along in advance of
them. They were long in returning, the sky growing dark, and once
found themselves surrounded by a thicket of bare thorny bushes. His
clothes were ripped and soiled by the thicket. Josephine's skirts
were also disarranged and stained. Branches with dead leaves stuck
in her hair. Elerde finally got them extricated and after some
searching, located the way home.

 


When they arrived at the stronghold the sky was
dark but the stronghold was ablaze with torches. There was a
commotion in the courtyard that only intensified when the two, who
strode in stillness cold as the night air, came into
view.

 


Lorin rushed up to the queen. "My sister, we
have been sore afraid that you had fallen and been hurt in the
woods, or that you had come to some other mischief."

 


His head bowed, Elerde hid his slight ironic
smile at the choice of words.

 


Josephine thought to herself, "Well nigh." She
let Lorin put his arm around her to escort her inside. Many pairs
of eyes registered the state of the elopers' clothing and hair. As
Josephine yet tried to avoid the looks, she glanced back at Elerde
who looked up at her grimly.

 


Josephine went to her chamber. Her women,
silent with tension, undressed her and cleaned her cuts and
scrapes. One combed the bits of twigs and leaves out of her golden
hair.

 


As soon as she was dressed, she went to her
brother's chamber. "Lorin, I must go to Lawrence. Do not argue with
me. Arrange transport. I should be able to take the river most of
the way to Grantham."

 


Lorin looked into her eyes questioningly. She
averted them and stood, resolute. "My lady, I shall take care of it
right away."

 


Satisfied, she left his chamber. He stared
after her, wondering.

 


In the morning, Elerde saw the queen leave in a
cart to the west. When he sought out the High reeve, the man gave
him a scornful look. The question of where she was going was left
unasked.

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


Aelflynn saw the queen's party arriving by cart
as she made her way to the stronghold for her daily visit to the
king. She knew he was days away from being ready to ride. She knew
instantly who the woman was who was helped off the cart and ran
into the hall to find her husband. The healer smiled, turned, and
went away.

 


"Josie!" Lawrence cried as his wife came
through the door of the chamber he had occupied throughout his
recovery. "How came you here? Oh dearest, I am so happy to see
you." She cut off his words with her kiss.

 


"I have to tell you something, Lawrence. No, I
must do this. Wait patiently and listen," she pled while he reached
arms around her to hold her to him.

 


Astonished, he loosed her. She waved the
servants and Earl Harold out of the room. She paced for some
moments, turned, and blurted out, "My love, I have betrayed
you."

 


Lawrence was stunned. He started to ask, "What
do you mean, betrayed?" but she responded with an urgent
shush.

 


"I have been spending time with a man, a
warrior, not thinking what I was doing and how it might look...how
it might hurt you." She looked up at him with pain in her eyes. She
rushed forward and knelt at his feet. As she reached her arms to
lean on his thighs, she gave an audible intake of breath and looked
at the bandage on his leg. "Oh my lord, my lord, poor dear. Does it
hurt still?"

 


Lawrence shook his head, "Never mind that now,
my love. Tell me what you came to tell me."

 


She searched his face. There was nothing but
softness, indulgence, and love in it. "He knew Roman poetry. He
distracted me from my worry. We went for walks. He thought... he
thought I wanted him."

 


Lawrence pulled her head to his abdomen and
stroked her hair. His voice was patient, but his eyes, which she
could not see, were troubled. "Did you? Want him, I
mean?"

 


She drew back suddenly and looked up at him
with horror. "My lord, you cannot think that!"

 


He smiled at her. "Josephine, you are human. I
trust that you would not carry through on your desire, but I should
be a scoundrel to insist you could never have feelings for another
man. Lord knows I am no saint..." He put a finger to her lips as
she started to speak. "Nay, I have not acted on my urges either. My
love, my body, they are only for you."

 


Josephine sighed and buried her face against
him once more. "My lord, my darling, I do love you so. I will never
let this happen again. I was a fool, I hurt Elerde as much as I
could have hurt you."

 


"Elerde?" the king queried with a tight voice.
"The mercenary from Leon? Did he... hurt you?

 


Josephine was weeping. "Nay, but can we forget
him? He is of no consequence."

 


Lawrence's voice affirmed her wish. His eyes
stared straight ahead. His heart and mind clenched. He would ask
Lorin for the details when they returned home.

 


"Now, darling, get up. Take your cloak off.
Tell me how you are... how is our child?" Lawrence made his face
and eyes obey and banished his other emotions and comfort his
wife.

 


 


They returned to Lincoln just days later, the
trip being much faster with traveling downriver toward the Humber.
They had time to touch, kiss and talk. Their only attempt at
lovemaking had been received by his wounded thigh with protest. "It
can wait, my love," Josephine had said to her husband. The trip on
the river was relaxing, but Lawrence could not help but notice in
her exuberant talk that she stopped occasionally as if heading down
a path she did not want to follow. The more he heard and thought
about what she had confessed to him, the more determined he became
to find out what really had happened.

 


In Lincoln he took his leave of her in their
chamber, explaining his need to catch up with matters of the
kingdom with the reeve. She watched him limp away leaning on his
walking stick. Her heart ached for him. She tried to push away the
rush of guilt she felt at having dallied pleasantly while he was in
pain.

 


Lorin met them when they came in, the king
reddening at having to ride in a cart from the river. Even the
bridge he loved so well had not kept him from blushing scarlet as
he was handed up to the cart by a soldier. Upon alighting, again
with help, Lawrence had found a chance to whisper to the reeve, "I
will be in your chamber within half an hour."

 


Lorin could guess what the topic of the hasty
visit was. He had no doubt his sister had made for Grantham to
confess to her husband whatever it was she had done. He stood as
the king came in, limping, and rushed to give him a chair. The king
waved him away irritably.

 


"Where is the Breton, Elerde?" he
demanded.

 


"He is here, your grace. Do you want me to
summon him?"

 


Taking his own seat, the king shook his head.
"Nay. Why is he still here? He knew we were returning? Is he not in
fear for his life?"

 


Lorin paused. "Should he be, sire?"

 


Lawrence's face flushed. "Does he have reason
to be?" he shot at his reeve venomously.

 


"You do not believe my sister would betray you,
do you, Lawrence?" Lorin never used the king's Christian name. He
was prepared to be angry himself.

 


Lawrence subsided. "No, of course I do not. But
how did she get into this nonsense? What did he do to her? Did he
honestly believe he could flirt with the queen?"

 


Lorin sighed and went to sit. "I cannot speak
for the man, my liege. He was thoughtless, but mayhap it was more
than that. I just don't know. As for my sister, she was sore afraid
for you. She is a woman. She sought comfort, distraction. He was
erudite. They shared a passion."

 


"What?!" Lawrence cried, starting to
rise.

 


"Nay, nay, I meant a passion for Roman poetry,
nothing more. They went for walks. It seemed innocent
enough."

 


"And you let her go for walks with him?" The
king's voice was astonished.

 


"I tried, my lord, to advise her. She would not
listen."

 


Lawrence looked at his hands in his lap. "Nay,
I know, she would not. I can only hope he did not take too much
advantage. She is true to me in body and heart, I know, but it
tears me apart to think of any liberties he might have
taken."

 


Lorin stood and came to Lawrence. He put a hand
on the man's shoulder. "What will you do with the man, my
liege?"

 


Lawrence shrugged. "One thing I can tell you.
He is leaving my court."

 


Lawrence found his lady waiting for him on a
cushioned bench near the entrance to the hall. She stood as he
approached. He took her hands in his and lifted them to his lips.
He saw that her smile was tinged with apprehension. He carefully
covered his own regretful thoughts. Her own face cleared and she
smiled dazzlingly into his eyes. He took her in his
arms.

 


"Oh my dearest, dearest one, I have so longed
for you."

 


"And I for you, my darling."

 


He squeezed her. "My darling Jo, I have longed
these many weeks to make love to you." He saw her loving smile and
took her hand, and led her to their chamber.

 


Lawrence shut and latched the door behind them.
He went to her and took her chin in his hand. He leaned to kiss
her. He lingered with his lips on hers long. She put her arms
around his neck, and he gazed with desire into her eyes as he
guided her to the bed. He placed her on it and climbed up beside
and on her. His voice was thick when he sighed, "Dearest one, I do
so much love and desire you."

 


She thought to ask about his leg but thought
better of it.

 


He lay half on and half off her as he reached
to undo her clothing. He spread open her bodice to reveal her
breasts. He leaned and put his lips to one nipple and kissed it. He
reached to his own clothes and loosened first the tunic, then he
unbuckled his belt and let it clatter to the floor beside the bed.
He reached for her skirts and pulled them up. His thigh throbbed,
but he refused to allow the pain to interfere.

 


She lay breathing hard, her lips constantly
seeking his, and gasped when he pulled her skirts up far enough
that he could enter her. The feel of him in her was like a jolt of
energy. She cried out. His lovemaking was urgent in spite of the
pain in his thigh. His movements became uncontrolled. Her entire
body was suffused with an intense and overwhelming thrill. He did
not take long before he spent himself in her. He opened his eyes as
it happened, and his look to her was like pain and rapture all in
one. Her body quaked with the glow of its own release.

 


They lay gasping together, unable to move or
speak. She was finally able to turn her head and look at him. He
gazed at her with heavy-lidded eyes and parted lips at her. He
reached a hand to her face and stroked it. Josephine drew nearer
him and nestled into him. They lay for sometime and
slept.

 


 


Lawrence was in his chamber, where his servants
already unpacked his clothing, when he called for the captain of
the guard. When the captain arrived, bowing to the king, Lawrence
sent the other servants away. "Captain, I have orders for you to
convey to your men."

 


The man nodded, "Aye, Your Majesty."

 


"Under no circumstances is the Breton warrior
Lord Elerde to be allowed to approach the queen in any way unless I
am there as well. Do you understand?" Lawrence watched for a
reaction. The captain made none except to bow again and affirm that
the king's orders would be carried out. Lawrence continued, "This
may be more difficult. I do not want the queen to see him detained,
hurt, distressed, or held in any way. She is not to know he is
being watched."

 


The captain replied, "With your leave, my
liege, I shall select men I know can be subtle and discreet to
watch the warrior. They can more easily take steps to make sure he
does not disturb Her Majesty."

 


Lawrence nodded. "Good. I shall make sure this
assignment need not go on long."

 


The captain understood and nodded. "Very good,
my lord." The king dismissed him.

 


Resplendent in their feasting garb, the king
and queen were in their magnificent chairs at the high table when
the feast began. Lord Elerde, unable to stay away for wanting to
see how his beloved was faring, if there were signs her royal
husband knew about him and had done harm to her, and finally to see
if he was cold to her and no longer loved her, went in to the
feast. He found himself ushered by a servant not to his usual place
above the salt - he knew he would not be at the high table, by
order of the queen herself -- but far down the table, placed out of
his rightful seat of honor due to his rank. "She would not order
this. He knows," the Breton warrior thought. He looked up at
Lawrence.

 


Lawrence saw Elerde enter. He himself was
beside his Josephine, whose hand was on his arm as she spoke
animatedly. Lawrence hid his glance in Elerde's direction from her,
but she noticed when he visibly pulled himself to his full seated
height and turned an especially fond look into her eyes. She was
able to cast a sidelong glance of her own and saw the warrior being
seated far down the table. Her eyebrows went up but she said
nothing. She prayed that Lawrence's temper would stay checked and
there would be no scene.

 


When Elerde's and Lawrence's eyes met, they
locked for a moment, the king's gaze steely, and the warrior's gaze
searching. Lawrence took Josephine's hand and kissed it. Josephine,
for her part, was trying to ignore the tension that was palpable
across the length of the large room.

 


She looked into her husband's eyes when he
turned his face back to hers. Unbidden, she took his hand. "My
lord, I do and could ne'er love any man but you." Her voice was
full of earnest. The king smiled happily and leaned to kiss her,
long and sweetly on her lips in front of all.

 


At the sight of the kiss, Elerde stood and left
the table. The courtiers noted all and filed it away for gossip
later.

 


After a few days, Lawrence called for Lord
Elerde to come to him in his council chamber. The Breton's face was
guarded as he bowed, stood before the king, who was seated at a
table looking over parchments, averting his focus away from the
warrior.

 


"My liege, you did call for me?" Lord Elerde
said in a thin voice.

 


Without looking up, Lawrence replied absently,
"Aye, sir, we did." He went on looking over a document. Elerde knew
precisely what the king was doing. He waited.

 


When Lawrence finally turned his eyes to the
Breton, they were cool and measuring. "My lord, we have an
assignment for you."

 


Elerde was struck off guard. "An assignment, my
liege?"

 


Lawrence referred to a document. "Aye, we need
a capable man to go to our outposts in Affynshire. Our farthest
outposts," he emphasized. "Our holdings there are ever at risk from
raiders. We need a man who can command the garrisons and ensure
that we do not lose sovereignty. We need you to be that
commander."

 


Elerde pursed his lips. "Is my lady displeased
with me?"

 


Lawrence glowered. "My lady has said nothing
whatsoever about you. And I shall thank you not to mention her to
me again, do you understand?"

 


Elerde bowed his head in a cool assent. "My
lord, as you command."

 


Lawrence nodded. "You will leave immediately.
It will be a long and most difficult posting."

 


Elerde replied evenly, "I am certain of
that...sire," he added belatedly.

 


Lawrence eyed him. "You may of course prefer to
leave my service. If you so choose, you may go back to Brittany, or
to your next employer immediately. Or to Hell, as far as I am
concerned."

 


"Nay, my liege, I will stay in your service as
long as you allow. But I ask one boon of you ere I
leave."

 


Lawrence scowled. "And what might that be,
sirrah?"

 


Elerde cleared his throat. "Permit me to speak
with the queen once ere I leave."

 


Lawrence's look was dark. "Upon the condition
that I be present when you do speak to her."

 


Elerde nodded resignedly. "Sire, I shall go."
He shot a sharp look at the king. "Sire, may I have your assurance
that the lady is safe and well cared for with you?"

 


Lawrence swelled with anger. "You seek to
threaten me, sir?"

 


Elerde allowed a smile to touch his lips. "If
your lady is happy with you, you have nothing to worry
about."

 


Smoldering blue eyes bore into Elerde's dark
ones. "Take care, sirrah. It is for her welfare that I send you as
far from the court as I may while still able to keep an eye on
you."

 


Elerde bowed. "I shall prepare immediately and
leave as soon as I may have my audience with my la-with the
queen."

 


The king, still glowering, nodded and turned
his attention away, dismissing the man. Elerde bowed and left the
chamber.

 


Knowing she would be suspicious of Elerde's
sudden disappearance, Lawrence carefully orchestrated Elerde's
leave-taking from the court and from the queen. It was to take
place in company, with many about the royal pair. Lawrence was
seated with his legs crossed and his long arms stretched out along
the backs of the chairs on either side of his, one of which was
graced by Josephine. Her attention was on something her brother was
telling her. A young red-haired bard strummed a tune on a large
stringed instrument, a lute.

 


Elerde entered in riding clothes. Lawrence saw
him first, nodded imperceptibly, and the Breton advanced to kneel
before Josephine. She was startled, not having seen him come in.
She allowed a short, "Lord Elerde!" and glanced up at her husband,
whose expression told her nothing. The others in the room quieted
as the tension thickened. The bard lifted a quizzical freckled face
and left off playing.

 


Lawrence told Josephine, "Dearest, I have need
of this worthy warrior in Affynshire to protect your and your
brother's birthright at outpost garrisons there. I have ordered him
to leave immediately."

 


Josephine looked at Lawrence again. Still
nothing to read.

 


Lord Elerde said, "I have come to take my leave
of you... if you will grant it."

 


She sighed. Looking at Lord Elerde, keeping her
demeanor formal. "It is an honorable thing to serve me, and my
brother, Lord Elerde, and my lord king. If you are leaving for that
reason, I will honor you with leave to do so." She searched his
face.

 


Lawrence frowned as Elerde returned the queen's
searching look. "My lady, my dear lady, if you are well and happy,
I can leave with assurance that my presence is no longer
needed."

 


Looks were exchanged in the chamber. Lorin, who
sat alone, glanced at the king. The king stared darts at the
warrior.

 


The queen looked frankly into the Breton's
eyes. "I thank you, sir. Your concern is much appreciated. I am
fortunate among women to have a husband who is so understanding...
and so forgiving. And whom I love, and am loved by, so dearly." She
reached and took Lawrence's hand. Lawrence relaxed visibly. Even
the bard, an Ulsterman called Shannon O'Neill, noticed that and had
a wry smile on his crooked mouth.

 


Lord Elerde wanted to take her hand and kiss it
in farewell, but she contrived that both hers were occupied in her
husband's. "I give you leave, sir, with gratitude for your kind
friendship here at Lincoln."

 


Elerde nodded and stood. He was about to bow
and take his leave when the queen impulsively said, "I am sorry...
sorry that... just sorry."

 


Her husband started and his brow darkened. He
glared at the Breton. "You heard the lady. You can leave now." He
held the queen's hand more tightly. She bit her lip and looked
down.

 


Elerde raised one eyebrow, bowed, and, with one
last look, left.

 


Josephine turned to look at Lawrence. He looked
back, a satisfied smile on his lips.

 


 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Lawrence sat on the edge of the bed and watched
as Josephine slowly awoke from a long sleep. She sighed and opened
her eyes. They cleared and sought her husband's. She smiled. "Where
is he, my love?"

 


"Who?" Lawrence jested. "Oh you mean the
ætheling. Our beautiful, strong, healthy son. Oh God, Jo, I do love
you so dearly." He held her hand.

 


The queen stretched lazily. "I did well, Your
Majesty?"

 


"What matters is that you are well. Both of
you."

 


"Bring my son to me," Josephine spoke to the
wet nurse who took the bundle of wool blankets and furs from the
cradle. The young woman smiled and came to the bedside across from
the king. Josephine reached up her arms to take the
baby.

 


Lawrence leaned over to push aside the covers
over the little face so he could see well. "Good morrow, future
king of Críslicland."

 


Josephine quickly put a finger to her lips.
"Hush, my love. Do not say such things."

 


The wet nurse crossed herself, and Lawrence
glanced up into her face. "What? I have never known you to be
superstitious. Is this a childbed transformation?"

 


"Nay, nay, I do not want to think of a time, no
matter how far in the future, when you are not here with me and our
children."

 


The king's face took on a paternal cast. "You
know how I felt when you were starting your birth-pains? I thought
of those wild romps of yours with the Breton, and how you may have
robbed me of both an heir and your own sacred self."

 


Josephine looked hurt. "My lord, do not remind
me of my foolishness. And please do not speak of it again. I will
remind you that the healer said walking was good for me... and, in
fact, my labor was easier than I had been led to
expect."

 


He leaned and kissed her on her forehead. "I am
sorry. I should not have spoken thus. But all I wanted to say
was...take care of yourself. I cannot bear to lose you." He turned
his attention to the child, effectively diverting her own from the
hurt. "What color are his eyes?"

 


"Have you not seen them yet?"

 


"Nay, every time I look at him he has them
screwed tight shut. Methinks he is afraid to look at me." Lawrence
tickled the plump little chin and cooed. The boy opened his eyes
wide. The parents sighed with rapture. The wet nurse smiled at the
familial scene before her. Royalty were no different from anyone
else.

 


"My lord, look at that. He has your eyes."
Josephine looked at him with a mischievous grin. "I warrant this
one will be using his steel blue eyes to command, as his father
does, not so long from now."

 


They looked up at a scratching on the door. The
wet nurse rose to answer it. She opened it a crack and was about to
shoo away the visitors when Lawrence recognized the voice and
glanced for consent to his wife. When she looked pleased herself,
the king called, "Let them come in. They are the boy's godparents,
after all."

 


The door opened wider to admit the king's
longtime friend Ansovald. On his arm came a woman clearly with
child herself. Josephine reached her arms to the woman, who came
forward and leaned to kiss her on the cheek. Ansovald delivered a
similar kiss and joined his wife, gazing at the tiny child. He
looked up at his friend and beamed at Lawrence, puffed up with
self-satisfaction.

 


"Dear Gwenlian, I can but pray your time will
be as easy as mine was," Josephine said.

 


Gwenlian was a Cumbrian woman of slight
stature, with soft brown hair that waved as if taken out of plaits.
Ansovald surprised the royal couple when he brought her home after
a trip to that region the had been part of the kingdom of
Northumbria for more than one hundred years. Lawrence chided his
friend for marrying the sweet-faced woman before he returned to
Lincoln, complaining that he cheated Lawrence out of a wedding and
all the pranks played on the bridegroom.

 


"That, my noble friend, is why I did it,"
Ansovald proclaimed.

 


Gwenlian spoke the same Brythonic language as
the queen's family. The two became friends quickly.

 


 


Beside the surprise of Ansovald's marriage, the
young Frank brought the tidings of success with the mission on
which Lawrence sent him. As they met in the hall on Ansovald's
return, Lawrence asked, "Did you find him?"

 


Ansovald replied, "Yes, my lord and friend. I
did. It took a good deal of time, but I did."

 


"A good deal of time away from courting your
pretty young woman," Lawrence chided humorously. "When will he be
here?"

 


"He is here now!"

 


Lawrence's eyes widened. "Where?"

 


The king had not paid any attention to the
servants who had come in with Ansovald.

 


"I am here, your grace," came a tremulous voice
from among them. An old man, bent over and gray, but with lively
eyes, came forward.

 


"Master Petronius? Nay, do not kneel...get him
a chair, for God's sake, Ansovald." Lawrence himself stood to help
the old man to a chair.

 


Ansovald affirmed the king's assumption. "Aye,
my lord, it is the master builder Petronius. He has accepted your
invitation."

 


Lawrence wanted to build a fortress on the
North Sea coast of Críslicland near the mouth of the River Humber.
There were the ruins of an old Roman establishment on the site, a
sure sign it was in the most advantageous location. This old man
was renowned for his skill in building...with stone. He owed this
skill and his name to being the descendant of a family of Roman
builders. Lawrence would have a stronghold poised to watch the sea
for threats and made not just of timbers but of stone.

 


By the time of Peter's birth, Petronius had
already traveled to the place Lawrence called the "palace" and
begun preparations.

 


Ansovald grinned at Lawrence. "Soon enough my
chest will swell with pride and you should be the one slapping me
on the back for my feat of prowess."

 


"Oh, I know all about your prowess... did I not
catch you with that crofter's girl when we were..."

 


"Lawrence!" Josephine reached for his arm and
squeezed.

 


Gwenlian laughed. "Nay, nay, I know all about
that. Those days are well and truly past, are they not, my
husband?" she crooned with her lilting accent.

 


"Indeed, my darling, they are. Well passed...
but well past."

 


 


Lawrence was content. His kingdom had an heir.
His wife was well and happy. His friend was as well, cheerfully
awaiting the birth of his and Gwenlian's child. And Lawrence had a
project near and dear to his heart.

 


He stood over the sketches Master Petronius
sent back from the new fortress site once he had had a chance to
see it and design accordingly.

 


Lorin, the High reeve, questioned, "My lord,
did your man scout the bluff? Is there water? A fortress with walls
as strong as iron will be of no use if the inhabitants are locked
in without water."

 


Ansovald looked pleased with himself. "Aye,
there is water. The bluff itself has a spring and caves. It shall
be possible to use part of it to make the sewer system this
ambitious king would like once hearing of those in
Marseilles."

 


"Aye?" The king's face was like a young boy's,
told of adventure. "Splendid!"

 


Ansovald pointed to the spots on the design
where the caves would bear offal and waste away. The king
beamed.

 


"Ansovald, I shall want you to go to the site
after your child is delivered."

 


"I beg my liege's leave to stay for a while
after my child is born, to look after its mother. It shall not be
long until she is brought to bed. "

 


Lawrence and Ansovald exchanged amused looks.
Lawrence laughed. "Now, my friend, you know you must give her time
after the birth. It may not be easy, Lord knows it was not for me,
but she will let you know when she is ready for you again. I won't
say how I knew when my darling Jo was ready."

 


Lorin looked puzzled, realizing the nature of
the jest. He blushed. "Sire, I think he meant the birthing
bed."

 


Lawrence punched the reeve playfully in the
shoulder. "I know that."

 


Ansovald mimed a considering look. "Still,
lord, it was good information. I suppose I might distract myself
with the journey to Cleethorpes."

 


"Cleethorpes? Is that what that spot is
called?"

 


Lorin offered, "Aye, clay village. Though
'cleeg' in my mother's tongue means 'chalk.' And is it not where
much chalk comes from, that region?"

 


"What part of my kingdom does not produce
chalk?" the king replied with one eyebrow arched.

 


"All the parts that produce only marsh!" the
king's friend joked.

 


 


Gwenlian was brought to childbed in midsummer.
It was very hot that day. Josephine, arranged for a serving woman
to fan Gwenlian as she lay sweating. It became clear quickly that
Gwenlian and her child were in distress. The babe was full term so
the midwife said she thought there must be some problem with its
size or position. She prescribed herbs for relaxing the mother's
muscles and to calm her. She tried to examine the birth canal but
could not see anything untoward.

 


Ansovald was with the king and Lorin, pacing
and tense. He continuously chattered in Frankish. Both Lawrence and
Lorin spoke flawless Frankish and knew exactly what the man's fears
were. They shared them.

 


A servant rushed in late that night to the
king's council chamber where the three men were waiting. "My
liege," the man cried. "The child is born!"

 


Ansovald did not glance at the king but tore
out of the chamber. Lorin stayed to ask the servant how the lady
fared. The servant shook his head.

 


Ansovald dashed into the room to find his wife
deathly pale on the soaked sheets and pillows. He knelt by her side
and put his hand on her cheek. "My love, my life," he cried. Her
eyes slowly opened and she tried to smile.

 


"We have a healthy son, my darling," she said
to her husband in a faint voice. A wave of pain crossed her
features.

 


"My dearest Gwenlian, I am so happy. And you
will get stronger and we..." Ansovald said desperately.

 


The woman's smile turned sad. "Nay, nay, my
love. I shall not. I shall leave you. Take care of our boy,
Ansovald. And please name him for my brother."

 


Ansovald started to insist she was wrong, but
she lifted a weak hand and put her fingertips to his
lips.

 


Lawrence and Lorin looked in. Josephine saw
them and shook her head. She motioned them away and followed them
out, leaving Ansovald and his wife with only the midwife attending
the dying woman.

 


Josephine told her husband and brother, "The
child was too big for her, methinks. He is well, but she bled too
much. She is all torn up inside. We cannot stop it."

 


Lawrence looked up stricken at the door. "Oh my
dear one, I am so sorry." He took Josephine in his arms, and she
buried her face in his chest.

 


In the chamber, Ansovald held his wife as she
slipped quietly away. When he knew she was gone, he sobbed into the
covers next to her. Outside the door the queen bit her lip and the
king grimaced and held her tighter.

 


When Ansovald came out of the room, he was as
pale as death. He held a bundle in his arms. He held the baby for
the king and queen to see. It was a red-faced boy with a remarkable
amount of brown curls. "His hair. When it dries it will be like his
mother's," Lawrence said and crossed himself. He put a strong
comforting hand on his friend's shoulder.

 


Ansovald nodded mournfully. "Aye, God rest her
and keep her."

 


Josephine looked into the man's face. "She
asked you to name the child for her brother. What is his
name?"

 


Ansovald looked blank for a moment, roused
himself. "Was, my lady. He is dead. His name was
Tavish."

 


The queen looked in on the tiny motherless
child. "Well met, little Tavish," she breathed.

 


 


"My liege?" the Frankish accented voice came
from Lawrence's open chamber door.

 


Lawrence looked up. "Ansovald! Come in. And may
I not hear you call me by my Christian name once more?"

 


Without speaking, Ansovald came in, only to
find himself held in the king's embrace.

 


"How are you, my friend" Lawrence asked
gently.

 


Ansovald stepped back from the embrace. "Not
well, my l... Lawrence, my friend. Not well at all. 'Tis that I am
hear to speak with you about."

 


"Is the boy not well?" Lawrence's eye on his
friend's showed the depth of his concern.

 


"Tavish is well... quiet, timid, but
healthy."

 


"What can I do for you, dear Ansovald? You know
my lady and I would do anything we could for you."

 


Ansovald took a deep breath, and started to
pace the room. "I know that. And I am grateful. You have asked me
already to do what I would have leave to do."

 


Lawrence watched him pace. "You want to leave
for the east?"

 


Ansovald stopped where he stood. "If you mean
east to Frankia, no; I cannot leave Gwenlian alone."

 


"So you mean to the coast to start the plans
for the citadel." Lawrence went to his friend, took his shoulders.
The man thought the king would embrace him again, but instead he
compelled him to go and sit on a bench along the plank wood wall.
Ansovald sat, and Lawrence sat next to him and put an arm around
his shoulders.

 


"Aye, I need to get away. I hate to leave
Tavish, but I have to occupy my mind before my grief sunders my
heart. And my senses."

 


"Is it not too soon, my friend? Do you not need
your friends about you to hold you up until you can safely stand on
your own?"

 


Ansovald started to rise, but the king held him
where he sat. "That's it. Everyone looks at me with such pity. For
a minute I might allow myself to concentrate on something else,
then I look up and all I see is others' sorrow at mine own. All I
can do is see Gwenlian's sweet, pale, peaceful face on the pillow.
It is as if it is happening again."

 


Lawrence considered. "You do not want familiar
faces about. I was going to send Lorin with you."

 


"It's not familiarity I wish to avoid but
sympathy."

 


"I know the remedy." Lawrence drew his arm from
around Ansovald's shoulders and stood, walking to his table from
which he lifted a sheet of vellum. It's from my cousin, Gadfrid. He
is longing for some occupation in my service." He gave Ansovald a
sidelong glance. "I suppose I must not hold the Breton mercenary's
sins against him. He would not have sent him for the very purpose
of seducing my wife."

 


Ansovald sighed and replied, "Well from what I
remember of the young man, your kinsman, I doubt he would plague me
with sympathy. He is a chilly fellow, is he not?"

 


Lawrence shook his head. "I know not what he
is. When we took him from Spalding, I thought I would have a
vengeful whelp on my hands. But he appeared to settle in and accept
things as they were. I have for some time not had any indication
that he holds me responsible for his father's death. He is mayhap
more intelligent and wiser than his sire. He is said to be clever.
Mayhap he can help you with your tasks. I know he had a building
project at Tetford." He asked, "Shall I send to tell him I have the
service he may do me?"

 


"Aye, please my lord, do. And one more
thing."

 


"Anything, you know that," Lawrence assured,
inspecting his friend's face.

 


"If anything should ever happen to me, would
you and the queen care for my son?"

 


Lawrence frowned. "Nothing is going to happen
to you. But of course, we would. We are already pledged to it as
his godparents. He would e'er be treated as a child of our own
bodies." He paused, then said, "Ansovald, you have no plans to...
presentiment of..."

 


Ansovald shook his head, but he was smiling
ruefully. "Kill myself? And never see Gwenlian again? She is in
Heaven and I would go straight to hell for the mortal sin of taking
my own life."

 


Lawrence still looked worried. With a sigh he
agreed. "I shall send for Gadfrid. You may plan your
journey."

 


 


Gadfrid indeed offered Ansovald no sympathy. He
resented being sent on a minor errand in the company of this lower
born foreigner. He counted on a place at court. Only there could he
gain the knowledge he needed for plans he was formulating to avenge
his father's death at the hands of the king, his cousin.

 


He and the Frank shared the small ship that
took them down the River Humber to the North Sea. Ansovald tried to
engage the sour man with talk of the citadel planned, but found him
unwilling to be engaged. "Careful what you ask for," Ansovald
muttered to himself, rolling up the plans.

 


"Are we looking for a place for this...
building project? Or shall we be expected to stay and build the
thing?" Gadfrid startled Ansovald out of a reverie about
Gwenlian.

 


"The place is chosen. We are to help Master
Petronius direct the building. The materials and workers are
already on their way. Including some rare treasures like glass for
the queen's chamber windows."

 


Gadfrid smirked. "What a surprise! And I
suppose the place will be called 'Lawrencium'?"

 


Ansovald studied the man's face. "That is a
fine idea. How good of you to think of it."

 


Gadfrid smiled and bowed.

 


When they arrived at Cleethorpes, they saw that
indeed the building site was prepared. They had gathered stones
left from the Roman fort to make the foundation for the double
enclosure. Ansovald said idly to Gadfrid, "My Lord Lorin had a
great deal of involvement in the design. The citadel will be
efficient and will have some unseen additions." An instinct told
him to stop. No need to let the other duke, the one sidling along
by him, know the secrets, even if the man was kin to the
king.

 


Gadfrid did not look at the Frank, but his
eyebrows registered his interest in the near slip and what it might
mean.

 


They observed the scene before them as they
descended the slope towards the place where the road to the town
and to the stronghold forked. The town had already taken shape, One
long street winding from where a town gate was placed in the wall
that would be added next, the road curving slowly right at the end
where it met another gate, the harbor gate. The town itself was
roughly triangular, with one more gate clearly in the works, a gate
that led to a path at the visible end of which was a small modest
monastery.

 


"St. Aidan's Abbey," Ansovald supplied. Gadfrid
nodded absently.

 


"And who is to populate this town-Lawrencium?"
he asked doubtfully, putting an oddly acid sound into the last
word. Ansovald was puzzled. The man could be ingratiating and
pleasant, even friendly, but turn into this sharp tongued little
lizard of a fellow. "He is disappointed in his charge, that is all,
he wanted more prestige." Ansovald tried to reassure
himself.

 


"Lawrence, the king, I mean, has remembered a
pledge he made years ago to retry cases of outlaws and free those
who were convicted wrongly. They are reunited with their families
and charged with building their own town."

 


Gadfrid smiled delightedly. "Ah, Lawrencium is
to be a town of robbers, rapists, poachers, and murderers. It will
be famous the world over." He turned to Ansovald and concluded,
"True indeed is the mercy of our most noble king." He spurred his
horse forward, leaving Ansovald gazing after him.

 


 


The mercurial duke proved himself useful on the
building. It was true that he had a personal hand in the
strengthening of Tetford's defenses and tried his hand as well at
designing the small church on the grounds. The duke impressed the
master builder with his knowledge and worked with him
happily.

 


At the mason's suggestion that sleeping
buildings be made of the remaining stone, Gadfrid shook his head.
"Nay, stone buildings are not healthy for people. They are cold and
damp. Better daub and wattle or wood planks like the rest of the
buildings. You don't want the royal children to be sickly, do
you?"

 


Before they left for Cleethorpes, Lawrence
shared that the queen was again with child. When on the ship
Ansovald expressed pleasure that there might be another prince or a
daughter as lovely as her mother, Gadfrid chilled his blood with a
remark. "Better not to crow too soon. Things do happen, you know."
He looked stricken at his comment and said, "I am sorry, Lord
Ansovald. You do know. "As Gadfrid turned his head his stricken
look faded. Ansovald chose to overlook the painful remark. That
turned out to be the only sympathy from Gadfrid on the journey and
after.

 


 


The building had grown virtually seamlessly. On
the bluff one could see the strong foundation of old cut stone
topped with tall vertical timbers in a double bastion around the
stronghold. Within the double gates different sized buildings
encircled a wide courtyard. Most were of wood planks or wattle and
daub, but Gadfrid's small church was of stone with a sloping tile
roof. The cookhouse too was of stone with great clay ovens.
Dominating all the rest, the great hall, built of wood at Gadfrid's
recommendation, had a tall peaked roof. Attached to the back of the
hall were a trio of chambers. They could not be detected from the
front of the hall. It had been a challenge for Ansovald to keep the
assertive Gadfrid from interfering in their building. There was a
secret corridor behind them that about which only a few of the
builders knew about.

 


Ansovald stood with his back to the outer
rampart looking out over the sea. There were fishing boats about.
Cleethorpes perforce had always been a fishing town. No doubt
Lawrencium, down the beach from it, would be as well, plus a
trading port, a defensive port, and simply a beautiful home for the
royal family. The ledge was about five feet wide here.

 


"Planning to dive into the water, my lord?"
said the voice of Gadfrid behind him. "You know you would land on
the rocks on the beach and die, do you not?"

 


Ansovald shot an irritable look at the man. He
was up here for a reason, but he also found the spot peaceful.
After months, he had almost begun to be able to think of Gwenlian
and smile rather than weep. He hated having those moments taken
from him. "Of course I know that."

 


Gadfrid speculated, "Do you want to be crushed
on the rocks? That is a mortal sin."

 


"I am here because I am concerned that the
cliff is eroding in the wind and rain. I should not like to give
the king a house built only to collapse into the sea."

 


Gadfrid clucked his tongue. "Nay, nay, we
should not want that. But the ground looks solid to me. Look." he
stamped on the ground. Nothing untoward happened. He stood staring
at the Frank.

 


"Well that's because you are against the wall.
On the edge it is more unstable." Ansovald went closer to the edge
and reached out a booted foot to chip at the edge with a heel. The
soil, though held in place by grass, cracked and separated from the
bluff and some leading edges fell.

 


Gadfrid casually glanced around to see if
anyone observed. Seeing that he and Ansovald were obscured by this
part of the wall on which palisades had not yet been built, he
strode forward and with the heels of both hands shoved Ansovald's
back with all the force he could summon. Ansovald teetered, his
forward foot breaking off another piece of the cliff. He lost his
balance. The only thing keeping him from falling was that he
reached around wildly and caught Gadfrid's arm.

 


He looked into the man's face. It was full of
cruel pleasure. "Why, Gadfrid? Why?"

 


Gadfrid peeled Ansovald's fingers from his arm.
Before he pushed him over the edge he said, "You robbed me of my
chance to find a way at court to avenge my father's death. You have
not succeeded however, for I will be patient and look for my
chance. My cousin will die... and so will his wretched wife and
children. Besides, your death will give that fucking bastard pain.
That I shall enjoy."

 


Ansovald's eyes were devoid of understanding.
They went wild as he fell sideways and backward. Gadfrid gave him
enough of a push that he fell away from the cliff face. He could do
nothing but hastily make the sign of the cross and pray. Before he
was crushed on the rocks he had time only to think, "Gwenlian, I am
coming to you."

 


 


In Lincoln, Gadfrid knelt miserably at the feet
of the king. "I thought he was doing well, my liege. But when I saw
him on the cliff, I was afraid he was going to... and he did. Took
his own life. We could not bury him in sacred ground. Sore grieved
am I at your loss. Such a good man."

 


Gadfrid's head was bowed, so Lawrence could not
see the struggle his cousin was having to hide his delight at the
king's mournful visage.

 


Josephine stood nearby. She turned and ran to
the nursery. There she took up the infant with his soft brown head
of curls. "Oh my poor sweet child," Josephine wept into his
hair.

 


 


The move to the new palace at Lawrencium could
not happen until the queen's lying in and for some time after the
new child was born. Lawrence swung between excitement at presenting
this gift to his beloved wife and dreading the sight of the place
that had been his dear friend's death. The enforced delay helped to
heal his grief. That and the unexpected birth of twins.

 


Not long before the little girls were born
Josephine joked, "Either I am carrying twins or a giant with two
sets of arms and legs."

 


Lawrence pondered, "It might be an advantage
for a boy to be a monster. Peter can keep him on a leash to
frighten away invaders."

 


Josephine gave him a sidelong look. "A boy, is
it? Is that an order, my king?"

 


"If it has four arms and four legs, it better
not be a girl. I don't think we could get much of a bride-price for
her."

 


Then early one morning the queen's pains came.
Lawrence fretted at the length of her lying in, but he was
delighted when he was at last admitted to the birthing chamber and
found Josephine holding two bundles, one in each arm. "Two sets of
arms and legs, Papa," she informed him. Better forget the
bride-price."

 


Lawrence asked incredulously, "Girls? How
wonderful!" He took one in his arms. "On the contrary, twice the
bride-price. We're rich!" He gazed at Josephine. "Which one am I
holding?"

 


"This one has darker hair, so you have
Caithness." She pulled aside the blanket covering the other tiny
head. "And this is Elaine."

 


Lawrence moved so he could sit next to
Josephine on the bed, holding Caithness in one arm and putting the
other around his wife's shoulders. He stroked Elaine's hair with
that hand. He kissed the fair head, then the dark one, then leaned
to kiss their mother on the mouth.

 


 


Finally the journey with three babies was
possible. The cavalcade took its time reaching the coast. "I don't
think I have ever seen a completely new town and fortress!"
Josephine said. Lawrence watched her changing expressions as she
saw first the stronghold on the bluff, then the tiny neat town at
its foot. Then she saw the sea. "Oh Lawrence, it is so
beautiful."

 


He had taken a short trip to the stronghold to
make sure all was in readiness for his young family, and he took
her on a tour of it all. It embarrassed him that the town was named
for him. He should have refused, but Gadfrid told him Ansovald had
wished it. The palace he christened himself, the Palace of
Sunshine.

 


Finishing with the three chambers behind the
Great Hall, he waited until the servants were done with loading in
coffers and baskets into the already amply furnished bedchamber.
She was mesmerized by the glass windows, high in the wall, set as
they were with medallions of colored glass in the shape of
sunbursts. "Why are they so high up?" she asked.

 


"You'll see."

 


When they were alone, Lawrence put his finger
to his lips and led her over to the back wall below the windows. He
lifted a hanging to reveal what appeared to be a completely
unremarkable stretch of wood planking. When she started to question
him, he reached and pulled a small lever and a door opened to
reveal a narrow passageway. He took her hand and pulled her through
into it.

 


It was completely dark in the passageway, but
Josephine followed her husband with confidence that he would not
lead her astray. They did not go far before she heard the sound of
another lever and saw a sliver of light. Lawrence listened a
moment, then pushed aside another wall hanging. He drew her into
what was clearly his work chamber.

 


"A privy corridor! How charming! But why?" she
exclaimed.

 


"So you and I can take time for ourselves
without everyone in the stronghold knowing what we are doing." With
the explanation he took her in his arms. "For instance, they
believe we are in the other room. If they try this door they will
find it locked. But we are in here... engaged." He drew her tight
to him and kissed her long and ardently. She melted against
him.

 


"Shall we not need to go back to the
bedchamber?" she said breathlessly.

 


Lawrence looked at the floor. "It's new, it's
clean... shall we?" He lowered her to the floor and they made love
on the fresh rushes.

 


Later Lawrence stood in the bedchamber as
Josephine spent time in the nursery. Idly he walked about looking
at all the things that lay about partially unpacked. He happened to
look into a small chest that lay on a table, open, with curled and
be-ribboned parchments, odd items of jewelry, and some small bound
books. He lifted one whose spine stuck out and opened it. It was in
Latin, and he recognized the names of the love poets whose work was
beautifully illuminated inside: Catullus, Ovid, Virgil and
Pompertius. He smiled with affection at his wife's owning such a
thing, so typical of her and her romantic sensibilities. He riffled
through a few pages and was startled when something fell
out.

 


His smile died as he looked at the thing on the
table where it now lay. It was a lock of hair... a dark curl of
unquestionable origin. "Elerde..." he breathed bitterly.

 


Did she know it was here? And was the book a
gift from the would-be paramour? His heart felt dull and heavy. He
had struggled to put the incident behind them. He bore the despised
name he had perforce to hear when Lorin read the man's reports on
his assignment so far away... farther now that they were two
kingdoms separated.

 


He heard motion in the corridor and swiftly
snatched up the lock, putting the book back where it had lain under
two others in the open chest. He walked over to the brazier and
tossed in the lock of hair. It caught fire instantly and burned
up.

 


Josephine came in and saw Lawrence at the fire
with his back to her. "My dearest, what an odd smell."

 


When Lawrence turned she was startled by his
expression. She could not read it. He was pale. Whatever he was
feeling he was trying to hide it. He caught her own puzzled look
and covered his unease. He smiled, not quite his usual warm smile,
and came to her.

 


"I believe it came from out of doors," he lied.
"I noticed it but a little while ago. It shall pass soon. Come to
me, my dearest love."

 


She glanced at the glassed window which was
shut tight. Nevertheless, she went to him and pressed into him to
be enveloped in his arms. He held her tight, then leaned to kiss
her with intensity. "Lawrence!" she cried breathlessly when he let
her lips go. He responded with another hungry kiss.

 


Lawrence felt his ardor multiplying by the
second. The sight of the lock of Elerde's hair made him want
Josephine more than ever. He felt a disturbing need to possess her,
to make clear to-to whom? To her? To himself?-that she was his, and
his alone. He looked into her eyes with a feverish lust and was
gratified to see her respond. He could not help a fleeting thought,
"Is this what she wants? Is this what she has not gotten from me
that she seeks in another?" The thought made him need her still
more urgently.

 


He did not latch the door, he did not take her
to the bed. He guided her to the wall and pressed her back to it.
He lifted her and pressed her against the wall with his body so his
hands could move. he pressed her knees apart with his knee. He took
her head in both of his hands and pressed his lips to hers
ravenously. He overwhelmed her and made her breathless with his
passion. He took her there, against the wall, pulling up her skirts
and positioning her so she was impaled on his hard shaft, almost
painfully engorged. Her cry as she came was sharp and strangled. He
had to hold her up when they were done so she would not crumple,
weak-kneed, on the chamber floor.

 


Just days later, Josephine went through the
baskets and boxes putting away the last things. She hummed a
cheerful tune as she worked. She put her hand on the small pile of
thin volumes of Latin poetry. She stopped humming. She remembered a
task she had meant to do before they left Lincoln. Better late than
never, she thought, and took the book of poems Elerde had given
her. She walked over to the brazier and opened the book to where a
thin sheet of some sort of tissue had held a lock of Elerde's hair,
but it wasn't there. The tissue, with its elegantly handwritten
"For my dearest love" was there, but not the curl. She looked at
the brazier, then back at the book. "Mother Mary," she sighed, the
bloom leaving her cheeks. She remembered the odor in the chamber
the night she and Lawrence had... Had he found it somehow? Or did
it fall out and a servant burned it? Was that why her husband had
been so full of lust?

 


She burned the tissue with its damning message.
She put the chest with her books and other treasures
away.

 


She watched Lawrence at meat that evening, but
he showed no sign of knowing about the book of verse. He caught her
eye. He could not miss the question in it. He took her hand and
kissed it. "My one, my only one," he breathed.

 


"And you mine," she returned.

 


 


On a sunny day some weeks later, two men
strolled up to the gates of the stronghold. One was a short wiry
man wearing the kilt of a Gael and carrying a lute, a new
instrument but recently brought from Iberia. His own mop of carrot
colored curls and freckled cheeks were a contrast to his much
taller companion. This man, with the strong build of one who had
known some soldiering, had very dark red hair and a face as placid
and calm as a summer morning.

 


As they entered the gates, the shorter man,
Shannon O'Neill, was cheerily and affectionately hailed by the
guards. Lorin crossed the courtyard and turned his steps to them.
"O'Neill, well met! We have missed you all these
months!"

 


Shannon introduced his lifelong friend, Rúairi
Maghunasa, to the duke with his Anglicized name, Rory
McGuinness.

 


Lorin ushered the two men straight into the
king's chambers. Lawrence sat at his worktable going over
documents. His smile was genuine as he greeted Shannon. When he was
introduced to Rory he accepted the man's deep bow and took his
hands. "Welcome, McGuinness. How pleased my lady wife will be to
meet you and to have your voice added to our
entertainments."

 


The king sent a servant for ale and to ask the
queen to join them to meet the new visitor. "O'Neill," he inquired,
"I hope you are here to accept my invitation to become a permanent
part of our court? Since my father's old bard, Guthrum, decided to
go back to Daneland, all we have had are what entertainers have
come through on their way to Mercia or Eorforwic."

 


"With pleasure, me lord, and gratitude. And I
am hopin' ye will feel the same about me darlin' boyo here as well.
I am no maker of warlike verse, but this one, he is both a singer
and fighter and knows Beowulf and all those tales."

 


The ale arrived, and shortly afterwards so did
the queen, for a warm reunion with the bard.

 


The usually placid Rory was frankly staring at
the queen. His eyes were wide and his mouth agape. He bowed from
where he stood, back a bit so his discourtesy was not noted. He did
not raise entirely from the bow but looked up from where he stood
bent. All he could do was think, "I have seen this radiant being
before... but where? In a dream?" When she turned to smile at him
he felt as if he had been struck in the face.

 


The king hurried to make the introduction. "My
dearest, this is the O'Neill's long friend, Rory McGuinness, also a
bard."

 


Shannon added, "And a fine teller of
tales."

 


Josephine smiled at Rory. "A long friend I must
say, you are the tallest man I have ever seen."

 


Rory was speechless.

 


Shannon grinned, "And his tongue too long it is
as well... it is tied in a knot to see your beauty and
grace."

 


Rory blushed crimson.

 


"McGuinness, we shall love having you here with
us, and for a long time, I hope. I think, mayhap, you could get
something to eat in the hall?"

 


Rory stood staring at her again. He finally
nodded, bowed and took Shannon from the chamber.

 


Lawrence gave his wife a humorous smile. "My
lady, I think ye have captured another heart," he said
archly.

 


 


Rory McGuinness stood on the battlements of the
hall and gazed down at Queen Josephine as she and one of the
menservants worked in the garden. He stood leaning awkwardly, with
his right arm and left elbow on the stones, and his chin in his
left palm. He watched her as she moved about the garden inspecting
clumps of dead or dying summer flowers, directing the servant which
to cut back and which to pull out altogether. He smiled a little to
himself, watching as the queen put her hands on the small of her
back and stretched.

 


Rory could finally speak when the queen
addressed him, but it took several days. He was so panicked by her
presence, he did not see the sardonic smile the king gave him, but
Shannon made sure he knew about it. "Sure and are ye tryin' to get
sent away from the stronghold? Or hanged? Get a hold o' yourself,
lad," Shannon laughed.

 


Rory tried to understand his growing feelings
for Josephine, or "Seosaimhin" as he thought of her, preferring the
Celtic form of her name. Even had there not been that almost
mystical feeling about his regard for her, her sweetness and
gentleness would have drawn him to her.

 


As he relaxed with her and could speak calmly,
they began to become friends. Josephine liked Shannon, but Rory was
something else. He was certainly a well favored man, quite striking
in fact. He was even taller than Lawrence. She found the king
looking furtively at the Irishman and clearly trying to judge their
relative heights. The queen hid a smile when she noticed the king
pulled himself up to his full height and tried to look taller in
Rory's presence.

 


For his part, Rory seemed utterly unaware of
the effect of his appearance. He was not one of those very tall men
who stooped slightly out of self consciousness about their height.
His posture was loose and relaxed, once he got over his initial
tension. His movements were confident but not forceful, with long
legs that carried him farther in one step than many people's two.
He had a personality to match. His gently smiling face would on
occasion break into a smile that could only be described as sunlit.
That very charm contrasted with his inner seriousness. The
combination was irresistible.

 


Shannon was the better singer, without
challenge, but Rory's talent was clear. His voice was a little
higher than Shannon's. He was less daring with the melodies he
tried. He played only the tin whistle and no other instrument,
although he accompanied Shannon on makeshift drums on occasion -
and he could sing in harmony with Shannon. What Rory excelled at
was storytelling. He could deliver any type of tale-dramatic,
romantic, and even whimsical-with evocative gestures, facial
expressions, and a studied use of his resonant voice. His command
of stories from around the islands was remarkable.

 


One of the things that struck Josephine and
Lawrence, and anyone else who knew the two of them, was Rory's
devotion to Shannon. He clearly worshiped his friend, delighted in
Shannon's happy moments, was worried and discomfited when Shannon
was depressed, and was elevated by O'Neill's singing and stories.
Lawrence posited that Rory must have been the follower when the two
were lads, seeing Shannon as the center of his world.

 


For himself, Rory was unaware of the interest
others took in him, he did not concern himself with that, frankly.
What filled his thoughts, when not distracted by some of Shannon's
antics, was his growing feelings for the queen. These he hid well.
Even Shannon stopped jibing him. His attention to the queen was
furtive. He would watch her, as he was doing now, in the garden,
about the stronghold, in the great hall. It was at feast in the
great hall that his revelation finally came to him as he sang a
sweet song of love for the entertainment of the court. The song
spoke of a chaste, pure, and reverent love. It had always rung true
with Rory's ideals. As he sang, he suddenly raised his eyes to the
queen at her place next to her husband. Anyone looking saw the
transformation cross Rory's visage. An epiphany, realizing at last
that he had found her-the beautiful, mysterious, highborn lady he
could love purely, from afar.

 


"Seosaimhin," Rory thought to himself, "is the
queen of my heart-I would die for her!"

 


 


"I suppose I must," the king said without
conviction.

 


His wife's brother, Duke Lorin, measured his
response carefully. "Sire, you have not visited since Affynshire
first came under Crísliclandian rule. This might be seen as a boon,
if it pleases Your Majesty." He kept his eyes slightly averted. The
inspection of the fortifications on the frontiers he knew would
bring the king into the necessary company of Lord Elerde, the man
he had sent away more than two years before.

 


"'Tis your kingdom by right, your grace. But
you choose not to involve yourself, so that means I must go and
confront the arrogant bastard in your place." Lawrence fairly
growled the words.

 


Lorin raised one eyebrow. "My liege, I will be
only too pleased to go in your stead, just say the
word..."

 


Lawrence interrupted, "Nay, that is not
necessary. I know I am trying to avoid the man. That is no reason
not to do my duty by my people. I will go, but I won't enjoy
it."

 


Rory was the queen's nearly constant companion
during the absence of the king. He found her quiet and lonely, but
not much afraid. There was general peace and security in the
kingdom of her late father. Both she and her husband knew that this
was largely thanks to the man who had wooed her and gotten this
very assignment as punishment. Lawrence hated to admit it, but Lord
Elerde had made tremendous progress in securing the frontiers. In a
year, raids diminished dramatically, and in two years movement
about the land was safe.

 


To cheer the queen, Rory and often Shannon with
him, would sing and tell tales, and funny stories. He encouraged
her not to mope around the stronghold. Josephine was finding the
admiring attention that had drawn her to the Breton warrior coming
from a strikingly good looking, charming, and caring-but safe-man.
If Rory had been with Shannon when the O'Neill first arrived, the
queen realized, the whole Elerde incident might have been mitigated
or even avoided.

 


Josephine was, however, not blind. She slowly
became aware of certain looks, certain sighs, all suggesting that
Rory was developing an attachment to her she should not permit.
Shannon's jibing his friend about his odd idea of love confirmed
what Josephine believed. She wondered if others saw it, and she
wondered if she should send him away.

 


She decided to confront Shannon alone and ask
about his friend. Finding him in the hall practicing a new tune on
his lute, she asked him if she could sit with him, to listen and to
talk. He grinned lopsidedly at her and scooted over to make
room.

 


"Shannon," she ventured, "I would like to ask
you a question."

 


"May ye kiss me? Indeed, with my gratitude." he
quipped and puckered his lips in her direction.

 


Shannon's irreverent and sometimes outrageous
behavior took some getting used to. He was impudent at best.
Lawrence had rebuked him more than once. The Ulsterman replied,
"Don't be takin' me so seriously, me liege. 'Tis me way, I mean no
disrespect, and ye bein' a darlin' man and all..."

 


Flustered, Lawrence did not know what to say in
response. He shrugged, and walked away.

 


Josephine laughed. "Not that, you impossible
man!"

 


Shannon feigned surprise. With wide pale blue
eyes he protested, "Impossible? My lady, I am as easy as they
come... so to speak."

 


"This is serious. Stop jesting."

 


Shannon made his face serious. He pushed out
his lower lip, put his fist to his chin, and nodded thoughtfully.
In a deep somber voice he said, "I shall be after bein'
serious."

 


Josephine could not help but laugh. "Stop, I
say, or I shall not be able to go on with my question!"

 


Shannon relaxed and smiled. "Go on, lass, and
ask what ye wish."

 


She paused for a moment, and asked, "Is Rory in
love with me?"

 


Shannon started to say "Who isn't?" but thought
better of it. "Aye, that he is, the darlin' boy."

 


"Oh dear," the queen sighed.

 


"Why 'oh dear'?" Shannon replied looking
genuinely puzzled.

 


"Well, I am a married woman."

 


Shannon grinned and struck a chord on the lute.
"I am knowin' at least a hundred songs about married women with
admirers other than their husbands."

 


"Shannon, I am the queen... Oh nay, do not mock
me! I am concerned...For Rory's sake."

 


Shannon's face grew properly serious. "He would
not have you worryin' about that. 'Tis his way. He has known the
love of women, but his is an ideal of love. He worships ye from
afar, as 'tis said. He is happy. And ye, me lady, will ne'er find a
truer friend. I know that meself."

 


"You care deeply about him, do you not?" she
asked gently.

 


"That I do, and he me. We have been through
everything together." He forced a cheery look back onto his face.
"In fact, I taught the man everything he knows!"

 


"About music?" Josephine responded in
kind.

 


"Music, aye, and everythin' else, most
particularly the makin' of love with pretty lasses." He pretended
to reach for her.

 


Josephine laughed and, standing, stepped away.
"I was right, you are impossible. You are lucky to be here in King
Lawrence's court. You would never get away with that anywhere
else."

 


"Why do ye think I came here?" More seriously
again, he added, "Do not concern yourself for Rory, he can take
care of his own heart." He reached for her hand. She hesitated but
let him take it. He kissed it gallantly and went back to his
lute.

 


"Lad, she knows," Shannon told his friend that
evening when he joined him in the hall.

 


Rory stopped his progress. He glanced at the
queen's chair on the dais, now empty awaiting the start of the
evening meal.

 


"Knows what?"

 


Shannon rewarded his question with a
long-suffering look.

 


"And?" Rory queried.

 


"I told her 'tis but your way and not to worry
about it."

 


Shannon did not register Rory's sarcastic,
"Grand so." The taller Ulsterman tried to assimilate the fact that
the queen knew of his love and had not changed her demeanor towards
him. Far better would it have been if she had no idea. He could go
on believing that it did not matter that his love was futile. It
was growing complicated.

 


 


 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


The streets of the town next to the stronghold
of Ratherwood were festively adorned with banners and thronged with
the people who still remembered and loved their little Lady
Sunshine and were happy to share that love with her husband.
Lawrence was touched by the welcome and smiled and waved,
appreciating greatly this respite from the discomfort and
irritation he felt anticipating the meeting with the Breton lord
again.

 


The governor-general stood with his officials
in the courtyard as the royal entourage entered the gates and rode
to where they would dismount and hand off the animals to grooms.
The king was unmistakable, even to Ethelfrith, who was not
personally acquainted with him. He stood tall and regal in his
armor whether mounted or standing. He approached the governor,
removing first his helm and handing it to his squire, followed by
each leather glove in turn. His long hair was lank and damp with
sweat. Ethelfrith caught the king's brief annoyed glance at the
Breton warrior, Elerde, who stood at his own right
shoulder.

 


"Your Majesty, welcome to your western
province. 'Tis gracious of you to come to inspect the progress we
have made with our frontier fortresses at the foot of the
Pennines." Ethelfrith elaborately bowed to his liege lord as he
spoke. Lawrence nodded briskly.

 


The governor went on, "My lord, you know the
man who has made this such a success, Lord Elerde." He looked at
the inscrutable man who stood carelessly, not looking into the
king's eyes, making nothing of it as this is what would be expected
from a lesser.

 


Lawrence's eyes went to the Breton's face. His
piercing eyes bore into it. "My lord," he greeted
sourly.

 


The Breton inclined his head in a proper
obeisance. "Sire, welcome to your western province, I trust you
will find all in order."

 


Lawrence, still staring into the man's face,
nodded his reply. He looked back to Ethelfrith and gestured
carelessly to his companions. "Lord Governor, our cousin, Duke
Gadfrid, who has graciously agreed to attend us on this tour of
inspection. And one of our loyal housecarls, Ronan."

 


As the two men bowed and received bows in
return, Gadfrid and Elerde exchanged looks. Lawrence, noticing,
remarked, "Ah, I had forgotten, you knew each other
already."

 


Elerde answered coolly, "His grace employed me
and my mercenary force."

 


Gadfrid inserted, "And 'twas I who offered his
sword arm in service to you, great king."

 


Lawrence gazed at them irritably and muttered,
"Aye, that," and, slapping his gloves against the palm of his hand,
turned and preceded them into the hall.

 


Lawrence looked about, thinking how much
smaller it appeared every time he visited. He stood waiting to be
attended upon.

 


Ethelfrith hurried forward and called for
refreshments, indicating a chair of honor for the king.

 


Duke Gadfrid glanced at the Breton warrior. He
knew the story of the man's advances to the queen and his ensuing
exile to the hinterlands by her husband. He himself had been
furious, not with Elerde, but with the king. He saw the exile as a
slight, or worse, a discourtesy to himself. He also lost his eyes
and ears at the court through the king's rash decision. But he
enjoyed the palpable tension between the two men.

 


"Will my lord the king take some refreshment?"
Ethelfrith inquired. The king nodded and went to sit where strong
chairs fronted a fire. The other men followed and sat once the king
had seated himself. Elerde glanced at a servant, who nodded
respectfully and hurried off.

 


Turning to the king, Elerde asked, "Her
Majesty, the queen-I trust she is well?"

 


The king's face darkened. Elerde thought he saw
a faint smile sneak across Duke Gadfrid's lips.

 


"We thank you for your concern, sir. She is
quite well." The king had a severe look on his face not at all in
keeping with his words.

 


Elerde looked directly into the man's eyes.
"'Tis most gratifying to hear it. I understand she was safely
delivered of a fine son?"

 


Lawrence puffed up his chest. "Aye, indeed, the
lady and I have a beautiful son, Peter, and two beautiful daughters
as well."

 


Elerde inclined his head and kept
silent.

 


Ethelfrith eyed the two men
cautiously.

 


Servants brought wine, and the men sat and
drank, Lawrence asking general questions about, and receiving brief
answers on, how the frontier so easily and quickly was
strengthened. Gadfrid remarked languidly, but with a hint of
admiration, "It seems, my lord, that you have a particular
skill-shall we say even talent?-for holding a border." Elerde bowed
his head in appreciation, and this time he ignored the king's
irritable reaction.

 


Throughout their conversation, Elerde noticed
the duke watched the king surreptitiously, not entirely managing to
hide amusement at any sign of the man's antagonism towards the
warrior. The king's cousin must know about the incident with the
queen two years before, he thought. His supercilious look and smile
were ever present, but the Breton was observant and could detect
the subtle reactions. He resolved to learn what these two men's
relationship was beyond their familial connection.

 


Later that evening, after Lord Elerde reported
fully to the king, and to the other officials of the Affynshire
governing council, on the status of the frontier strongholds, and
the company feasted, he found himself alone in a chamber with the
duke. The man cast a considering gaze at the Breton warrior and
ventured boldly, "I know why he hates you, sir. I did not realize
how much."

 


Elerde looked up, surprised, but cast his eyes
down again quickly, saying nothing.

 


Gadfrid was not discouraged by his lack of
comment. "It is a joy to behold. He has, methinks, found his match
in you... or mayhap his better?"

 


Elerde looked up again, this time irritated.
"Lord, I have no idea to what you are referring."

 


Gadfrid smiled, turned and left the chamber. At
the door, he stopped and turned back to Elerde. "Don't forget I
know you. We will be able to work together someday again, methinks.
Bear that in mind if your tolerance wears even thinner than 'tis
now." He inclined his head and left.

 


Elerde looked after him, puzzling over
Gadfrid's conspiratorial tone. He was conflicted, he knew the duke
hated the king, and wanted to learn why for his, and his soldiers',
best interest. As much as he liked the idea of an ally in this
cause, he feared that the man's nefarious plans could well put his
beloved Josephine at risk.

 


 


Their tour took them along the wild northern
border of Affynshire. At the strongholds, Lawrence looked over and
approved the many preparations the soldiers had made under Lord
Elerde's command. The fortifications were being strengthened, the
battlements made to function better as stations for archers, and
the provisions increased in case of siege.

 


As he walked about with his long, confident
stride, the king made no more comment than a nod or short
acknowledgement. As cool as his outward demeanor, it was becoming
harder not to admire the warrior at least for his skill as a
general. Throughout, Lawrence struggled with his feelings towards
Elerde. He wished the man would be insolent or at least not so
accomplished. He had no trouble keeping his temper in check, but
this was not what he wanted, he realized. He wanted a reason to
lose it. He admonished himself. "I sent him up here, and he has
fulfilled his charge. 'Twould be folly to ignore that." He coached
himself to let the inspection tour play out peacefully and go home
to his dear wife. He smiled to himself, thinking, "Whatever has
happened, I am the one who will do that."

 


Some weeks into their inspection tour, Elerde
brought the king and his party to Horsfort, a well fortified hall
in the northwest held by a redoubtable Cumbrian chieftain named
Malcolm. Malcolm was a tall broad man with heavy eyebrows, and a
trailing moustache in the Brythonic fashion. He was one of the
early raiders on the frontier, but had come to an agreement for
peaceful coexistence at the urging of the Breton. Duke Gadfrid
suspected it was not military threat that brought Malcolm into the
Crísliclandian fold. He watched Elerde and Malcolm when he could,
trying to find some clue as to the connection. These two, however,
kept their dealings, if any, close to their chests.

 


At a grand feast that first night at Malcolm's
hall, the topic of hunting arose. The king was feeling relaxed, and
more or less content, as the rides of late were short, and he felt
restored from the long journey at last. At Malcolm's boast that the
stag hunting in the nearby woods was without equal, he himself
proposed they take time out from the arduous inspection of the
fortifications for a hunt the next day. Malcolm accepted the
suggestion eagerly. Ronan concurred readily enough, and Elerde
smiled his faint smile and nodded. Gadfrid chose to remain behind,
claiming a desire to go walking in the countryside.

 


The next morning the hunting party set off, and
Gadfrid set off to do some exploring of his own. He insinuated
himself where he could with the local residents, within and without
the hall. He listened as best he could, having no Brythonic, and
finding the Northern accent difficult to understand. Nevertheless,
he gleaned enough here and there and in the town to have a
reasonable guess as to how Elerde was managing the peace with at
least this chieftain. He smiled contentedly to himself and strode
off to find a woman.

 


The morning's hunting was more sport than
success. Malcolm spotted a stag but his horse tripped sideways when
he shot and he missed the target, swearing mightily in Brythonic.
Lawrence suppressed irritation that Malcolm took the shot. It was
custom to let the highest ranking person take it. He chuckled at
himself though, thinking "I must be becoming used to being king."
He remembered the early months of his reign when he felt like
apologizing every time he issued an order. He had not thought to be
king, but of course his brother's death changed all that. He smiled
to himself, remembering how important Josephine had been in helping
him to see himself as king. He knew when he told her about his
momentary pique she would smile and laugh.

 


The midday brought time to dismount and take a
meal. The horses were tied in a makeshift rope corral. The party
found soft dry spots to sit and eat the meat, cheese, and bread,
and to drink the ale the servants brought. Lawrence enjoyed the
peace and fresh air of the northern forest. He dozed.

 


Malcolm caught the Breton's eye and motioned
him to withdraw. They separately contrived to find each other alone
away from the camp. Malcolm addressed his former fellow mercenary.
"So the king does not know, does he?"

 


Elerde casually leaned against a tree. "Of our
relationship or of our arrangement?"

 


Malcolm nodded, "Either."

 


"Nay, he does not." Elerde leaned to pick a bur
off his tunic's hem. "He neither knows of our having fought
together nor of our agreement to keep the peace."

 


Malcolm relaxed. "So no one will molest my
rustling parties?"

 


"As a matter of fact, they will not even know
about them." Elerde found some incentive for his old friend to stay
a friend. He did not want to help the man in his theft of cattle,
but when it came down to it, it was the only way. He reasoned that
a few missing sheep were better than dead farmers and villagers.
And it was the last trouble spot. His record in Affynshire was
without blemish.

 


"Aye?" Malcolm replied. He changed the topic.
"Ye are to be praised for so adroitly keeping the man ignorant of
the corruption that is all around."

 


Elerde frowned.

 


The Cumbrian went on, "So this is the great
Lawrence whose very existence vexes you so..."

 


Elerde lifted baleful eyes to
Malcolm.

 


"You are most restrained in your dealings with
him, my friend," the Cumbrian commented.

 


Elerde sighed. "Malcolm, 'tis not a fit topic
for us to discuss."

 


Malcolm eyed him cautiously. "Ye are not
becoming his loyal follower, are ye, Elerde?"

 


Elerde looked down, his face unreadable. "There
is no danger of that, my friend. Whatever the man may be, I have my
own ambitions, and as long as he is between me and them..." He did
not finish his sentence.

 


"The lady?" the Cumbrian suggested.

 


Elerde scowled at his friend. "That is quite
enough about the lady," he said sternly. He smiled. "Much more than
that, my friend, much more than that." He stood straight. "I have
done nothing here to discomfit him, except be. It appears that is
quite enough for the purpose."

 


Malcolm laughed heartily, "I noticed! He sees
it as well and holds his temper. He must be under orders from the
lady not to harm a hair on your dark curly head..."

 


Elerde smiled, but countered, "Nay, I think
not. He is a slave to her in many ways, but she does not command
and he does not follow, I shall give him that, he is the
king."

 


Malcolm looked up to see how the sun progressed
on its journey across the sky. "That may be, but were I he, you
would not be here to be so ready to admire me." He started away.
"We had better find our separate ways back."

 


It was but an hour later that the hunters
spotted a magnificent stag on a rise. They stilled their horses,
quietly pulled arrows from their quivers, and set them to their
bowstrings. Lawrence was carefully taking aim, sure of his shot,
when from his right he saw Elerde's own arrow notched in the bow.
He shot the man an angry look, and Elerde lowered his bow, looking
away discreetly.

 


The king again took aim, but the distraction
cost him his chance. The stag started, turned, and dashed
away.

 


Lawrence glared at the Breton, but Elerde did
not look at him.

 


Malcolm eyed his friend and his friend's royal
nemesis. "We should return," he recommended.

 


With difficulty, the king pulled his stare away
and said, "Ronan, come, we will head back to the hall." The young
warrior nodded and waited for the king to lead off and followed
him.

 


Malcolm and Elerde were left to exchange looks
and turn their own horses to go back. Malcolm chuckled, "Would ye
truly have taken that shot?"

 


Elerde looked back at him, unreadable. He
suggested, "Shall we delay or go another way? I do not care to be
much more in that man's company."

 


Malcolm laughed and nodded. "Nor he in yours,
methinks!"

 


As Lawrence and Ronan rode back through the
forest with their small group of men-at-arms and servants, they
came at last to a clearing atop a hill where they could see the
hall in the distance. Of a sudden, Ronan caught movement at the
edge of the clearing. "My lord, look there! It is a
hart!"

 


Lawrence turned in his saddle and saw the
animal. He thought to himself that it would be sweet to be the one
to bring in the prize this day, and leave Elerde empty-handed. He
took his bow and pulled an arrow from his quiver to notch it. From
his awkward position, turned in the saddle, he took aim at the
animal.

 


"My lord, wait!" Ronan called.

 


The king saw him. Elerde was about to ride into
the clearing followed by Malcolm and their attendants. They
appeared to have seen the hart first and were advancing on it to
run it to ground. Lawrence caught a glimpse of an arrow protruding
from the animal's flank. The hart sprang, and in a moment where it
stood was Elerde, slowing and wheeling to call to his
companions.

 


Elerde glanced up and saw the king. He stared
straight at him, not moving.

 


Lawrence paused for less than a heartbeat. He
felt himself let the arrow fly without altering his aim. The arrow
flew swift and straight and right into Elerde's
shoulder.

 


The king could not decide in those next few
moments if he acted reflexively, if he slipped and let the arrow
fly, or if he deliberately aimed for the man. He saw Elerde jerk,
then press a hand to his shoulder, a look of shock on his face. He
glanced up at the king and bared his teeth in anger at him. "You!"
he snarled. He slid off his horse and onto the ground.

 


"My God, sire, you have killed him!" Ronan
breathed.

 


Lawrence wheeled. 'Do not be ridiculous! He is
not dead. I wounded him." The statement of responsibility struck
him hard. He had wounded Elerde.

 


He rode directly to where Malcolm stood.
Malcolm was off his horse and at Elerde's side. Elerde was
conscious but clearly in much pain. Lawrence dismounted and knelt
by him, across from Malcolm. "Lord, you are wounded. My shot was
meant for the hart," he began, questioning his own sincerity as he
said it.

 


Elerde's lips drew back tight to reveal a
snarl. "My heart, methinks! That arrow was meant to kill
me!"

 


Lawrence's face grew red. "How dare you,
sirrah?!" he growled. "How dare you accuse me? If you would
challenge me, be a man and put your sword and your life behind it,
else hold your tongue!"

 


Elerde glared back. "You have made that an
uneven fight, my liege. Or mayhap it was to even the odds you did
this, you miserable... what is the word? Nithing."

 


Lawrence gave the prostrate man a darkly
threatening look. "And why should I so deign, sirrah?"

 


Elerde's lip curled. "To prove yourself more
worthy of that dear lady's devotion than am I."

 


Lawrence drew his dagger and raised it to
plunge it into Elerde's breast. He felt hands grab his raised arm
and his opposite shoulder. He heard Ronan's voice, "My liege,
nay!"

 


He shook them off, sheathed his dagger, and
stood. He said in a grim voice to Malcolm, "Get this man to a
surgeon. I shall not have his blood on my hands." He looked back at
Elerde. "At least, not yet. I will set a guard upon you to wait
until you are fit, to accompany you to Lawrencium should you decide
to make good your accusation."

 


The king turned and strode over to his horse.
He said not another word but mounted and rode off at a
gallop.

 


Ronan hesitated, then bent to help Malcolm
raise the wounded man to his feet. "Can you ride?" Ronan asked
Elerde.

 


Elerde nodded, his face full of pain, anger,
and hate. They got him back onto his horse, the king's arrow still
protruding from his arm. Elerde leaned heavily and painfully on his
saddle's pommel.

 


Ronan, who followed Elerde and the others to
the hall, could hear the party's combined entourage muttering
amongst themselves, turned and shot them a glance that silenced
them.

 


Malcolm led Elerde's horse at an easy pace back
to the hall, where one of his own men-at-arms with skill dressing
battle wounds removed the arrow and cleaned and bandaged the
wound.

 


He started to throw away the arrow. Elerde shot
at him, "Nay! Give it to me!"

 


Meanwhile, Ronan sought the king. He found him
in their chambers directing servants to pack up all their gear to
leave immediately.

 


Gadfrid listened gleefully as one of the king's
body-men told him about the hunting accident and what ensued. With
a happy song on his lips, he went to have his servants make ready
to travel. He penned a message which he instructed should be
delivered to Elerde. All it said was, "You will hear from me in a
moon's time."

 


 


TWELVE

 


It was Beltane when the party returned to the
stronghold at Lawrencium. Lawrence dismounted, a grim smile for the
queen whom he could see rushing through the door with McGuinness
right behind to greet him, a look of joy on her face at his
return.

 


The king stood in the courtyard as a groom took
his mount away to the stables. He removed his gloves and smiled at
his wife as she rushed up to greet him. He was so relieved to be
home with her, but it remained in the back of his mind, he was
going to have to tell her. That dread kept him silent all the way
back along the journey home.

 


Rory McGuinness stood, smiling at the queen's
reunion with her husband. He looked up at Lawrence and smiled too,
but with something else in the smile, something reserved. Lawrence
did not notice.

 


Lawrence took Josephine's hands and kissed
them. "My lord, you are back sooner than expected! I am so glad!"
They had eyes for each other only, so they did not see Ronan's and
the captain of the guards' exchange of looks or Gadfrid's smirk.
However Rory did.

 


Lorin stood in the courtyard as well, and
smiled his own welcome to the company. "My liege, would you prefer
to rest after your journey?"

 


Lawrence shook his head. "Nay, I will confer
with you first." He turned to the queen, "I hate to do this, but
would you mind terribly coming along?"

 


Josephine was puzzled by the request. "Of
course, my lord."

 


The king left his wife in the outer chamber of
the high reeve's office. Josephine glanced at Lawrence's back as he
shut the door of the chamber firmly behind him.

 


In the high reeve's chamber, Lorin waited for
the king to sit, then seated himself. He had caught hints that
Lawrence had more to say than a report on his inspection of the
frontier fortifications in Affynshire, but he waited for the king
to direct the conversation.

 


The king began, "It appears that the Breton has
done an excellent job bringing stability to the borders. Pity,
since someone else will have to take over."

 


Lorin's eyebrows went up. "My lord?" he said in
surprise.

 


Lawrence's grin was wry. "There was... an
incident... and he is under guard. He may come here, but he won't
be commanding any garrisons in any kingdom I govern any
more."

 


Lorin regarded the king evenly. He waited for
him to go on.

 


The king described to his wife's brother how
after a hunting trip in the far northwest, he shot the Breton with
one of his own arrows. The warrior had not accepted his explanation
and accused the king of trying to murder him. Thereupon, Lawrence
suggested the man put his sword where his mouth was once he had
recovered from the wound in his shoulder.

 


Lorin nodded slowly. The king was perfunctory,
not offering much in the way of details. "My lord, I am sure he
deserved it and worse."

 


Lawrence asked, "Which? The arrow or the
challenge?" Lawrence crossed his legs, put one elbow on his knee,
his bearded chin in the palm of that hand, and stared at his wife's
brother, waiting for the man's reaction. The look on the king's
face was almost humorous.

 


Lorin stared back. "Either. Both. If it pleases
Your Majesty." He thought how to put his next question. "Any
witnesses, my liege?"

 


Lawrence looked less pleased with himself.
"Ronan and the blackguard's friend," he stated sternly.

 


"And how did they... seem to... um... interpret
the matter?" Lorin's expression did not change.

 


The king shrugged. "Malcolm is a piece of work.
I cannot say a wolf in sheep's clothing... maybe a wolf in a tame
wolf's clothing. I suspect something was going on between himself
and Elerde, they know each other, that I could tell. But Malcolm
did not strike me as the peaceful sort. He was ready to defend his
friend. Ronan seemed puzzled that I shot the man in the first
place."

 


"And is there any reason the goodly young
warrior should be puzzled?"

 


The king stared at the duke with eyes that
sparked. "What is that supposed to mean?"

 


Lorin averted his eyes. "Did you shoot him...
intentionally?"

 


The king subsided. "I have no idea. I wanted to
kill him every minute of every day I was with him... but as to what
happened..." He shook his head.

 


They sat in silence for a while. Then the duke
supplied, "So you have relieved Lord Elerde of his duties, and we
shall need a new commandant to replace him. Very well, sir, I shall
look into the matter." He paused. "May I ask, sir," Lorin posed
cautiously, "how badly Lord Elerde was injured?"

 


Lawrence was sitting forward, preparing to
stand. "Not fatally, more's the pity. A shoulder wound. He will
heal. He received good attention for it quickly. I did not stay to
make sure however."

 


"Do you believe the warrior will accept your
challenge and confront you on the field of honor?"

 


Lawrence stood, Lorin matching his movement. "I
do not know that either. He is a good fighter, but he must know
that he cannot win even if he killed me. The result for him would
be death or exile. He cannot possibly be so great a fool as to
think he could win Josephine's heart after killing me. I suppose we
shall see." He nodded to himself. "I will ask Ronan to fill you in
on the details of our inspection. I would like to spend some time
with your sister."

 


Lorin nodded his head graciously. "My lord," he
began.

 


"Aye?" encouraged the king.

 


"It may be that I have insights into the man
that you and my sister cannot. She saw the man as courteous and
erudite. You see him as a cad who tried to take your beloved from
you. I have seen a little more. If he seemed as if he was trying to
provoke you, my lord, he was. He is a reckless man and ambitious.
He is dangerous as well."

 


Lawrence nodded gratefully. "I thank you for
that. Fortunately, I think we shall see no more of the
man."

 


 


In another part of the stronghold, Duke Gadfrid
called to one of his own body-men, "I want you to go and make
inquiries about where this Elerde goes when he leaves Affynshire. I
think he may be useful in our plans. But be careful... and
discreet."

 


 


The door to Lorin's office opened, and the
queen looked up to see the king emerge. He smiled and stretched his
hand out to his wife. "I think I shall take some of that rest. Will
you accompany me, dearest?" he asked Josephine. She stood quickly
and took his hand.

 


"Of course, my lord, you must be very
weary."

 


Lawrence spoke to a servant, "Please ask Ronan
to attend the duke."

 


In his chambers, the king went to his brazier
and, stretching out the kinks in his back muscles, yawned and
groaned. "Will you sit with me a while, my darling?"

 


She came up to him, smiling happily. He put his
arms around her and kissed her. "I am so glad to be back with you,
dearest. I missed you terribly. I thought of you constantly,
especially at night." He smiled and kissed her again.

 


She held him and returned the kisses eagerly.
"I am never happy when you are not with me, my dear. I missed you
terribly as well."

 


He took her hand and led her to their chairs by
the fire. They sat. He seemed to be composing something to say to
her. She waited.

 


"Josephine, my dearest, I have to tell you
about something that happened while I was in the west... something
that may trouble you." He leaned to take both her hands in
his.

 


"Aye, my love? What can that be?" She waited
tensely.

 


He looked down. "Well, as you know, I expected
to see the Breton warrior there, since he was the one who fortified
the frontier forts."

 


"Lord Elerde? Aye, I did." She revealed no
particular reaction.

 


"Aye, that is the man." He hesitated. "You and
I have not spoken much about what happened between you, why I sent
him away in the first place. Forgive me, but I did not think we
needed to speak of it." He looked up to gauge her
reaction.

 


"No, my lord, you were right. There was nothing
to speak about."

 


He nodded solemnly. "That does not mean,
unfortunately, that I have not thought about it, and so, it seems,
has he." He gathered his resolve, "Josephine, some will believe
that I tried to kill him."

 


Her eyes darkened. "And why would anyone
believe that, my darling?"

 


He looked away, "Because he himself believes
it, and, in some way, it may be true. I shot him in the shoulder
while hunting."

 


She was startled. She sat upright and folded
her arms tight under her breasts. "Oh!" escaped her. She collected
herself and asked, "Is he hurt?"

 


Lawrence nodded. "Aye, 'twas not so bad a hurt
that he cannot recover completely. Unless it festers, but he did
get prompt care." He sat back, letting her hands go, and looked as
if he was struggling for words. "I did shoot him, though why I
cannot say. Whether it was a slip or I acted so quickly on impulse
I did not quite know what I was doing... I cannot tell you for I do
not know myself."

 


Josephine folded her hands in her lap. "Please
go on, my love, if you wish to."

 


"There is more," he continued grimly. "I gave
in to my temper. His taunts so galled me that I lost my head,
mayhap for the second time that day, and though he lay wounded on
the ground, I drew my dagger to dispatch him." He saw her go white.
"I am sorry, my love, I did not want to upset you. Can you forgive
me?"

 


Stiffly she replied, "But you did not kill
him."

 


"Nay I did not. Others prevented
me."

 


She shuddered. "It is done. It is finished.
Aye?" She looked up at him pleadingly.

 


He bit his lip as he looked into her eyes.
"Nay, it is not. I have given him leave, if he so chooses, to come
to Lawrencium when he is entirely healed." He paused, "To put his
accusation to me before witnesses and to prove it in combat, me and
him."

 


Her eyes were wide. "Nay, my lord,
nay."

 


He struggled for words. "I am sorry for it all.
Will you forgive me?" he asked again, more urgently.

 


Josephine stood and went to him. She crouched
so she could look into his eyes. She took his hands. "My love, I
cannot say why the man provoked you, but I am certain he knew the
risk. I do not blame you at all. In fact, I blame him for accusing
you." She paused, "Where is he, my dearest?"

 


Lawrence kissed her hands. "He is with his
friend Malcolm at his fortress. He is under guard."

 


She replied, "Good, he shall not vex us. I can
hope he has the sense not to take this any further."

 


He looked into her eyes gratefully. "I was
afraid you would be angry or upset that it came to this... with the
man who was... your friend."

 


"Nay my lord, I believe in you. I love you
dearly, Lawrence. Only you. I always shall love only you. That will
never change."

 


He reached for her and pulled her to him. "I
know that. I admit I will be happy if I never see that man again."
His eyes grew troubled. "Josie, I learned something about myself.
What I am capable of when I know another man wants you, loves you,
would take you from me. I could not bear it. I should have to kill
him. I love you so, need you so."

 


Josephine held him, shaken. "Aye, dearest. I
know."

 


 


As Josephine entered the great hall that
evening on the king's arm for the homecoming feast, her eyes fell
on Rory McGuinness. Seeing him, she thought of Lawrence's words,
that he would kill any man who loved and wanted her. Her heart
skipped a beat. She thought about Rory's love for her. Her step
faltered slightly.

 


Lawrence felt her sudden jerk and looked at her
concerned. "My dear, you have gone all pale. What is wrong?" He
guided her onto the dais where the head table stood.

 


When she was seated she said, "Nothing, my
love. I felt odd for a moment."

 


She was surprised to see him smiling knowingly.
"Might you be with child, darling?" he asked very quietly in her
ear, kissing it lightly.

 


"No, I don't think so. I don't know," she
stammered. She knew perfectly well that she was not.

 


He took her hand and squeezed it. "When would
you know?"

 


She looked at him, wanting to be truthful, but
also wanting to be sure about what she should tell him about Rory.
"We have been apart long enough that I could have been able to tell
by now, or quite soon..."

 


He smiled at her. "'Tis been six months since
the twins were born. I was gone some weeks, but in spite of that,
it should not be a surprise." He lifted her hand and kissed
it.

 


During the meal, she often saw Lawrence steal
sweet, knowing looks at her. The fact that she picked at her food
and seemed distracted made him more certain that she was pregnant.
She carefully kept her eyes away from where the bards gathered. She
tried to look attentive and entertained when Shannon sang and
played the lute, but when it was time for Rory to tell one of his
stirring tales, she could not face it. She begged off saying she
felt unwell and retreated to her chamber, the king looking after
her torn between concern and wanting to get up and dance and sing
out news of another pregnancy.

 


Rory saw her go as well. He was already opening
his story in his usual way, "A long, long time ago. If I were there
now, I would not be there then. If I were there then and at that
time..." He could not see how pale she was in the dim light of the
hall, but he sensed that she was upset.

 


earlier that day, after the royal party
returned, he sat by the fire when Shannon came sauntering in with
that "I know somethin' ye do not" look on his face. Rory was
melancholy. He enjoyed being a companion to Josephine while her
husband was away. Rory saw her as entirely unreachable,
untouchable, but he stuck to her as closely as he could, to bask in
her presence. He knew she liked spending time with him, even after
she knew of his love. All that changed then was that she made sure
they were never alone together.

 


Shannon perched himself on his stool near Rory
and grinned impishly. "Methinks ye need to practice your skills
with a sword, me darlin' man."

 


Rory looked at him surprised. "Aye, and why is
that?"

 


Shannon leaned in close to whisper
conspiratorially, "The king almost made fast work of that fellow
Elerde."

 


Rory looked at him. He knew about the tension
regarding Lord Elerde's advances to the queen... or at least
Shannon's colorful version of it. "What are ye sayin', man, fast
work? What happened, and what has this to do with me?"

 


Shannon fairly glowed with bringing such
sensational news to his friend. "Well, listen close, boyo, for ye
won't hear me speak of it again..." Rory thought that was unlikely,
but he listened attentively. "The king shot the Breton fool while
hunting, jumped on him on the ground, and tried to stab him to
death!"

 


Rory shook his head. He knew what Shannon was
getting at, but he made him say it. "Why would he be after doin'
such a thing?"

 


Shannon gave him a long-suffering look.
"Because he wooed the queen, ye great ass! They say the king went
west to examine the frontiers, but I have it from someone who would
know that he went to make short work of the rascal
Elerde."

 


Rory frowned. "I do not believe it. He wouldn't
do such a thing. He is a man of honor."

 


Shannon sat back and crossed his arms, looking
smug. "Well, if ye do not believe me, ask Ronan." He went on in a
significant voice, "He was there. He had to pull Himself off the
man." He leveled an "argue with that if you dare" look at his
friend.

 


Rory sat for a while, thinking. "And what, pray
tell, has this to do with me, then?"

 


Shannon stood and came to lean over Rory. He
whispered in Rory's ear, "Well, if Himself hears of your love for
the queen..." He made a melodramatic gesture, a finger across his
throat, uttering a "... ?t" sound.

 


Rory gave him an offended look, "Och, Shan,
'tis not a jokin' matter, and ye know that 'tis not. Ye do not
think he would really do that, do ye?"

 


Shannon stood and crossed his arms over his
chest again. "I do not know..." he led, with an arch
tone.

 


Rory thought about this, ignoring Shannon's
rather tasteless looks and gestures during the rest of the day. He
looked as casually as he could to see if he might have a moment
with Josephine, but she was closeted with the king in his chambers
all afternoon, no doubt talking about the incident in the west, and
also making up for lost time in the king's bed.

 


When she left the feast, he watched her
retreating back and worried for her sake. He stole a look at the
king, even while well into the beginning of his tale, and saw the
man was smiling foolishly. He most certainly did not look angry
about anything. The revelation about his attack on Elerde must
clearly have met with forgiveness or even understanding or the king
would not be so merry. Odd that he would smile as his wife hurried
from the room. Rory made an effort to concentrate on his
tale.

 


Josephine entered her private rooms and
dismissed the servants who rushed in after her to help her get
ready for bed. "I can do it myself," she said, almost irritably.
Then she reddened at her abruptness. "I am sorry, I want to be
alone. Please make sure the children are asleep and well and leave
me to myself."

 


Alone, she sat at her dressing table and gazed
at her own pale face in the highly polished brass mirror. She was
certain she could not be pregnant unless it had happened that very
afternoon, but even that she knew was not timed right. It was a
useful mistake for Lawrence to make. It allowed her a little time
to decide what she must do.

 


Should she warn Rory? That would do no good. He
was the sort of fellow who seemed drawn to hopeless love. She did
not doubt his sincerity, more's the pity since it might have saved
them both some pain in the future if she questioned the reality of
his romantic notion.

 


Should she tell Lawrence of Rory's sad
delusion? Was that condemning the sweet Irishman to
death?

 


At the very least, she knew she needed to pull
away from Rory, to keep suspicion off him, to discourage him. If
she grew suddenly cool to Rory, might that not itself provoke
suspicion? With the king home and the rumors about his attack on
Elerde making the rounds like wildfire, any sudden change in her
behavior towards Rory could spark innuendo and
speculation.

 


Josephine was still miserable when Lawrence
came to her room that night, solicitous of her feelings, watching
her with sweet expectation. He went to bed with her but only held
her, feeling she might need the rest and comfort more than his
sexual attentions. She would not have minded the reassurance of his
passion, and in fact would have liked having her mind taken off her
worries. As so often happened with the two of them, their very love
for each other got in the way of their understanding.

 


It was a mighty effort over the next several
days for Josephine to remain cheerful and friendly to Rory without
giving away her concerns. He was clearly puzzled. He tried to run
into her in the corridors so he could ask if she was unwell or
angry or what other cause for her discomfort there could be. But if
she saw him coming, he noticed, she would turn and retrace her
steps to avoid him.

 


Lawrence noticed her unease as well. He watched
her with concern. Her behavior became more erratic. He asked her
often how she was and she snapped at him as the days wore on and
her tension became more acute.

 


Her woman's flux came, and she knew she could
not possibly be with child. This was not a fact she could hide from
her amorous husband. She resolved that very night she would have to
tell him all.

 


That evening as she hurried to the hall for the
evening meal, Rory finally found himself standing alone in front of
her in the corridor. She stopped when she saw him there, paled, and
breathed, "Oh Rory!" His look of concern was so genuine and
poignant that her heart melted.

 


"Me lady, what is it? Are ye well? Are ye
unhappy with me?" He started to reach for her hands but stopped
himself. Instead, he looked at his own hands awkwardly, not knowing
what to do with them.

 


"Rory, I am sorry I have been so...
uncomfortable with you since the king's return. I have to explain,
it is no good going on this way..." She seemed to struggle for the
right words. "I must tell my lord of your feelings for me. I cannot
in all faith keep it from him. And I am afraid... for you. You know
what happened in Affynshire?" She looked at him
expectantly.

 


He nodded uncertainly. "Aye, I believe so, but
I am not sure what to believe. I cannot imagine the king doin' such
a thing, attackin' a man in cold blood like that..."

 


Josephine shook her head. "'Twas not entirely
cold. He was provoked, though he burns with shame that he allowed
himself to be. But Rory, 'tis not that I mean to say... 'tis that
my husband told me he should hate any man who loved me... that
way."

 


All at once, Rory understood. He felt like a
fool, even Shannon saw it. "Och, me lady, 'tis a thoughtless fool I
have been..." he began.

 


"Nonsense, Rory, never a fool. Not you. You are
being the sweet man you are. We must be ready for whatever Lawrence
says or thinks about this. It fair breaks my heart to think of
this, but..." and she averted her eyes, "you may need to leave
court."

 


Rory stood stunned. She did not want him to
leave. She had said it would break her heart. Nay, he should not
think on this. It was too dangerous. He had to bring himself back
to reality. "Mayhap I should be after makin' such plans... I do not
believe the man would hurt me. 'Tis ye I am thinkin' of, and the
difficulty I have made for ye, I cannot forgive meself for
that..."

 


The queen put her hand on his arm. "Nay, Rory,
please stop that. And wait... it may be foolish, but I have hope
that the king will make clear what he wants. Let us wait to
see."

 


Neither saw the king as he came to a corner. He
stopped, seeing the queen's face, her hand on Rory's arm, and
Rory's bowed head. He quietly turned and went back down the
hall.

 


Lawrence noticed how ill at ease Josephine was
throughout the meal, and that Rory glanced up at him and his wife
several times. When the queen asked to be excused to her chambers,
Lawrence put his hand on hers and asked, "May I come with you, my
dearest?"

 


 


Gratifyingly, she nodded and said, "Oh, aye, I
wish you would."

 


Rory looked up as the king rose with the queen
on his arm and escorted her out of the hall. He swallowed. He
wished her luck.

 


In her chambers, Lawrence led his wife to the
bench at the foot of her curtained bed. He sat next to her and took
her hands. "What is it, my darling? What has happened between you
and McGuinness?"

 


Josephine looked up astonished. "You know?!"
she asked.

 


"I saw you both looking sad today in the
corridor. I assume that is what you want to talk to me
about."

 


She looked into his eyes. "My love, there are
two things really. One is that I am not with child."

 


Obvious disappointment molded the features of
his face. "I am sorry, but there is time enough for another child,
if you want that. You must school me in these matters, as I am a
complete imbecile on the subject." He smiled self-deprecatingly.
"What is it with Rory, my dear love?"

 


Josephine took in a deep breath. "Lawrence,
when you said the other day that you should want to kill any man
who loved me..."

 


Lawrence looked surprised. "Is that it? Are you
afraid I will kill Rory because he loves you?" He looked genuinely
surprised.

 


Josephine looked at him uncertainly. "You know
he loves me?"

 


Lawrence's face relaxed and grew merry. "I
think there may be a blind man in Northumbria who doesn't know Rory
is in love with you. And I am sure someone has told him." He
chuckled. "My darling, that's what bards do. They fall in love with
great ladies. Even if he believes it himself, even if it is true, I
would never take that seriously. Not unless it troubled you. Then,
watch out!"

 


The queen was unsure what to say. "You
wouldn't? You don't?"

 


Lawrence put his arms around her and pulled her
tight against him. He chuckled again. "Nay, I would not and I do
not."

 


"Lawrence, I fear he has sworn to love only me.
Shannon hinted as much."

 


Lawrence laughed aloud. "Well of course he did.
It's Rory, after all. I am sorry, I do not mean to make light of
it. You care about him and you don't want to see him hurt. I am
sure you have already told him that."

 


She nodded.

 


He looked at her speculatively. "He doesn't
think... that I would attack him, or sell him into slavery, or that
sort of thing, does he?"

 


She looked up at him sheepishly. "We weren't
sure..."

 


Lawrence leaned back, laughing. "Oh,
sweetheart, you must reassure him. I will not do anything to him!
He is no threat to me in any way, shape, or form. That is, so long
as you are not in love with him..." He looked at her with the smile
of merriment still on his lips.

 


"Of course not!" she protested. "You know I
love only you, am in love with only you."

 


He pulled her to him again. "Aye, I do. Never
fear." He kissed her hair and caressed her arms.

 


Josephine closed her eyes and relaxed into him.
"Thank God," she thought to herself. "Thank God."

 


She felt as well as heard Lawrence start to
speak, "one thing, my love?"

 


"Aye, my lord?"

 


He hesitated, "Please do not be alone with him
too much. I am not jealous, but why put yourself and him in awkward
situations."

 


Josephine smiled. "You are right, my darling."
She admitted to herself that his last caution felt good to her. He
was not taking her for granted.

 


 


Late the next day, Shannon saw Rory leaning in
the window opening of a corridor. "What makes ye smile so, me
friend?" he asked him.

 


Rory leveled a happy look at Shannon. "The king
is not after wantin' to kill me."

 


Shannon stared. He slowly remarked, "Well,
that's a blessin'." He continued to stare. He shrugged and
suggested, "Let's go into the town for a drink, why do we
not?"

 


Rory stood straight and smiled, "Grand
so."

 


 



CHAPTER NINE

 


Lord Elerde of Leon did not leave Affynshire.
When he was sufficiently recovered from the shoulder wound
inflicted by the king's arrow, he announced to the guards left to
accompany him to Lawrencium his intention of yielding the challenge
of arms. He allowed them to accompany him to the border with
Northumbria where their duty was discharged. The soldiers
authorized a messenger to take the news to Lawrencium. Elerde
waited while the armed men departed east to their certain deaths at
the hands of Malcolm's archers.

 


When Malcolm joined him at the border, he found
Elerde calmly exercising his wounded shoulder. Although he was glad
it was not his sword arm, he could not help but smile bitterly at
the memory of Lawrence's attack. He did not believe the shot was an
accident. He knew for a fact that the king's subsequent attempt to
kill him was anything less than purposeful. He wondered if he would
always think of this when he felt the tightness in his shoulder. He
bitterly hoped he would.

 


"Will you be fit in time for the attack, my
friend?" came Malcolm of Horsfort's voice from behind
him.

 


Elerde turned slowly with a satisfied smile,
not looking directly into Malcolm's face. His expression displayed
some inner pleasure. "I shall be, my friend. 'Tis all I have worked
for these many months."

 


Malcolm came around in front of him. "It still
astounds me that the fool left things as he did, with the only man
holding Affynshire together lying in the blood he himself
spilled."

 


"I knew not ere he came here, but the man has a
temper that shall get him in trouble more often than once. 'Tis no
great feat to use it against him."

 


"Think you that temper has been unleashed on
the woman?"
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